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Abstract: This article investigates two projects of the 50" Venice Biennale of 2003: “Z.0.U. — Zone of Urgency” by
the curator Hou Hanru, presented as part of the main exhibition of the 50" Venice Biennale’s chief curator Frances-
co Bonami, and Synthi-scapes by the curators of the China Pavilion, Fan Dian and Huang Du. A notable feature of
contemporary art is the symbiosis of technology and art, real life is reflected by the artists in the combination of the
artificial and the natural, the traditional and the contemporary.

he Venice Biennale is a large-scale exhibition of

contemporary art, one of the oldest in the world.

China’s history of participation in the Venice Bien-
nale is relatively short, and the presentation of contem-
porary Chinese fine art at this major international forum
can be divided into several chronological periods.

The first period (1958-1992) is characterised by
China’s sporadic participation, mainly with traditional
waorks of art.

The second period (1993-2003) saw the presentation
of contemporary Chinese art in the main and parallel
projects of the Venice Biennale by foreign curators.

The third period (from 2003 to the present) is charac-
terised by China’s participation in the Venice Biennale
with its own pavilions on a regular basis, while contem-
porary Chinese artists continue to present their works in
the main project of the Biennale.

The chief curator of the 50" Venice Biennale (2003),
Francesco Bonami, chose the theme “Dreams and Con-
flicts. The Dictatorship of the Viewer”. For the first time,
Francesco Bonami introduced the co-curatorial system,
in which he assigned curatorial work to eleven special-
ists from different countries and cultures. Each of the
curators presented their concepts and perspectives on
art in ten interrelated and relatively independent exhi-
bitions, eight at the Arsenale, two at the Giardini. “Al-
though the main (extremely vague) theme of ‘Dreams
and Conflicts — The Dictatorship of the Viewer’ encom-
passes all the exhibitions, each has had to adapt to very

1 Biennial Report.

different curatorial concepts™. The result was ten sec-
tions or exhibitions: “The Zone” for young ltalian artists,
curated by Massimiliano Gioni; “Clandestines”, curated
by Francesco Bonami; “Fault Lines: Contemporary Af-
rican Art and Shifting Landscapes”, curated by Gilane
Tawadros; “Individual Systems”, curated by Igor Zabel;
“2.0.U. = Zone of Urgency”, curated by Hou Hanru; “The
Structure of Survival”, curated by Carlos Basualdo; “The
Everyday Altered”, curated by Gabriel Orozco; “Utopia
Station”, curated by Molly Nesbit, Hans Ulrich Obrist and
Rirkrit Tiravanija; “Contemporary Arab Representations”,
curated by Catherine David.

One of the thematic exhibitions, “Z.0.U. — Zone of Ur-
gency”, curated by Hou Hanru, a Chinese curator living in
France, represented the largest number of Chinese artists
in a major project in the history of the Venice Biennale.
Hou Hanru’s curatorial research focused on the state of
contemporary megacities, which in Asian countries are
often built up exponentially, without regular planning, at
the discretion of developers. The “Zone of Urgency”, from
his point of view, is just such megacities built beyond
all logic, which causes outrage among architects, urban
planners and artists who respond to this by creating a
new type of art, an important element in redefining con-
temporary culture and lifestyles. Hou Hanru understands
“2.0.U. — Zone of Urgency” as a project that represents
a new rapidly developing international interactive trend
of contemporary art practices that takes into account the
current socio-cultural conditions.
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In the curatorial text for the exhibition, Hou Hanru
wrote in particular: “Driven by globalisation, urbanisa-
tion and the explosive expansion of urban spaces are
the most dynamic and complex aspects in our mutat-
ing world today. (...) Every resident has to face press-
ing questions of development, competition and survival,
while established social and urban structures are sub-
jected to deconstruction and reorganisation. Traditional
urban planning has been surpassed by a ‘post-planning’
reality: the city has become a collage of zones created by
urgency rather than by regular planning. (..) In order to
create conditions for sustainable development and life,
urgent solutions must be invented and put into practice.
The modern city is becoming a zone of emergency. It is
against this background that artistic and cultural activi-
ties, closely linked to urban transformation, are reaching
a new frontier. Artists, intellectuals, activists, in groups
or individually, together with architects and urban plan-
ners, are trying to create projects, actions and works to
negotiate with this reality. This process results in new
ideas and works that become important elements in re-
defining contemporary art, culture, knowledge and life-
styles, as well as opening up space for imagination and
innovation”?,

To realise the curatorial idea, Hou Hanru invited
about 40 authors and art groups: not only Chinese art-
ists, who nevertheless made up the majority of partic-
ipants, but also artists from around the world — Japan,
the Philippines, Algeria, Peru, Korea, Indonesia, Thailand,
Vietnam, France. “Z.0.U. — Zone of Urgency” at the Arse-
nale presented different artistic responses to the theme
proposed by the curator: the point of view of authors
from the Asia-Pacific region as the most affected by the
situation of global built-up areas and the point of view
of European authors and foreign artists living in Europe.

The work by the South Korean artist Young-Hae Chang
“Heavy Industries”, for example, was a single-channel
projection of a web project. In the accompanying text,
the artist wrote: “My web art tries to express the es-
sence of the Internet: information. Take away interac-
tivity, graphics, design, photos, banners, colours, fonts
and everything else, and what’s left? Text” (Young-Hae
Chang. http://www.yhchang.com).

Huang Yong Ping, a renowned Chinese artist living in

2 7.0.U.-Zone of Urgency.
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Paris, exhibited the installation “Bat Project | & II” (2001-
2002), which included models, sketches, documents,
photographs and videos. The idea of the installation was
based on the true story of the interception of an Amer-
ican spy plane “Bat” by a Chinese fighter jet over the
South China Sea in April 2001 and its emergency landing
on the Chinese island of Hainan. After much negotiation,
the US aircraft was handed over to the US in disassem-
bled form. “Bat 1” is a replica of the middle and rear parts
of the aircraft, “Bat II” is a replica of the middle and front
parts and the left wing of the aircraft.

The Malaysian artist Wong Hoy Cheong presented
“Re:Looking” (2002-2003), an immersive installation in a
specially constructed living room with paintings and old
colonial photographs on the walls, a sofa and an arm-
chair, a round table covered with a tablecloth, a TV set
broadcasting a documentary about the ultra-modern de-
velopment of Kuala Lumpur and the old neighbourhoods
of Vienna, and a computer on which a specially creat-
ed website was opened. Everything seems familiar and
clear to the viewer, but if you look closely at the photo-
graphs, the scenes of colonial life turn out to be fake —
the pictures show Europeans in Asian clothes instead of
local Asians. The artist created a border space between
reality and imagination, using information from fictional
sources inspired by real materials of Malaysian and Aus-
trian explorers.

The artist Lin Yilin, who lives and works in Guang-
zhou and New York, exhibited the installation “6 Videos
of Performance”: in a specially created brick enclosure,
three TV sets with DVD players — two in the upper row,
one in the lower row —were placed on two tiers of metal
scaffolding. The TVs broadcast video documentation of
6 performances from 1993-2003, in which the artist sat-
irised swimming competitions by imitating strokes with
his arms and legs and dipping his head into a basin of
water.

Liang Juhui’s multimedia installation “City” is a met-
aphor for urban life, modernisation and the relation-
ship between people and nature. The artist reflects on
the theme of urban construction through the image of a
high-rise tower assembled from nine wooden hexago-
nal forms stacked on top of each other and rotated on a
common axis. Each form has two tiers of windows. Each
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window of the tower features photographs of residents
of Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Pingyao, taken from
the back. The digital videos are superimposed images of
people, objects and buildings, as if thrown on the ground®.

Artists and art groups presented an alternative reality
—interdisciplinary works, experiments with intervention-
al models of modernity, performative transformations,
and flexible platforms resulting from the activities of lo-
cal communities. The result was the representation of
a common strategy of global response to the “zones of
urgency”, reflected in multimedia works of art — video
works, performances, installations, web art, etc., repre-
senting the authors’ personal views on historical, geo-
political, socio-cultural changes in the stated research
problem, and the formation of a dialogue platform for
discussing with the public the artistic aspects of the nec-
essary urban transformations.

China’s national pavilion was to be presented at the
50" Venice Biennale for the first time. The Ministry of
Culture of the People’s Republic of China, the National
Art Museum of China, the Fine Arts Research Institute of
the Chinese Academy of Arts, etc. were involved in the
preparation of the event. A committee of experts and an
art committee were assembled from representatives of
China’s leading arts and culture organisations, including
the Chinese Academy of Painting, the Central Academy
of Fine Arts, the Guangdong Museum of Art and others.

After much deliberation, the idea of “Relocation” was
chosen, presented by Fan Dian and his assistant Huang
Du. The project focused on China’s initiative to partic-
ipate in the Venice Biennale and to present a new un-
derstanding of Chinese contemporary art to the world.
Wang Yong added the “New Home” project to express
China’s dream of building a moderately prosperous soci-
ety and the reality of becoming a symbol of the spiritual
home of the contemporary Chinese people, to show the
confrontation and interaction between ancient and mod-
ern cultures, the hirth of a new culture in contemporary
China, and at the same time to symbolise that the Chi-
nese pavilion is being presented in Venice for the first
time. Fan Dian combined Wang Yong’s ideas and his
own, and proposed the theme of Synthi-Scapes, combin-
ing the ideas of a new home, urbanisation, creating the

3 Tao Di.
4 Synthi-Scapes.

environment of a traditional Chinese home®.

The theme Synthi-Scapes is a derivative of sever-
al concepts. The first part, “Synthi”, refers to the word
“Synthetic”, to the transformation of natural elements
into artificial ones, and to the realisation of contempo-
rary artefacts through an integrated approach. The sec-
ond part, “scape”, derived from “Landscape”, informs
about the richness of today’s creative landscape.

The curator and his co-curator believe that in the
context of globalisation, Chinese artists should explore
contemporary artworks with Chinese characteristics to
form a complementary and mutually reflective structure
between individual expression and common cultural
themes, as well as between different media. The artists
Liu Jianhua, Lu Shengzhong, Wang Shu, Yang Fudong
and Zhang Wang were invited to realise the curatorial
theme. Each worked independently on one of the five
sections of the “new home”: the “porch”, the “drawing
room”, the “living room”, the “study” and the “bedroom”.

The “porch” of the China Pavilion was shaped by Wang
Shu’s work “Between Demolition and Construction”. The
artist used grey bricks to construct a scratched Chinese
garden wall enclosing a grey brick-paved corridor. The
material of the work references ancient Chinese archi-
tecture, but a certain sense of modernity emanates from
the composition of the wall’s bricks and spatial execu-
tion. Since the original location of the pavilion was cho-
sen to be in St. Mark’s Square in Venice, Wang Shu had
the idea of Chinese gardens in Venice, and he sought to
transform the entrance and passage to the China Pavilion
by transforming the lItalian classical gate into a typical
Chinese garden-style gate and building a grey brick wall
between the Italian courtyard and the arcade. Natural
light entering the corridor from the courtyard side is used
to transform the corridor space into a Chinese courtyard
structure using steel forms and grey bricks. Wang Shu
was also supposed to transport a large number of bricks
used for the construction of traditional Jiangnan resi-
dential buildings from mainland China, thus completing
the transformation of “demolition” and “construction”,
and transforming ltalian classical architecture. This work
was intended to be a dialogue between lItalian classical
architecture and Chinese garden architecture.
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Zhang Wang’s large-scale installation “Cities with
Mountains and Water” forms the “drawing room” of the
China Pavilion. The artist turned the two sides of the
partition between the two exhibition halls into a wall-
sized mirror and arranged piles of shiny metal utensils
of various heights beneath them, referring to cityscapes.
A smoke machine created the illusion of smog or fog.
Strange but recognisable urban structures refract-
ed in the mirrors, creating visual dissonance, turning
the “drawing room” and the looking glass into a single
whole, enhancing the spatial sense of the exhibition hall
and emphasising the characteristics of Zhang Wang’s
new world: consumption, substitution, appropriation, su-
perimposition.

Yang Fudong’s video work “Heaven, Mo Li” was
placed in the “living room”. Played on three screens si-
multaneously, the work presents spiritual and emotion-
al narratives of young men and women who live in the
city. Through the recording of intimate conversations, the
artist reflects the emotional approach of today’s young
city dwellers. Employing a technique that borders be-
tween film, video and documentary, Yang Fudong selects
scenes from everyday life, uses urban architecture as a
backdrop to create a mood through karaoke songs and
music.

Lu Shengzhong created the “study” of the China Pa-
vilion. The artist installed bookshelves close to the wall
on which wire-bound illustrated books and painting trea-
tises were placed. The books were arranged in such a
way that their spines formed a huge ancient landscape
painting. The visitor could enjoy the space of this work,
and freely flip through books or albums from the shelves,
becoming both the connoisseur and the creator of the
work. As the behaviour of the viewer freely pulling out
and inserting volumes becomes part of the work, it also
changes the original static picture of the landscape. This
reflects the concepts of collage and deconstruction and
emphasises the interactive relationship between the
work, the idea and the viewer.

Liu Jianhua’s work “Everyday Fragility” forms the
“bedroom” of the China Pavilion. On the floor are numer-
ous objects made of baked ceramics; a cushion hangs in
the centre, and shoes, hats and bags are arranged along
the three walls. Liu Jianhua’s use of white ceramic ma-
terial reflects the Chinese or Oriental tradition, and at
the same time he chooses a large number of repetitive
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and trivial objects of modern everyday life as objects of
expression, imitating and reproducing everyday objects.

Fan Dian endeavoured to present the cultural bound-
aries and cultural characteristics of China through the
artists” works. The dynamic situation of today’s real life
is directly reflected in the consciousness of each artist,
and is expressed by them in the combination of the artifi-
cial and the natural, the traditional and the actual, in ex-
periments with “demolition” and “construction”, collage
and deconstruction.

China’s participation in the 50" Venice Biennale with
a national pavilion marked a significant breakthrough in
the history of contemporary Chinese fine art. The curators
of the Chinese Pavilion constructed cultural subjectivity
through a dual narrative strategy: on the one hand, the
“new home” symbolised the realisation of a “small pros-
perity” society, while on the other, urbanisation reflected
the cultural conflicts of globalisation. Five artists inter-
preted traditional living spaces: Wang Shu’s installation
“Between Demolition and Construction” transformed the
entrance area with a perforated wall of grey bricks, creat-
ing a dialogue between Chinese and ltalian architecture;
Zhan Wang’s work “Cities with Mountains and Water”
formed the “drawing room” out of stainless steel utensils,
where mirror reflections enhanced the spatial illusion;
Yang Fudong’s video work “Heaven, Mo Li” captured the
emotions of urban youth in the “living room”; Liu Sheng-
zhong’s interactive library allowed viewers to rebuild a
“mountain landscape” from book spines; Liu Jianhua’s
ceramic installation “Everyday Fragility” filled the “bed-
room” with fragile copies of everyday objects. All works
implemented the key curatorial strategy of contemporary
transmission of traditional elements through the trans-
formation of materials (ceramics, brick), reconstruction
of symbols (tableware as “rocks,” books as “landscape”)
and media innovation (multi-channel video). The project
deliberately rejected the exoticisation of the “Chinese
avant-garde” in the West. Rooted in local culture, with
interactive solutions, the pavilion presented the dialec-
tic of urbanisation: the conflict and synthesis of tradition
and modernity, dismantling and creation, affirming the
transition from passive selection to active promotion of
Chinese contemporary art in a global context.

Due to the SARS outbreak in 2003, the China Pavilion,
originally planned to be located in Venice for the first
time, was presented at the Guangdong Museum of Art in
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China following negotiations between the Chinese gov-
ernment and the Venice Biennale Organising Committee,
and became the only national pavilion exhibition held
outside Venice itself in the history of the Venice Bien-
nale.

The national pavilions at the Venice Biennale are
showcases for national art. Throughout the history of
Chinese artists’ participation in the Venice Biennale,
there have been changes in the selection and represen-
tation of their works. Before the creation of the Chinese
pavilion, European and American curators—the directors
of the Venice Biennale—chose mainly Chinese paint-
ings for exhibition, as their selection was influenced by
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Source:http://www.360doc.com/content/17/1106/18/37024376_701423333.shtml
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1. 03 300639, ,YM3IWORNIAH0
1B03YNRVA«, 2002.

33606006 50-3 603603, LAJBNY
»Z0U: BOB3OB3OIM BMBYY;
JIOOOMEN 3MI 3066 U.

LIU JIANHUA. EVERYDAY FRAGILITY.
2002

50TH VENICE BIENNALE, SECTION
“Z2.0.U.—ZONE OF URGENCY?”,
CURATED BY HOU HANRU
Source:http://www.360doc.com/
content/17/1106/18/37024376_701423333.
shtml
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3. 006 BIPMB30, 30LIM ,b43MAMbJ, 3M T0“ 2003.

30636000 50-3 503609, HNBAMNL IGHMBB6IL() 3530 NMBN.

LIANG JUHUL. CITY. MULTIMEDIA INSTALLATION, 2002

50™ VENICE BIENNALE, SECTION “Z.0.U. —ZONE OF URGENCY”, CURATED BY HOU HANRU
Source: https://www.takungpao.com.hk/culture/text/2017/0720/98846.html|
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4.856 3560, 06LOSTOBNY
»,300253380 301300018 P BYNM,
2003.

330636000 50-J 50365 J, AHNBIMNL
I6mM36I0 35030NMBN.

ZHANG WANG. CITIES WITH
MOUNTAINS AND WATER.
INSTALLATION, 2003

50™ VENICE BIENNALE, CHINA’S
NATIONAL PAVILION

Source: http://www.zhanwangart.com/
works/33

5. 006 VIVMB30, 30LIM

,000M0bJ, 8M €N 2003.

3363600L 50-3 003669, HNBIMNL
J6mM36I0 3030NMB0.

YANG FUDONG. HEAVEN, MO LI. VIDEO,
2003

50™ VENICE BIENNALE, CHINA’S
NATIONAL PAVILION

Source: https://videobureau.org/artist/
yang-fudong/video/2374






