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Arts & culture
BEIJING HAS LONG BEEN CHINA’S CULTURAL WELLSPRING. THE COUNTRY’S
most innovative minds, in the past drawn by government positions and serious patronage, and in modern times by top universities and a thriving intellectual community, have
conferred a pedigree upon the capital that Beijingers are anxious to uphold. Not that
they need worry: The city is currently the nexus of the hottest art scene in Asia, and startling quantities of money and international recognition continue to pour in. But while
most artists—from writers and actors to painters and musicians—agree that Beijing is the
place to be, no one is really sure of the direction that Chinese art is going to take. Will
Beijing’s artists successfully recast their rich cultural tradition to depict the mix of angst
and excitement that many feel in the face of an increasingly global future?
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LITERATURE
Writing (wen) lies at the heart of Chinese
culture (wenhua, change brought about by
writing) and civilization (wenming, the
brightness of writing). The source of learning and knowledge, writing––and by extension, literature––was what positioned the
Middle Kingdom at the center of the world
and elevated it a step above its neighbors.
Although Confucius himself was no
poet, his emphasis on education and his legendary status as the compiler of The Book of
Songs (ca 600 B.C.), China’s first anthology
of poetry, undoubtedly paved the way for

Artist Zhang Xiaogang and his “Big
Family” series

the enormous influence of literature on
Chinese society. Formal poetry was the style
of choice for over a millennium, and once
the bureaucratic examination system was
introduced in the seventh century, composing verse became an essential component in
securing a government position.
In terms of artistic achievement, poetry
lost its edge to drama during the 13th
century, and drama was in turn succeeded
by fiction in the 14th century. Nevertheless,
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despite this rich tradition, up until a century
ago, literature in China had one major drawback—it was written in classical Chinese and
thus could only be read by a relatively select
few. This changed with the reform-minded
May Fourth Movement (1919). A handful of
writers—notably Lu Xun, Mao Dun, Guo
Moruo, and Bing Xin—set out to make literature vastly more accessible by writing in
baihua, or common speech.

A bust of the writer Lu Xun stands outside
the Lu Xun Museum.

Widely regarded as the founder of contemporary Chinese literature, Lu Xun
(1881–1936) wrote fiction, essays, and criticism, in addition to translating French and
Russian literature. Born in southeastern
China, he was awarded a government scholarship to study medicine in Japan. However,
while still in school he came to the conclusion that medicine was of little use—it was
only capable of treating individuals and
could not cure the pervasive spiritual
malaise and apathy that, he believed, afflicted most of his countrymen. He abruptly
switched his focus to literature, seeing writing as the most effective means to raise public consciousness and instigate change. After
taking up a teaching position in Beijing, he

published his first short story, the satire “A
Madman’s Diary,” in 1918. A number of
other stories followed, including “Kong Yiji”
and “The True Story of Ah Q,” all of which
were finally published in the seminal collection Call to Arms (1922). Although much of
his writing is harshly critical of Chinese
society, he nevertheless evokes a certain tenderness in the portrayal of his characters,
and he remains one of the most influential
cultural figures of the 20th century.
The writer with the deepest attachment
to Beijing is Lao She (1899–1966), another
May Fourth writer. Of Manchurian descent,
Lao She grew up penniless in Beijing and
worked his way through school, while supporting his mother, before moving to
London for several years to work at the
School of Oriental and African Studies.
After returning to China, he published his
first and most famous novel, Rickshaw Boy
(1936), which describes the life of a peasant
who comes to Beijing to work as a rickshaw
driver, tracing a tragic arc of physical
exhaustion and poverty that culminates in
a solitary death. Lao She is also famous for
the play Teahouse (1957), which follows the
events in a Beijing teahouse over a 50-year
period. He was heavily criticized during the
Cultural Revolution, and he eventually died,
perhaps by suicide.
Communist rule understandably did little to encourage individual creativity, and
until the 1980s there was little real literary
output. One of the first voices to break the
silence was Wang Meng, a Beijing native
born in 1934. Like many writers of his generation, Wang wrote stories, such as “The
Butterfly” (1983), that deal with the lives of
those who were reeducated by the party and
sent to work on communal farms. (Wang
himself was sent to the northwestern
province of Xinjiang for seven years.) He
served briefly as the minister of culture
before resigning after the Tiananmen
Square protests in 1989. He was nominated
for the Nobel Prize for literature in 2003.
Zhang Jie paved the way for female
authors with her novels Love Must Not Be
Forgotten (1979) and Leaden Wings (1980),
which challenged social mores and the traditional roles of women within marriage.
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Despite a mere 25-year gap, Zhang’s idealism and quiet provocation seem to be centuries removed from today’s sensationalist
voices of Chun Sue, who vividly describes
the rock-and-roll lifestyle of Beijing’s youth
culture in Beijing Doll (2004), and Annie

the younger generation an outlet for publishing their own thoughts and stories.
Other major writers who previously
studied or lived in Beijing include Su Tong
(Raise the Red Lantern, Rice) and the “spiritually polluted” (i.e., dissident) voices of

The titles of the many poems, books, and essays of Lu Xun (1881–1936)––written in
calligraphy––adorn a wall of the Lu Xun Museum.

Wang, who mixes sex with gender politics in
The People’s Republic of Desire (2006).
Sex and drugs notwithstanding, Beijing’s
most famous contemporary author remains
Wang Shuo, a prolific novelist who tackles
urban slackers, political satire, and the murder-mystery genre all at once. Only two of
his many books have been translated into
English: Playing for Thrills (1998) and Please
Don’t Call Me Human (2000).
Although the capital is home to most
major book publishers, one of the main
obstacles for Chinese authors remains censorship. Consequently, many writers are
only able to publish complete editions of
their works in Taiwan. More recently, the
rise of the Internet and blogging has given

Gao Xingjian (Soul Mountain) and Ma Jian
(Red Dust, The Noodle Maker). Gao, a resident of France since 1987, won the Nobel
Prize for literature in 2000. His work has
been banned in China since 1989.
CALLIGRAPHY & INK PAINTING
It should come as no surprise that in
China’s literary culture, calligraphy—the
practice of instilling writing with beauty—
stands at the root of the country’s visual
arts. Calligraphy has given a particularly
unique character to Chinese aesthetics: the
art of the line.
It is the dual nature of Chinese characters, which are both conceptual (as a word)
and visual (as a stylized image), that lends
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calligraphy its particular form of expression.
The leap from simply writing a character as
a word to wanting to endow it with aesthetic qualities seems only natural. Yet this leap
wasn’t instantaneous—Chinese writing
dates back to at least the Shang dynasty
(1600–1045 B.C.), but it wasn’t until the
Spring and Autumn period (770–476 B.C.)
that calligraphy began its long evolution as
an art form. Despite the various styles that
have developed over the centuries, the main
emphasis has remained consistently on the
brush strokes that make up each character.
These lines are what convey personal feeling. As Lu Fengzi wrote in A Study of
Chinese Calligraphy: “Lines that express
happiness are continuous and flowing, with

no pauses or breaks, and no sharp turnings.
Lines that express unpleasant feelings usually have stops in them, suggesting difficulty
or impediment. When there are too many
stops, it is a sign of grief and anxiety.”
The most common form of art in China,
calligraphy appears everywhere: above
entrances to temples, adorning the doorways and walls of homes and restaurants, as
decoration on teapots and paintings, and
inscribed on stone steles at important monuments. In Beijing, it’s not unusual to come
across men practicing water calligraphy on
the ground in public places.
There are five main calligraphic styles,
each developed during a different era: seal
script (Zhuan Shu), clerical script (Li Shu),
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semicursive script (Xing Shu), cursive script
(Cao Shu), and standard script (Kai Shu).
The “chops” or seals dipped in red ink and
used as personal signatures are traditionally
in the seal script, the oldest and most complex form of Chinese characters.
Traditional painting
Traditional painting, which uses the same
media—brush, ink, and paper or silk—is
inseparable from both poetry and calligraphy. Artists trained in calligraphy from an
early age, and this training provided the
basis for many of the brush techniques they
developed. There are deep connections
between the three arts—paintings generally
contain at least one line of poetry written by

the owner, artist, or master calligrapher—
but painting conveys a different realm of
concepts and emotions.
One of the fundamental artistic principles of ink painting is qi. In most contexts,
qi is translated as “energy.” In painting,
however, qi has a more figurative meaning.
It is the inner spirit or underlying essence of
whatever is depicted, animate and inanimate objects alike. Chinese artists weren’t
nearly as concerned with capturing the
exact likeness of something as they were
with expressing its qi or underlying reality.
Early artists painted aristocratic portraits
and religious parables or figures; the most
unique style of Chinese painting, landscape
painting, developed later. This genre, which
shifted the focus of visual art from human
activities to the natural world, began in the
fifth century and gained importance with
the works of the eighth-century poet and
intellectual Wang Wei (699–761). Heavily
influenced by the philosophies of Taoism
and Chan (Zen) Buddhism, landscape
painting reached full maturity during
the Song and Yuan dynasties. The most
sophisticated works portrayed visual representations of the tao, or underlying force
of the universe.
One of the unique characteristics of
landscape painting is its temporal dimension. Such paintings weren’t meant simply
to be viewed; they were intended to be experienced. Mounted on scrolls, landscape
paintings were often unrolled from right to
left, which added an element of time: seasons changed, rivers flowed, voyages were
made. Ideally, landscape painting was a spiritual experience that used the imagination
to convey otherwise inexpressible ideas.
Sadly, many of China’s priceless artistic
masterpieces were looted by foreign powers
in the early 20th century, shipped to Taiwan
by nationalist forces a few decades later, or
destroyed during the Cultural Revolution of
the 1960s and 1970s. Today the best place to
see traditional Chinese artworks in Beijing
is the Capital Museum.
Using water, an artist expresses his
thoughts in Beihai Park––“Dragon
dancing, Phoenix Flying.”
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The audience is treated to a stunning acrobatic performance at the Lao She Teahouse.

BEIJING OPERA
No other art form so clearly marks the differences between Chinese and Western cultural tastes than opera. Other traditional
arts might be just as abstruse, but even the

untrained eye and ear can pick up on elements of pure aesthetic beauty. A Beijing
opera, on the other hand, transports viewers
into a world that is utterly foreign. In a way,
this is one of the best means of visiting an
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ancient China that has otherwise disappeared. The elaborate costumes, expressive
makeup, shrill falsetto, and whirling acrobatics come together to form the country’s
most sophisticated and popular form of
entertainment.
The exact origins of Chinese opera––a
convergence of folk tales with traditional
music and dance––are debatable, but most
scholars agree that by the Yuan dynasty it
had become a recognized art form.
Traveling opera troupes staged performances in outdoor settings such as teahouses, markets, and temple complexes,
which is generally thought to account for
the piercing style of music––a natural
means of amplification.
As dynasties rose and fell, hundreds of
local opera variations slowly spread
throughout the empire; Beijing opera is
actually a relative newcomer to the stage. In
1790, several troupes from southeastern
China performed for the court of Emperor
Qianlong. A tremendous success, the actors
(men only) stayed on and over time developed Beijing opera, which became the most
popular form of opera in the country.
Known as jingxi, or opera of the capital,
in Chinese, Beijing opera incorporates elements of Chinese opera from the Anhui and
Hubei Provinces and is sung in Mandarin.
Since stage props are kept simple, most
actions in Chinese opera are suggestive and
rely on the audience’s imagination. Opening
a door and holding a battle are easy enough
to grasp, but other actions, such as going on
a journey (indicated by walking in a circle)
will take more guesswork. Likewise, emotions and character traits are also depicted
through symbolic gestures and makeup. A
red face stands for loyalty and bravery, while
a white face indicates cunning; a sleeve
raised in front of an actor’s mouth means
embarrassment, while trembling hands
indicates anger. These stylized gestures are
considered to be a focal point, and the ability to execute them with grace is how performers are generally judged.
Though it’s virtually impossible for foreigners to follow the plot (common themes
are mythical stories, battles, and love stories
driven by ethical conflicts), it is at least pos-

sible to keep track of the characters. The
four main roles in Chinese operas are the
male (Sheng), the female (Dan), the “painted face” (Jing, usually a god or warrior), and
the clown (Chou). Colors also distinguish
the characters: The imperial family appears
in yellow, high-ranking officials in purple,
virtuous characters in red, servants and students in blue, and common folk in black.
Musicians are another integral part of
the performance. Operas use a standard

A female opera performer receives
the final touches to her makeup before
a show at the Lao She Teahouse.

(and comparatively small) repertoire of
instruments. Melodies are played on the
huqin or erhu, two-stringed violins, and
accompanied by the ruan or yueqin (a
plucked four-string lute). The person who
plays the ban (a wood block or clapper)
directs the orchestra and gives the actors
their cues. The 1993 film Farewell My
Concubine by Chen Kaige offers an intriguing behind-the-scenes look at Beijing opera.
MUSIC
Music is a particularly popular form of
entertainment and expression in Beijing.
The disenfranchised youth have rallied
around hard rock and punk groups since
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the 1980s, setting themselves apart from the
sappy pop stars of Hong Kong and Taiwan.
At the other end of the spectrum, China’s
most brilliant musicians are pursuing classical Western music with unanticipated
enthusiasm and talent at the Central
Conservatory of Music. Chinese virtuosos
have already begun dazzling the West, and
some believe that the future of classical
music will, to a certain extent, be determined by Chinese talent.
In the wake of all this development, traditional folk and classical music have unfortunately lost a great deal of their popularity
in Beijing. Two of the best places to hear
classical music concerts include the Lao She
Teahouse and the Sanwei Bookstore. There
is an enormous variety of Chinese instruments; the most common include: the guqin
and guzheng (zithers), erhu and huqin (twostringed violins), pipa (lute), yangqin (hammer dulcimer), and dizi and sheng (flutes).
Northern Chinese processions (typical of
weddings and funerals) feature the suona, a
type of high-pitched clarinet—you’ll know
it when you hear it.
CINEMA
Following its establishment in 1949, the
Beijing Film Studio (Beijing Dianying Zhipianchang) was immediately made into the
production center for government propaganda, fulfilling the vision of Mao Zedong
and other CCP leaders of creating art that
glorified the masses. Its counterparts, the
Beijing Film Academy (Beijing Dianying
Xueyuan) and Central Drama Academy
(Zhongyang Xiju Xueyuan), were both
founded in 1950 and served as the training
ground for waves of proletarian heroes and
capitalist villains. And such was cinema in
China for a good three decades. Following
the relative loosening of censorship in the
1980s, the unique and lavish imagery of
Chinese cinema suddenly began to make
headlines at international festivals. The “fifth
generation” directors—the first crop of students to graduate from the Beijing Film
Academy following the Cultural Revolution
—led the charge. Directors Zhang Yimou
(Red Sorghum, Ju Dou, Raise the Red
Lantern, To Live), Chen Kaige (Yellow Earth,

Farewell My Concubine, Temptress Moon),
and Tian Zhuangzhuang (The Horse Thief,
The Blue Kite, Springtime in a Small Town),
along with the iconic actress Gong Li (a
graduate of the Central Drama Academy),
have produced some of China’s most widely
acclaimed movies. Many of these earlier
films, due to their controversial nature, were
produced in Xi’an in lieu of the more conservative Beijing Film Studio.
As both Zhang and Chen gradually
moved away from politically provocative
themes toward more commercial ventures
(Hero, House of Flying Daggers, and The
Promise), a new group of independently
minded graduates from the Beijing Film
Academy and the Central Drama Academy
—the sixth generation—sprung up in their
stead. The films of Wang Xiaoshuai (Beijing
Bicycle), Zhang Yuan (East Palace West
Palace), and Jia Zhangke (Xiao Wu, Still
Life) are generally low budget and offer an
unglamorous yet compelling vision of life in
contemporary China.
Aside from being the location of China’s
top two film schools, Beijing is also frequently used as a setting for many movies,
both local and foreign. Shower (1999), by
Zhang Yang, is a touching drama revolving
around a strained father-son relationship
that captures the tension between tradition
and modernity that tugs at the hearts of
many in Beijing. Beijing Bicycle (2001) also
portrays a type of social tension common to
Beijing, that of the migrant and the local, in
its story (a nod to The Bicycle Thief) of two
teenagers who both lay claim to the same
stolen bicycle. Foreign films shot on location include Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Last
Emperor (1987), the first Western production filmed in the Forbidden City. More
recently, foreign directors have also started
shooting pictures at the Beijing Film Studio,
including Ang Lee (Crouching Tiger, Hidden
Dragon) and Quentin Tarantino (Kill Bill).
CONTEMPORARY ART
Today Beijing’s art scene bubbles over with
creative fervor and excitement. In the blink
of an eye, Chinese artists have begun fetching six-figure sums for their work, and more
and more collectors are traveling to China
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Award-winning actress Gong Li (above) has starred in some of China’s most famous movies.
Stunning images shimmer across the screen in House of Flying Daggers (below), Zhang
Yimou’s beautifully filmed martial arts romance of 2004.
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specifically to invest in contemporary art.
While some critics have likened the situation to an economic bubble driven by speculation, others claim that the contemporary
art market is only in its nascent stages—
local Chinese collectors have just begun to
take interest, and their presence is sure to
increase in the coming decades.
Of course, economic success is hardly
indicative of artistic merit—it’s only one
factor among many that have helped fuel
the community’s growth. The city’s artistic
movement has been in the making since
Chairman Mao’s death, slowly growing
from a handful of subversive figures to the
trendy galleries and exhibition spaces scattered around the capital today. Even if there
wasn’t such a sudden demand for Chinese

art, the massive social upheavals of 21stcentury Beijing have given artists plenty of
material to work with. The constantly looming threat of political repression and the
excitement of working with media previously unknown in China—video installations, abstract oil painting, performance
pieces—have given Beijing the edge and
creativity to propel the city to the forefront
of modern art in East Asia.
When it all began back in the 1980s, life
as an artist was a precarious existence. Some
of the luckier figures, such as Ai Weiwei
(who founded the influential avant-garde
group The Stars in 1979), managed to move
abroad and work in freedom. In 1989,
Beijing’s first exhibition of Chinese contemporary art was immediately shut down after
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two artists fired guns at their works. The
student protests at Tiananmen Square followed later that year, and the Chinese art
world took a decisive turn, ushering in the
movement known as cynical realism. Two of
the most prominent names in Chinese art,
Fang Lijun and Yue Minjun, developed their
styles during this time. Cynical realism was
succeeded by pop art, a response to growing
consumerism and Western influence on
Chinese culture and industry.
Independent galleries
The international community began paying
attention in the 1990s, though intense political control remained the norm and exhibitions were often underground events. It
wasn’t until the turn of the millennium that

things really exploded in Beijing. Perhaps
sensing that art had an economic value,
authorities eased up on restrictions, and
suddenly independent galleries, both foreign- and locally owned, were everywhere.
For now, these independent galleries
remain the best places to experience
Beijing’s unique energy. The 798 Art District
(Dashanzi), founded in 2001, is a renovated
industrial zone that has flourished as a subculture in its own right, with cafés, bars,
bookshops, and more than a hundred art
galleries. Although the 798 Art District originally served as a live-work space for artists,
high rents have forced most of the artists to
seek new studios. Some of the top galleries
here include White Space Beijing, Red Gate
Gallery, and the 798 Art Space, an enormous warehouse.
Caochangdi Village, founded by Ai
Weiwei in 2000, is a 30-minute ride from
central Beijing and, perhaps because of this
remoteness, draws more of a cutting-edge
crowd. In addition to the artist’s own
gallery, The China Art Archives and
Warehouse, the enclave is home to the curator Pi Li’s gallery, Universal Studios Beijing
(no relation to the one in California), the F2
Gallery, and Shanghai’s ShanghArt.
Established artists who have become big
names in international circles include: Fang
Lijun, who depicts disillusionment and
angst among China’s youth; Zhang
Xiaogang, who paints surrealist, family-style
portraits; Wu Guanzhong, who mixes traditional styles with European impressionism;
Liu Xiaodong, a haunting figurative painter
who also collaborates with the independent
film movement; Liu Wei, who works primarily with installations, sculpture, and
painting; Zhang Peili, a video installation
artist; Zhu Wei, who marries modernism
with traditional ink paintings; and Huang
Rui, an abstract painter.
The high points of the year take place
in May during the 798 International Art
Festival, and October, the month of both
the China International Gallery Exposition
and the Beijing Biennale (2009). ■
A woman examines a piece of sculpture
at the 798 Art Space in Dashanzi.
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