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Slide / Show:

Light Images in Chinese
Contemporary Art

Beginning in the 1980s alongside the early days of Reform and
Opening, art historical texts and images from beyond China’s
borders began to filter into the country. Independent art groups
and exhibitions flourished, encouraged by the reopening of art
academies and the increased potential for exchange. This surge
of activity nationwide, often referred to as the 85 New Wave,” was
characterized by a focus on individualism and experimentation in
art, seeking to break with the strict orthodoxies of the academy that
had been dominant. Artists pushed the limits of culture by exploring
conceptual practices that engaged with new forms and media.

Slideshows and color transparencies made these extraordinary
developments possible. Portable and reproducible, the photographic
slide was central to an expanding landscape of exchange and
innovation. Slides gave artists, critics, and curators access to new
views of art produced elsewhere. Many, likewise, adopted the
medium as a tool to share their work more broadly. At first vectors
of transmission, empowerment, and unity in a community hungry
for knowledge, in the second half of the decade, slides became an
instrument of power—an effective mechanism of communication
appropriated to position and shape the avant-garde discourse at
home and abroad.

At the core of this discourse is the unique potential of slides and
their activated state, light images. Together, the two represent
the intersection of material medium and immaterial vehicle: the
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imprint of light on a transparent surface and the transfiguration of
that document into a novel luminous form. By juxtaposing artworks
with select archival materials, “Slide / Show” proposes a new
genealogy of the slide and its legacy in these foundational years,
organized thematically around concepts linked to its key formal
characteristics: transmission, refraction, and transparency. In this
way, the slide becomes a prism through which one can observe
anew China’s early experimental art.

Co-produced by UCCA Center for Contemporary Art and Institut
pour la photographie des Hauts-de-France, Lille, “Slide / Show: Light
Images in Chinese Contemporary Art” is curated by UCCA Curator
Holly Roussell.

We would like to express our heartfelt thanks for the generous
support and collaboration of many private individuals and
organizations, as well as the artists, collectors, and galleries who
have generously lent their works. Many archival materials, exhibited
for the first time, are provided by Zheng Shengtian, Fei Dawei,
and Thomas Sauvin. The exhibition would not have been possible
without the important contributions of the UCCA Research
Department team, in particular Huang Jiehua and Li Xiaoyi, to the
archival sections, or the expertise that Delphine Burtin and Etienne
Malapert’s thoughtful collaboration brought to the design and
production. UCCA thanks Stey for its exclusive accommodation
support. Exclusive wall solutions support is provided by Dulux, and
Genelec contributed exclusive audio equipment and technical
support. UCCA also thanks the members of UCCA Foundation
Council, International Circle, and Young Associates, as well as Lead
Partner Aranya, Lead Art Book Partner DIOR, Presenting Partners
Bloomberg, Voyage Group, and Yinyi Biotech, and Supporting
Partners Barco, Dulux, Genelec, and Stey.
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The collective public screening—most often a tandem routine
combining film and magic lantern slides—rose in prominence as a
key communication strategy in rural China under Mao Zedong. By
the mid-1980s, imported 35mm positive color “slide” film became
more broadly accessible in China, giving private individuals the
possibility to produce images for projection with a simple camera.
During this time of few technological alternatives, contemporary
artists valued the slide for its ability to project high-quality color
reproductions of artworks. Slides were appropriated for education,
exchange, and exposure at home and abroad by China’s developing
avant-garde. This first section introduces the slide medium and the
slideshow, zooming in on the significance of this image technology
in spreading ideas, inspiring new art forms, and constructing
systems of influence within China’s art community during the 1980s.
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International exchanges and national debates on art increased
exponentially during the 1980s. After a brief period of unprecedented
autonomy, artists of the '85 New Wave found themselves
increasingly compelled to position their work, organize, and enter
the international art market. The first phase of intermedia art
in China occurred during this period. Defying fixed definitions,
Geng Jianyi, Zhang Peili, Lin Jiahua, and Wang Youshen captured
the experimental spirit of the time. The artists engaged in formal
experiments to question how meaning is created and to confront
visitors with their practices of viewing. The selected works offer
critical perspectives on messaging mechanisms, including
screening events and the significance of image reproduction in
communication. The installations here and in the following gallery
aim to replicate their original exhibition formats, recontextualizing
these prescient works and their associative artistic strategies.
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From the 1990s through the early 2000s, Chinese artists educated
on slideshows brought Chinese contemporary art into the global
conversation. In 2003 the China Academy of Art in Hangzhou
established its New Media Art Department, the first in the country.
China’s avant-garde artists, however, had long been theorizing and
experimenting with unconventional media. In the 1990s, many artists
traveled abroad for the first time, returning with fresh inspiration and
new materials. In 1996, Qiu Zhijie and Wu Meichun organized “Image
and Phenomena,” the first major project in China to explore video
art. The landmark program sought to position a marginal practice in
China as a legitimate art form. Employing various new technologies
to explore personal histories and contemporaneous concerns, these
works by Wang Gongxin, Zhu Jia, Li Yongbin, Lin Tianmiao, Liang
Juhui, Song Dong, and Wang Wei engage with the formal legacy
of the slide medium. Oscillating between diaphanous and fixed
qualities, both projected and still images employ transparency to
combine the present with the past, layering images to create novel
sensory experiences.
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