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management of the opposing forces of sameness and alterity so as to keep
homesickness at bay, Homesickness itself maintains a (necessarilyy precarious, yet
quite exhilarating balance between the many divergent forces it invokes in its
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In this gorgeously illustrated, richly produced book, Xiaobing Tang introduces
visual culture studies to several cultural sectors in the People’s Republic of China
(PR C). Tang works with three types of visual culture, prints (chapters 1, 6, and the
conclusiony, painting (chapters 2 and 4), and film (chapters 3 and 5). In the
introduction, Tang’s criticisms of what he perceives to be the dismissal of
contemporary Chinese culture as “an ominous monolith” (p. 2) are timely. Indeed,
this problem goes to the heart of part-for-the-whole methodology in the
humanities: “... making sense through synecdoche, whereby we convince
ourselves that we have seen the whole picture by focusing on one partial aspect or
fragment” (p. 14.

Tang continues his work from the Origins of the Chinese Avant-Garde on early
twentieth-century woodcut movements in Chapter 1. Here, Tang begins with
printmaking in the PRC in the 1950s, combining a discussion of prints and the
discourse around printmaking that emerged in the journals of the time. The book
attempts to establish an historical concept of socialist visual culture. Tang reads 7he
Bloodstained Shirt by Wang Shikuo (1911-73y in Chapter 2, convincingly
reyestablishing the importance of Wang’s art through references to his paintings,
prints, illustrations, and sketches, as well as through multiple critical perspectives,
including art historic discourse and the artist’s own writings.

Tang turns to the “representation of women and social change” (p. 103y in rural
films in Chapter 3 by focusing on four films: L7 Shuangshuang (1962, In the Wild
Mountains (Ye shan, 1985y, Women from the Lake of Scented Souls (Xianghun
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nii, 1993y, and Ermo (1994). Tang notes the themes of women and social change
“may sound banal or anything but refreshing” (p. 103y, but he draws important
links between difterent periods in Chinese history. Rereading L7 Shuangshuang in
the light later films provides an against-the-grain reading of the convenient
divisions between the revolutionary and post-revolutionary periods, revealing
continuity in the representations of rural society and the filmic characters of
women in particular.

Tang establishes an aesthetic rooted in socialist cultural experimentgs) that is
integral to the history of the PRC, following its founding in 1949. Tang’s
discussion of Wang Guangyi in Chapter 4 is significant in this regard. Tang reads
Wang’s series, Great Criticism (Da pipan, 1998-2007), less as a parody of Cultural
Revolution artwork than as an affirmation of the Chinese socialist experience. As
part of this effort, Tang draws parallels between the Red Guards and modern
European avant-garde movements like Futurism and Constructivism pp. 156-57).

Tang’s analysis of the Founding of the Republic (Jianguo dayey in Chapter 5 is a
trenchant critique of contemporary reviews of Chinese films and the “dissidence
hypothesis”—a key concept in the book that encapsulates what Tang views as an
ideologically synecdochic approach to contemporary culture. Tang develops a
contrast between the “Chinese blockbuster,” Founding, and dissident cultural
production, looking at the privileging of independent films from the PRC and the
celebrity artist, Ai Weiwei. Tang’s “dissident hypothesis” gives pause for thought
in a rapidly transforming media landscape, where images of PRC cultural
production remain marked by residual Cold War attitudes that are sometimes
reinforced in American and European foreign policy.

Tang’s writing style is clear and coherent, and his arguments are forceful and
convincing. I share Tang’s interest in prints. Some of my first exposure to modern
and contemporary art in China was through woodcuts and prints reproduced in
books. Chapter 6 and the conclusion are a fascinating presentations of recent
woodblock prints that show Tang’s commitment to this historic medium.

Tang refers several times to Holloway and Beck’s American Visual Culture
several times in the introduction. Since the 1990s at the latest the study of visual
culture has grown considerably, but this relatively new discipline is less of a
separate historical discipline and more of a site of intersection for difterent fields
centered around the visual arts. Holloway and Beck’s volume includes approaches
from art history, film studies, and media studies of television and advertising that
straddle a considerable period of history, from the beginning of the American Civil
War until the turn of the twentieth century. As Tang notes in the introduction, his
single-author book is more limited in scope.

Nevertheless, Tang’s analyses partake of two fields in visual arts: art history and
film studies. While his discussion begins with the 1950s, Tang’s discussion of Fifth
Generation film in Chapter 5 evidences a generational concern for the reform era,
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and his discussion of Wang Guangyi also returns to the reform era as a
transformative moment of contestation for socialist visual culture. Tang notes that
Wang attributes his understanding of schema to Ernst Gombrich, whose theories
were “introduced to Chinese art circles in the 1980s” (p. 145y. Tang notes Wang’s
oil paintings from the 1990s would “undergo yet another change, or what the artist
would call, following Gombrich, a revision of schemata” (p. 159).

Tang’s reinscription of a revolutionary critique in the work of Wang Guangyi is
powerful, but not unproblematic. Wang’s deliberate recourse to schemata of the
Cultural Revolution implies the further abstraction of an already hyper-abstracted
form. The exaggerated, black outlined, stylized figures of the late 1960s and early
1970s emerge at the end of a diachronic process of revolutionary representation of
the “masses” (already schematized as a trinity). As Tang suggests, there may have
been links between the Red Guards, Russian Constructivism, and Italian Futurism.
But Constructivism was a short-lived avant-garde movement that was quickly
rejected by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. And the Italian Futurists
evolved into a singular instance of state supported avant-garde art under
Mussolini’s Fascists, so the Futurist “anti-traditional ritual” that Tang links to the
Red Guards does not bode well as an historic model. Resemblances between the
Red Guards and the Situationist International are no less problematic (p. 11y. Both
shared a contiguous historical moment, but unlike the Situationists, the Red
Guards never attempted to articulate a critique of spectacle. Quite the opposite,
Red Guard tactics involved the promotion of spectacular public conflict through
violently nominated social roles.

Tang’s discussions show a willingness to engage with the artists on their own
terms, coaxing out motivations and intentions that emerge from individual
biographies and histories. This method has the potential to contribute to a new
understanding of artworks and media that is usually relegated to conventional
historical readings. But no less than Western artists, PRC artists also negotiated
aesthetic and ideological positions. The intimate relationship between the state and
its artists in the early years of the PRC was not simply top down, but artists were
still obligated to consider state cultural policies. How they implemented these
policies entailed dialogue and argumentation, but state intervention played a key
role.

The early printmaking that evolved out of the efforts of Lu Xun and his
contemporaries was almost entirely based on European and American models that
dismissed the popular religious iconography and pre-modern literary allusion of
Chinese traditional “New Year prints” (n7anhuay. Tang paraphrases a comment
from 1950 by veteran printmaker Li Qun (1912-2012)y on a crisis facing the black
and white woodcut in New China: “[u]nlike the new nzanhua broadly welcomed
by the populace, the woodcut had failed... to adapt itself to the new era” (p. 33).
But who had welcomed the new New Year’s prints? Certainly it was not the
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peasants. Even the artists involved in promoting the reforms were aware that the
new revolutionary prints were not popular with their intended audience.
Throughout the revolutionary period and beyond, peasants continued to prefer
traditional religious and literary themed prints to the revolutionary prints.
Although some evidence is anecdotal, interviews with peasants and later statistics
based on purchase volume also illustrate this point (Hung 2011: 200-209).

Tang’s analysis of the Founding of a Republic includes a critique of “liberalist
ideology” that collapses economic neo-liberalism and “liberal democratic
expectations” of political institutions (p. 184y. Admittedly, the two are often
entwined hypocritically in American foreign policy. Nevertheless, Tang is surely
aware of the polarized discourse in the U. S., where critics of neo-liberalism are
referred to as “libertards.” Several times Tang notes ideological bias in the /New
York Times, while pro-business publications like the Wall Street Journal have
tended to present the PRC state positively, at times suggesting an enviable
efficiency in a political system that does not seem hindered by environmental
lobbyists about projects that might have averse effects on the environment and
human health. Indeed, Chinese Studies is a pluralistic transnational project that
includes a diversity of national attitudes toward authority, cultural production, and
power, which emerge from within a variety of political systems.

Tang’s suggestion that attitudes towards the PRC derive partially from the
European Enlightenment critique of oriental despotism has historical resonance for
the present (pp. 7, 211y. The Enlightenment narrative of liberation—a grand
narrative present in revolutions around the world for over two centuries—also
played a central role in the revolutionary discourse and socialist visual culture of
China. The early modern woodcut—a transnational print medium if there ever
was one—was very much a dissident art form derived from the marginal, the
sensational, the provocative, and the politically sensitive. I found considerable
irony in contemporary woodcut artists looking to sell prints as decorative additions
to the “middle class living-room” (p. 221y. Indeed, there is a parallel between the
independent filmmaker’s relation to mainstream blockbuster productions and that
of the contemporary woodcut artist vis-a-vis international celebrity painters like Ai
Weiwei and Wang Guangyi. In a market society where success is measured by unit
volume, ticket sales, and clicks, the niche market offers hope even to
non-mainstream forms.

Tang’s book is a timely and forcefully argued study that points the way for future
research of visual culture in China.
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