Octo ber 1969, an image from
the series was broadcast, unannounced, for a few seconds
twice every evening during
regular programs for a week. On
the last day, Arnatt was invited
for a discussion on Se(fBurial.
It is not clear if he was probed
for the meaning of the work.
In a discussion of Se(fBurial
for the exhibition catalogue,
Mike Sperlinger refers to similar
att~,mpts at vanishing by o ther
aPt:ists, seeking to relate it to
Roland Barthes's essay On the
Death of the Author, published
two years earlier, and quotes
Arnatt: "Of course when [SelfBurial] is taken out of the context
of art history, out of the climate
of ideas which generated it, it
becomes quite opaque. It is this
opacity which had some bearing
on its use on TV."
Dissociated from its history, art could lose its meaning.
And if art died, the artist could
die, too. Couldn't he have meant
Self-Burial to mean just that? Or
the d isappearance of the artist?
Couldn't he have foreseen a deep
crisis, if not the death, of art?
The awareness of art's role
in society for its [art's] meaning,
evinced in Arnatt's statement
above , was present in his
thought at least since the early
1960s. In a statement in 1961,
he said: "Many artists today
would disclaim any responsibility to society; it would be an
unwarrantable intrusion into
their private worlds of fantasy
and self-expression . The present system of teaching painters
and sculptors, by continuing to
produce belated impressionists, realists, and expressionists
adds to the existing confusion.
What possible contribution can
practitioners of such art make
to society? Their work is a form
of escapism and is a denial of
the scientific spirit. Our views
upon the nature of reality are
constantly modified by the evolution of science. The concern
of art w ith the visual aspect of
reality can , by purely creative
means, continually expand o ur
perceptual awareness . This w ill
involve changes in perception itself. It is this expansion of visual
knowledge with which the artist
and the teacher should concern
himself. It calls for new working
methods and techniques which
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allow for a rational approach
and development."
Osman Jamal

HONG KONG

Twinkle Twinkle Red

Star at Contemporary
by Angela Li
he title of this group
exhibition speaks of revolutionary and ideological
mainland China, but it also
addresses Hong Kong popular
culture, fu elled by movie stars
and action. Twinkle Twinkle Red
Star is the name of a powerful
1970s' Chinese propaganda film
but it also refers to the golden
age of Hong Kong cinema. In
this respect, the red star could
just as easily be an aggressive
ideological slogan as well as a
famous Hong Kong movie actor.
This duality of meaning
lies at the heart of this group
show, which features artists who
were growing up in China and
Hong Kong during the 1970s and
1980s . Curated by Fang Lei, the
works raise issues about the simultaneous demarcation of the
two cultures and, conversely,
their inevitable permeation of
one another.
Featuring sculpture, painting, installation, and video, the
exhibition was curated w ith apparent ease, fostering dialogue
be tween the various pieces.
Most obviously a connection
occurs between the sculptural
installations of Xu Bing and
Sui Jianguo. Xu's Birdcages

T

(2003) comprises three small
metal cages each inhabited by
fake birds and invisible motion
sensors. Hanging gracefully in
the gallery window, the three
cages are constructed from a
framework of either English
or Chinese words. The words
form the answers that the artist
freq uently gives to questions
about a prior work entitled Book
From the Sky. By housing the
new work in the literal explanation of a previous work, the
artist references his own artistic
practice. The viewer's attention
is thus d rawn to the inevitable
layers of meaning in an artwork,
evolving from both the artist's
past practice and past responses
from the audiences. In this
sense, they can see themselves,
in their reaction and critique of
the piece, metaphorically entering into a future dialogue in Xu
Bing's work.
Installed on the floor beside Birdcages is Sui Jianguo's
A Man Made River (2 009).
Employing a washing machine
drum and small craggy rocks,
Sui rises to the challenge of
replicating the powe r of a
natu ral river that, over time ,
transforms rocks into pebbles

Sui Jianguo, A Manmade River, 2009 , mixed media , dimensions variab le.
Image: Courtesy of Contemporary by Angela Li .

and sand. Staring into the worn
and industrial open drum is to
look at his man-made river in
the face. Set to spin at three
meters per second, the motion
emulates the typical flow of the
Yangtze River. Over the course
of 100 hours, the rocks crash
and careen into the sides of
the drum , creating a disrupting,
cacophonous noise. To the left
of the drum, in a modest tray,
the artist's victory in his quest
to compete w ith the natural eco
system is displayed: smooth
pebbles and grains of sand.
When activated, the torrent of
rocks circulating in the drum
sends the nearby sensors in
Xu 's birdcages into a frenzied
response and the fake birds sing
and twitter loudly. Both works
are noisy man-made versions
of nature and both display a
level of sentimentality in their
aesthetic, utilizing traditional or
old metalwork.
Away from all the noise, at
the entrance of the exhibition,
is the most memorable work
in the show, Wang Xiqiong's
Secret Formula Honey (2009) .
Installed directly on the gallery floor, the work comprises
hundreds of hardboiled sweets
in colorful polythene wrappers.
The brightness of the sickly
sweet mosaic does little to reassure the gallery visitor who
is asked to break a card inal
rule and literally walk over the
work. Cautious of damaging,
disrespecting, and misbehaving, the viewer is coerced by
the artist into a position as far
removed from the childhood
joy of eating sweets as possible.
Simple pleasure is brought into
focus in the installation: we eat
sweets though they have no
nutritional value, and as we
grow older we come to realize
that it is more sensible to avoid
them. And yet, we still recognize
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