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“In China,” the gallery owner and contemporary art-spe-
cialist Alexander Ochs told me recently, “money grows faster
than art.” From this perspective, it seems a little odd that the
current wealth of the Chinese contemporary art scene is not at
all noticeable in this overview-group survey of young Beijing-
based artists. The traditional commercial heavyweights—the
painters—only play a minor part: “The 8 of Paths” is mainly
devoted to conceptual art, installations, photography, and
video works. This curatorial choice seems not so bad.

Money is, nevertheless, present as a material. In Wang Sis-
hun’s Uncertain Capital (2009-ongoing), the artist melted 10,000
one-yuan coins into a 60-kilogram dice-shaped object. With
this move, the artist addresses the endlessly negotiated value
of this specific piece by way of tackling the material equivalent
directly. Currency’s profanity plays a role in another work on
display: some years ago, artist Zhao Zhao allegedly visited the
Berlin contemporary art museum Hamburger Bahnhof and
broke little pieces of lead from an Anselm Kiefer installation
(and from the basalt columns of Beuy’s 7000 Oaks). Follow-
ing this act of iconoclasm, Zhao hammered the stolen mate-
rial into imitation Euro coins (Euro, 2007). Such conceptual
maneuvers dominate the show.

The Berlin-based co-curators of the show, artists An-

dreas Schmid (who co-organized 1993’s “China Avant-Garde”

at the HKW, one of the first pioneering exhibitions of Chinese
art in Europe) and Thomas Eller, made several journeys to
Beijing in preparation. In China they were supported by Guo
Xiaoyan, the former UCCA chief curator and since 2010 the
vice-director of Minsheng Art Museum. The curators visited a
total of over 50 studios in Beijing, and a group of several local
experts also provided additional advice and assistance.

The result of their diversified efforts is also the most
important aspect of the show for its German audience: the
chance to rediscover a diverse field of contemporary Chinese
art production, which for some years now has been only iden-
tified with the name Ai Weiwei. (Incidentally, Ai is having a
major retrospective of his work shown this spring in Berlin
too.) The German Ai-fixation serves as a projection surface for
all kinds of cross-cultural issues—like a universe of its own, it
appears oddly disconnected from everything else in the realm
of art that is going on. It certainly is no coincidence that He
Xiangyu’s sculpture The Death of Marat (2011)—essentially a
silicon replica of Ai a la Madame Tussauds lying face-down on
the ground—proved to be the key image for nearly all Ger-
man press coverage.

Among the many new discoveries in the show is Guan
Xiao’s wonderful video David (2013), which deals with the
global cult following Michelangelo’s sculpture of David. Guan
searched the web for obscure material and collated it into a
clip that allows many readings, prominent among these a cri-
tique of the agencies of global tourism which have their share
in emptying cultural sites of their meaning. Anyone who has
recently strolled through the Piazza della Signoria in Flor-
ence, for example, will have noticed the presence of more than
a few Chinese visitors.

Ultimately, given the current state of affairs, what “The 8
of Paths” proved was the difficulty—or perhaps, even, the im-
possibility—of mounting a large-scale art exhibition that tries
to achieve more than simply provide a ready-made message.
Connecting the show to the celebrations of 20 years of twin-
ning relations between Berlin and Beijing had its pros and
cons. On the one hand, it is obvious that this strategy helped
finance the project. On the other hand, the involvement of
the Chinese Embassy in Germany as an official partner of the
show does not bid well for the declaration of so-called curato-
rial autonomy: the otherwise independent exhibition organiz-
ers must face the embarrassment of appearing wrapped up in
the soft-power strategy of the Chinese government. But de-
spite the wealth of the Chinese contemporary art world, what

would have been the alternative? Kito Nedo
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