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Sitting between the traditions of cinema and visual art, the work of Chinese 

' 

artist Yang Fudong resonates with the cinematic and photographic tropes of 

a city and society that is also "in between": the decadent aura of Shanghai in the 

ESSAY BY DAVIDE QYADRIO AND NOAH COWAN 

1920s and 1930s-colonial and colonized, modern and feudal, progressive and 

nostalgic. Indebted to the Fifth and Sixth generations of Chinese filmmakers, 
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to European auteurs of the like of Jean-Luc Godard, Alain Resnais and 

Michelangelo Antonioni, and to American peers such as Jim J arm us ch, 

INTERVIEW BY LI ZHENHUA 

Fudong's crisp black-and-white 35mm films enact a subtle interplay between 

the political and the abstract, revealing the artist's passionate attraction to 

beauty and a rarified approach to the haunting questions of contemporary life. 
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It seems easier for Yang Fudong to speak about what he is 

not rather than determine the elements that define him and his 

work. Critics and scholars, however, continue to insist on iden

tifying potential influences and historical motivations within 

his work, often spanning through the history of visual culture 

in China. The fervor he inspires becomes especially fraught 

when we try to speak of him simultaneously as a filmmaker and 

a visual artist, participating in various schools of aesthetic crea

tion, perpetuating and enlivening various traditions in both 

roles. Yang Fudong himself has strongly suggested in recent 

interviews that a great deal of current scholarship around him 

may well be ill-founded, if not misleading. This problem has 

many sources, not least of which involves exhausting taxo

nomic issues between film 

and visual art, born from a 

crucial half century devel-

oping separate critical and 

analytical tools, a situation 

still hobbling European and 

American thinking about 

the relationship between 

the art forms. Artists like 

Yang Fudong, by their 

example, continue to shatter 

these barriers but scholars 

have, sadly, yet to catch up. 
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context. Another more recent example is General's Smile 

(2009), a key work from his first solo exhibition in China. 

He fuses a new multiple-channel installation with older works 

to create a composite historical narrative that hangs together 

with spatial logic. The negation of space is also a tool for 

Yang Fudong, as in his most recent installation, New Women 

(2013), which demands a museum-style approach, with screens 

flush to the wall, erasing the sculptural tri-dimensionality to 

(mis)direct us towards the painterly. 

This unusual practice created tension between the 

artist and the Chinese art world. His early work lived in 

the underground with many others until the 2000 Shanghai 

Biennale, the first time video art was presented in a Chinese 

public institution. The work was marginalized into an offsite 

exhibition space ("Useful Life" was presented at a tempo

rary space on Dongdaming Road), alongside Xu Zhen and 

Yang Zhenzhong. Soon after he became an international art 

star, but despite winning the top prize for Flutter, Flutter ... 

Jasmine,Jasmine (tianshangtianshang, moli moli) (2002) at the 

/ 

2002 Shanghai Biennale 

(where his work was highly 

popular with throngs of 

young audiences), Yang 

Fudong did not receive a 

solo show until 2009, at 

Confusion around 

Yang Fudong's work also 

springs from the unusual 
East o[Que Village, 2000 

the private Zendai Museum 

of Modern Art, Shanghai. 

The entirety of his photo

graphic works were only 

brought together in 2012 

by Shanghai's OCT Con

temporary Art Terminal 

(OCAT ), also a private 

institution. W hy was his 

work so resisted in China? 

nature of his practice. He truly does occupy a world 

"between," and not just between the traditions of cinema 

and visual art. Even within contemporary art he sits uneasily 

between the sculptural practice of an older video art tradition 

and the attention to visual detail associated with many current 

media art makers, alternating straightforward single-channel 

installation with the invention of complex sculptural environ

ments where the moving image functions within a larger struc

ture. Consider l Love My Motherland (wo aiwo de zhu guo) 

(1999), an early work exhibited as part of "Art For Sale," the 

1999 show that launched a renaissance in Shanghai's contem

porary art world. The multi-channel installation features five 

television sets and a small booklet. The spatial relationship 

between them appears casual at first but the elements, upon fur

ther reflection, take on richer meaning only within their spatial 

environment. A year later, he presented Tonight Moon (Jin Wan 

De Yue Liang) (2000), a big screen with small monitors embed

ded and surrounded by reverberating televisions, creating 

a powerful audio-visual experience, but within a sculptural 

We contend that Yang Fudong is that rare animal-a 

self-conscious hybridizer of form who is not interested in 

contemporary obsessions with collage, pastiche, appro

priation and conceptualist pranksterism, hallmarks of much 

celebrated contemporary art associated with China. Film -its 

history and cultural specificity-is not a distanciated object of 

contemplation or satire for him, but rather represents a series 

of instruments in his toolbox, neatly alternating and blending 

with similar devices from the visual arts. This forces him into 

a subtler interplay between the political and the abstract com

pared to many of his peers. 

Yang Fudong began his career making highly political 

work, such as the above-mentioned video installation I Love 

My Motherland and the photo series The First Intellectual 
(2000). Even some of the more rarely seen works such as 

City Light (cheng shi zhi guang) (2000) or Robber South (Dao 

Nan) (2001), and the sublime 35mm piece Backyard-Hey! 

Sun is rising (hou fang-hei, tianliang le) (2001) carry a 

political charge. However, his political approach does not 

YANG FUDONG 
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