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Introduction

From the last decade of the 20™ century
until this year, Asian art, in particular, Chinese,
Korean, Japanese, began to occupy a leading
position in the international art scene. Each
country occupied certain cultural “niches”
where it became a leader. South Korea has been
at the forefront in the field of cinema (this is
confirmed, at least, by the 2019 “Golden Palm”
that undoubtedly went to the film “Parasites”
by Bong Joon-ho). Japan is home to the manga
comics with teenage fans around the world, as
well as a number of well-known contemporary
artists — for example, Yayoi Kusama, who in
the film “Kusama: Endless Worlds” complains
that, in fact, in 1960’s when she joined the
Fluxus movement, her ideas with soft sculp-
tures were “stolen” by Claes Oldenburg, and
her creative work remained unknown, while
in the 2000’s she became considered as one of
the greatest contemporary artists in the world,
and major museums of the world wanted to get
her works; Takashi Murakami, who managed
to turn nuclear explosions, the experienced col-
lective tragedy of Japan and the whole world
into a pop brand; Chiharu Shiota and others.
In turn, China is home to a significant num-
ber of contemporary artists who are among the
best and most expensive artists in today’s art
platform — these are Cai Guoqiang, Ai Weiwei,
Zeng Fanzhi, Zhang Huan, Huang Yongping,
Liu Bolin and a number of other artists.

The purpose of this article is to analyse
some universal mechanisms for popularizing
national cultural features that are used by con-
temporary artists at the international level. We
will focus on works of art created by Chinese
artists as a material for the analysis of such cul-
tural mechanisms. Chinese contemporary art
was chosen for the analysis, since it remained
completely mysterious, incomprehensible, dis-
tinguished by rare craft practices for a long
time, but today, thanks to the efforts of Chi-
nese artists, many of the “secrets” of Chinese
culture have become clear and accessible to the
international community.

The article analyses such works as Odys-
sey by Cai Guoqian, Coloured Vases by Ai Wei-
wei and The Last Supper by Zeng Fanzhi; iden-
tifies the artistic methods that reveal national

cultural “secrets” to the world community, thus
forming a single global world.

Methodology

The study is based on a bibliographic
analysis, which implies the study of modern
scientific publications about Chinese art — both
foreign and Russian, published in journals,
peer-reviewed by the authoritative databases
Scopus, Web of science and RSCI. The philo-
sophical and art-history analysis, developed by
professors V.I. Zhukovskii and N.P. Koptseva
(Zhukovskii, Koptseva, 2004) at the Chair for
Cultural Studies and Art History of the In-
stitute of the Humanities of Siberian Federal
University to interpret the artistic images of
three works created by contemporary Chinese
artists.

Analytical Review

There are several kinds of the modern
Chinese art. Firstly, the ancient traditional art
of “Guohua” continues to exist and is actively
developing, and it turns, rather, into souvenir
export products, since even Western spectators
and tourists are interested in the aesthetics of
“Guohua” — ink wash painting — as a sign of
the authenticity of Chinese culture: “Thus, in
the modern culture of China, traditional paint-
ing remains relevant in many areas of society’s
life, acting as an object of investment, a source
of inspiration for artistic creativity, an ethnic
brand in the cultural industries, a heuristic ele-
ment of synthetic kinds of art, including those
based on modern computer technology” (Iva-
nova, lakovleva, 2013: 235).

Secondly, in the 20 century, as a result
of active cooperation between the PRC and the
USSR after 1949, oil painting became one of
the main art techniques in the country. In the
scientific literature, especially Russian, there
are an extremely large number of publications
devoted to the history of the development of
oil painting in China and its current state.
They necessarily focus on the educational
method of P.P. Chistiakov and educational
activities of K.M. Maksimov, and analyse the
works of students and modern successors of
the traditions of “socialist realism” in Chi-
nese art (Lv, 2011; Wang, 2013; Xiaobin, 2017,
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Bogodelina, 2018). In detail, the history of
oil painting in China from the 17 century to
“village realism”, “scar art”, and finally, the
most widely known “cynical realism”, is de-
scribed and presented in Guo Xiaobin’s the-
sis research titled “The Influence of Russian
and Soviet Realistic Painting in China of the
1950-1960’s: receptions and traditions.” The
history of oil painting in China is of great in-
terest to contemporary critics, since if in the
1980’s and 1990’s, when Chinese art was just
beginning to enter the international art plat-
form, art historians paid attention primar-
ily to pro-Western Chinese art based on the
avant-garde art traditions of the 20" century,
which is close to the aesthetics of postmod-
ernism, then Chinese painting soon began to
gain wide popularity and value in the art mar-
ket — for example, paintings by Zeng Fanzhi,
Yue Minjun and others.

The most famous at the international level
is another type of Chinese contemporary art,
which is based on the avant-garde traditions
of the 20" century, primarily pop art, as the
avant-garde was “brought” to China in 1985
by Robert Rauschenberg; art of a postmodern
nature; “unofficial” Chinese art, since the na-
tional version of “socialist realism” is recog-
nized as official. The names of Chinese post-
modern artists are popular at the widest level,
as evidenced by the large number of journal-
istic texts about their work in printing and on-
line mass media — these are Ai Weiwei, Cai
Guogiang, Liu Bolin, Zhang Huan and others.
The general characteristics of this type of art,
its development trends and description of the
creative work of leading masters are present-
ed in several monographic studies and articles
in Russian and English (Zhong, 2014; Andina
& Onnis, 2019; Kee, 2018; Dubrovskaia, 2018;
Quas, 2017; Neglinskaia, 2010). Comparing the
sociocultural conditions of the existence of So-
viet and Chinese “unofficial” art, E.A. Kartse-
va draws attention to an important difference:
“China that has transformed toward a devel-
oped market economy is also rapidly changing
with respect to the once non-conformist art,
which has come under the scrutiny of the West.
State censorship is becoming less authoritari-
an, the party’s government tends to promote a

Chinese product that can make money” (Kart-
seva, 2017: 159).

Since the main attention in the article will
be focused on the analysis of the works of such
artists as Cai Guoqiang, Ai Weiwei and Zeng
Fanzhi, it is also worth pointing out some sci-
entific publications dedicated specifically to
their work. The creative path of the artist Cai
Guogqiang and the analysis of his key works
are described in the articles of such authors as
Zhong Y. (Zhong et al., 2014), Neglinskaia M. A.
(Neglinskaia, 2020), Jingyu Sh. (Jingyu, 2019).
The article by Starkman Ch. (Starkman, 2010)
is of particular relevance in the context of this
study, since the author describes the process
of creating the work titled Odyssey, which we
are going to analyse in this article. Ai Weiwei
is probably one of the most famous artists in
China today, so it is not surprising that a huge
number of journalistic texts around the world,
as well as scientific research works are devoted
to him. Examples of foreign scientific research
works include Sorace Ch. (Sorace, 2014),
Menezes C. (Menezes, 2011); among Russian
texts — Faryno J. (Faryno, 2018), Pashuk A.A.
(Pashuk, 2015) and others. Regarding the cre-
ative work of Zeng Fanzhi, due to a record-high
sale — the highest price for a work of Asian art —
there are many journalistic articles in both the
Western and Russian press: for example, on the
Public delivery web-resource (Public delivery,
2019) or in the article by T. Gorbutovich (Gor-
butovich, 2014). Serious attention is also paid
to the work of this artist in scientific research
literature (Vial-Kayser, 2015; Gultekin, Peker,
2016). the article by Vial-Kayser Ch. Is partic-
ularly significant in the context of this study,
since it carried out a detailed art review of The
Last Supper, which is in the centre of our in-
terest.

Analysis of Odyssey by Cai Guoqiang

Cai Guogiang was born in 1957 in Quan-
zhou. He received a professional art educa-
tion, initially worked as a stage designer at the
Shanghai Institute of Drama. In 1985 he emi-
grated to Japan, and later to New York, where
his studio is located today. Starting his work
with traditional painting, Cai Guogiang gained
fame for his “powder” painting. The most

-953 -



Aleksandra A. Sitnikova. The National and the International in Three Works of Contemporary Chinese Artists

spectacular in his work is the creation of con-
ceptual fireworks that add up to amazing fig-
urative paintings. The conceptual approach is
expressed in the fact that he carefully refers to
the choice of locations for his powder shows —
for example, his modest, when compared with
the scale of future fire shows, project “Age of
Mushroom Clouds”, when he shot gunpowder
in the form of a nuclear explosion, was con-
ducted in the background of the recognizable
New York landscape, in Nevada, where nu-
clear tests had previously been conducted, as
well as in Hiroshima. In addition to multi-co-
loured paintings of fireworks, he also creates
planar “drawings” choosing an unconventional
material — burning gunpowder. In postmodern
art, turning to atypical art materials to create
works of art is the most common technique, but
a conceptual explanation of the use of strange
materials is always required — in this case, Cai
Guogiang emphasizes several aspects at once:
he grew up in a city where they specialized in
the production of gunpowder from the time of
the Cold war, so this material was well known
to the artist since childhood, and China is also

known as the country of the invention of gun-
powder, as a country where fireworks and the
culture of fiery performances are appreciated.

We chose the 49-meter (3.15 x 49.38 m)
painting “Odyssey” created by the artist in
2010 for the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston
as a work, based on the analysis of which it
seems to us that the indicated problem can be
best solved (Fig. 1, 2).

This work emerged as a result of the fact
that the curator of the museum, where there is
an extensive collection of ancient Asian art,
developed a concept according to which an-
cient art must be displayed in a dialogue with
the contemporary art, so that viewers feel the
connection of times and understand how the
past responds to the present. The realization
of this concept began with an exhibition of
Korean art, where one of the most famous
Korean artists, Do Ho Suh, participated, and
in 2010, Cai Guogiang was invited to create
his own work to display the Chinese collec-
tion. He presented the traditional gunpowder
drawing on 42 panels of chipboard, on top
of which hemp paper is glued — these panels

Fig. 1. Cai Guogiang, Odyssey, 2010, gunpowder and pigment on paper, the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston © Cai Guogiang. Available at: https://www.mfah.org/art/departments/arts-asia
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Fig. 2. Cai Guogiang, Odyssey, 2010, gunpowder and pigment on paper, the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston © Cai Guogiang. Available at: https://caiguogiang.com/projects/projects-2010/odyssey/

completely cover the walls of the exhibition
room, which also has two arched openings
for entrance and exit. Cai Guoqiang present-
ed a “powder” painting in the landscape genre
that is traditional for Chinese art of Guohua —
“shan shui”: indeed, images of mountains and
water, symbolizing yang and yin are the main
plot of the image; also the painting is filled
with traditional “characters” of Chinese paint-
ing — peony flowers and lotus, images of pines
and bamboo. All of them symbolize the noble
qualities that the room is filled with: peonies —
wealth, lotus — purity, pine trees — firmness
and longevity, bamboo — determination, etc.
The interpretation of these symbolic signs
in Chinese art is very often given in arti-
cles about the Gohua painting — for example,
S.A. An (An, 2010). The postmodern artist
in his art addresses the ancient origins of na-
tional Chinese painting. In this case, the in-
terpretation of the name “Odyssey” suggests
the following: a character of Greek mythology
Odysseus wandered around the seas for a long
time in search of the way back to his home, to
his homeland — here the experimentalist artist

who emigrated from China to the USA returns
in his art to the “alphabet”, the foundations of
the traditional Chinese painting. In addition to
symbolism, the black-and-white aesthetics of
drawing on paper, the work reveals a number
of features typical of Gohua: the elongation of
the drawing in length, the ability to read it as
a scroll, as well as the modest embeddedness
of a human figure into the image — usually in
Chinese landscapes a man is barely notice-
able, but here this technique is solved interac-
tively: entering the exhibition hall through the
arch, a viewer is involuntarily integrated into
the universal natural space.

Thus, Cai Guogiang, with his unique tech-
nique also rooted in Chinese culture, his fame
on the world art arena and the scale of his work,
draws attention of a modern viewer to under-
standing Chinese painting: a viewer is given a
way to symbolically read the landscape and its
elements (flowers, trees), the basics of Eastern
Buddhist philosophy, where opposites always
exist in the process of transformation into each
other, and as a result of destruction, creation
occurs (destruction of paper by fire, explosions
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of gunpowder, leads to the creation of land-
scape).

Analysis of “Coloured Vases” by Ai Weiwei

Ai Weiwei was born in 1957 in Beijing. He
received education in Beijing and New York.
He lived in New York from 1981 to 1993. In
the 2010’s, he was recognized as one of the
most influential artists in the world. He works
in various media — from video to the creation
of large-scale installations. He became wide-
ly known as a revolutionary artist, dissident
artist, a member of the art group called the
“Stars”, which is considered as the beginning
of the history of non-conformist art in Chi-
na. Ai Weiwei is known for his work raising
the problems of modern totalitarian states,
the problems of social injustice, the problems
of international injustice and the economy. In
one way or another, he almost always turns to
traditional Chinese crafts and things to create
his works: sewing clothes by low-paid Chinese
workers for the whole world; Chinese migrants,
whose very existence has been turned into a
work of art; unique Chinese craftsmanship
for creating three-legged stools; a bicycle as a
typical means of transportation in China, etc.
One of the key materials in the artist’s work is
traditional Chinese porcelain, a craft for the
manufacture of porcelain vases. Ai Weiwei of-
ten turns to this material — in particular, in his
most famous work “Sunflower Seeds” for the
Turbine Hall of Tate modern, created in 2010,

i |

k=N

when he gave work to the Chinese masters,
who previously specialized in the manufacture
of imperial porcelain, but in the 21% century
their skills became unwanted. They manual-
ly produced porcelain seeds that Tate modern
visitors in London were allowed to walk on.
Since the 1990’s, the famous Chinese craft for
the manufacture of porcelain vases has been a
significant theme in the artist’s work: for exam-
ple, in 1995 he created one of his most famous
works “Dropping a vase of the Han Dynasty”
(Fig. 3).

In this work, he destroyed an expensive
vase of a great cultural and historical value and
documented this fact. This work is included in
the “alphabet” of postmodern art of the turn of
the 20%-21%t centuries. It has been repeatedly
cited by other artists. The second version of the
transformation of a porcelain vase in the art-
ist’s work is the inscription “Coca-Cola” on it
(Fig. 4).

The third example of working with vases
is “Coloured Vases”, 2006 (Fig. 5).

In all three versions, a viewer observes
the fact of the destruction of the ancient, tradi-
tional, famous past by various means: through
the direct destruction, through destroying an
ancient artifact with an advertising design,
through colouring the ancient ceramic art in
the spirit of abstract painting, abstract expres-
sionism. In fact, in all three works, we observe
the destruction of the past by the culture of the
20% century. Despite the fact that Ai Weiwei

Fig. 3. Ai Weiwei. Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn. Photographic documentation of the performance. 1995.
Available at: https://artchive.ru/artists/78922~Aj_Vejvej/works/544824~Ronjaja_vazu_dinastii_Khan%27
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Fig. 4. Ai Weiwei. Coca-Cola vase. 2014. Signed and dated ‘Weiwei 2014’
on the underside painted Han dynasty vase (206 BC-220 AD)
35 x 50 x 27 cm. Available at: https://www.phillips.com/detail/ai-weiwei/UK010119/17

Fig. 5. Ai Weiwei. Coloured vases. 2006. 51 ancient vases coloured by paint

is often condemned for the vandal nature of
these works, he skilfully confronts the viewers
with the very fact of destruction forcing them
to somehow experience it — to feel sorry for the
great past; to hate the one who does this and,
in this case, to provoke the protection of the
heritage of the past; or, conversely, to support
the idea of destroying the past for the present.
Ai Weiwei chooses the famous national Chi-

nese craft as a material for demonstrating de-
struction and demonstrates the nature of the
impact of the global culture of the 20" century
on it.

Analysis of “The Last Supper”
by Zeng Fanzhi

Zeng Fanzhi was born in 1964 in Wu-
han. He received his art education at the Hubei
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Fig. 6. Zeng Fanzhi. The Last Supper. 2001 Oil on canvas. 220 x 395 cm.
Available at: https://gorbutovich.livejournal.com/53902.html

Academy of Arts. Now he lives and works in
Beijing. He is recognized as one of the most
expensive contemporary artists in China, since
in 2013, his painting “The Last Supper” (Fig. 6)
was sold at Sotheby’s auction in Hong Kong for
a record amount.

On the one hand, unlike Cai Guogiang and
Ai Weiwei, Zeng Fanzhi is in a different cre-
ative situation — he did not emigrate from Chi-
na, but continues to work in Beijing, and also
works in the tradition of figurative oil painting,
that is, he does not turn to new genres in con-
temporary art — installations, video art, perfor-
mances — and also does not experiment with art
materials, while remaining committed to tradi-
tional painting. On the other hand, his art also
originates from the avant-garde art practices of
the beginning of the 20" century — from the ex-
pressionism painting, where the realistic image
is distorted in order to express the person’s in-
ner experiences. In the early 1990’s, he gained
fame thanks to his “Hospital Series”, and in the
late 1990’s, his second highly rated series with
masks was created. “The Last Supper”, created
in 2001, is considered by many experts to be
the main symbol of modern Chinese art: it is an
interpretation of the famous fresco of the same

name by Leonardo da Vinci in Milan based on
modern Chinese realities.

Zeng Fanzhi’s “The Last Supper”, recre-
ates the composition by Leonardo da Vinci,
where 13 characters are seated at the table: a
character in the centre is surrounded by 12 oth-
ers. The easily recognizable similarity of the
works ends at the compositional level, and the
differences are as follows: instead of Christ
surrounded by his apostles at the table, there
are characters in white masks and costumes
of pioneers of the communist era (red ties and
white shirts), the action takes place, presum-
ably, in the hall for public meetings, where
communist slogans in Chinese are hung on the
walls. The vanishing point of lines, like that of
Leonardo da Vinci, is a window behind which
the landscape is visible; there are numerous
bright red watermelons on the table; among the
pioneers there is only one different character
who, instead of a red pioneer tie, is wearing a
yellow business tie, and his white shirt has a
pocket, plus to everything he is not included in
the group with any other character, while all
the others are grouped in two or three people —
traditionally this character is compared with
Judas. At the Sotheby’s auction, the meaning
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of this work was interpreted by art historians
as the history of political changes in China,
where the communist regime was betrayed by
the capitalist regime. The scientific study of Vi-
al-Kayser Ch. (Vial-Kayser, 2015) reveals the
political basis of this work, as the author com-
pares “The Last Supper” of 2001 with the ear-
lier work of Zeng Fanzhi with the same name
and composition, but with Mao in the place of
Christ and Judas. She also publishes watercol-
or sketches of this work, which shows that the
action was originally supposed to take place
in the Communist Party meeting room, where
red banners are placed in the background (the
landscape appeared already in the final version
of the work, painted in oil) and photographs of
real meetings of the Communist Parties, which
really related to the composition of “The Last
Supper.” In the work of Zeng Fanzhi, a signif-
icant emphasis is placed on hands: in the film
about his creative work, the author himself
tells that he was always interested in the inner,
emotional life of people, but for the Chinese
society at the end of the 20™ century it was not
customary to express their emotions openly, so
there are masks in his works, which is deper-
sonalizing people; white (the colour of mourn-
ing in Chinese culture) masks hiding their in-
ner experiences, therefore, to a greater extent,
the artist emphasizes the movements of hands
painted with bright red contours that also ex-
press the inner life of a man. Indeed, observing
the gestures of the hands, we understand that
there is an emotionally intense dispute at the
table, the characters express their true feelings
with their hands: the central character is com-
pletely calm — his hands rest calmly on the ta-
ble, the palm of his left hand is confidentially
open to a viewer, his right hand is clenched in a
fist; the characters on the right side, one by one,
express different feelings with hand gestures —
someone in adoration tries to touch the person
in the centre, the other points to his forehead
emphasizing the importance of rational under-
standing of what is happening, the third holds
on to his heart emphasizing the heartiness of
his feelings; the fourth and the fifth emotion-
ally point to the person in the centre, prove
something trying to convince the person on the
far right from something. The characters on

the left whisper about something, demonstrate
their open palms to the viewer emphasizing the
purity of their thoughts, resolutely rise from
the table, perhaps preparing to say something
important; the character wearing a yellow tie
clenched his hand in a fist and sternly looks to-
wards the man in the centre. Thus, things are
humming at the table, a debate is being held
about the most important beliefs in life. Vial
Kayser Ch. (Vial-Kayser, 2015) in his study
also draws attention to the fact that the argu-
ment at the table during the meal is an import-
ant and characteristic part of Chinese culture,
which the author expressed in his work. The
fact that bread and wine that are traditional for
the Christian version are replaced with water-
melons is explained as the culture of China,
where watermelon is the most affordable and
widespread food of poor people (the artist him-
self at a time when he was very short of money,
often ate only watermelons), as well as by the
aesthetic reasons: the artist actively uses red as
the colour of blood and flesh, which also cor-
responds to the concept of “The Last Supper”,
the essence of which lies in the fact that Christ
shared his flesh and blood with his disciples.

Thus, Zeng Fanzhi uses the following tech-
niques to tell about the features of national cul-
ture at the international level: referring to the
most famous works in the history of art in his
paintings, which allows the Western audience
to immediately begin to look for differences
in the works and at the same time understand
new meanings, and, secondly, he is actively ad-
dressing the representation of the socio-cultur-
al and political realities of his country, which
are of interest to the world community.

Conclusion

The purpose of the article was to under-
stand how contemporary art makes mysterious
national and ethnic cultural codes that were
previously clear only to members of a partic-
ular national or ethnic community accessible
and understandable. The article attempts to
understand such mechanisms on the basis of
the study of Chinese contemporary art, since
this culture remains not fully known to West-
erners until today. For this, three works of Chi-
nese artists working in line with the postmod-
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ern paradigm were analysed — “Odyssey” by
Cai Guogiang, “Coloured Vases” by Ai Wei-
wei and “The Last Supper” by Zeng Fanzhi.
As a result of the study, it was revealed that
contemporary art uses such methods to ensure
global understandability and accessibility of
national cultural codes as: 1) the effectiveness
and entertainment, immensity of the works,
which attractively affects the audience; 2) the
use of unique artistic techniques and materials
(for example, gunpowder) that were mastered
only by one artist, which makes viewers get
interested in their work, the basics of their
rare artistic craft, and in the future, to under-
stand the unknown cultural signs used in their
works; 3) provocative gestures (for example,
destruction) that make viewers emotionally
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