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Contemporary art from the Chinese mainland has garnered significant
attention over the past two and half decades, in terms of museum and
market interest, as well as in a growing body of primarily art historical
scholarship. Yet, in spite of the global emergence of reform-era Chinese art
and the development of a curatorial and critical field around it, relatively little
of the writing about the cultural politics of its production and international
circulation deals with the question of gender in any sustained way.
Discussions of art by women, feminist art, or gender politics within the
Chinese contemporary art world have largely been relegated to the margins
of the narrative. Shuqgin Cui places these issues at the center of her
monograph focused on “women’s visual art,” which along with other recent
English and Chinese-language publications charts new critical terrain.
Through the research conducted for Gendered Bodies, as well as her
organization of a 2013 international symposium and exhibit on contemporary
art by Chinese women at Bowdoin College, Cui makes amply evident the
range and depth of this work and the importance of making gender a
category of analysis for the entire field of Chinese contemporary art.

The four parts of Cui’s book—which approach the process of gendering in
relation to historiography, sexuality, pain, and space—introduce work from
the late 1980s to the current moment by dozens of women artists, some with
established international profiles, others less well known. The overarching
heuristic throughout, and the filter through which Cui selected specific artists
and works, is a concern with the female body, as both invisible and
hypervisible, haunted by traumatic memory and critically remapping social
spaces and imagined futures; with the why and how of the female body as a
site for aesthetic exploration and experimentation. The close interpretative
lens that Cui brings to each of the assembled works, contextualized by
historical documentation, readings of art criticism in Chinese and English, and
interviews with artists, is arguably the greatest strength of the book. These
artists receive their analytic due, in terms of their rich and complex
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representations of female history, labor, desire, trauma, resistance, and
creativity, in mediums ranging from painting to photography, sculpture to
installation. Since much of this work has received less curatorial and scholarly
attention than that by male counterparts, the inclusion of three inserts of
almost 100 color illustrations provides readers with the visual materials
necessary to follow Cui’s interpretive moves.

The book opens with an argument for the importance of “women’s
art”—understood as art by women that explores female subjectivities and
“the feminine”—as a challenge to canonical formations that have
marginalized it. Cui grapples with a conundrum that many scholars of gender
and Chinese cultural production have faced: how to proceed with a feminist
analysis of work by women that responds to and resists visual regimes of
power and difference, when the artists themselves have often publically
stated their distance from or even disdain for what they conceive feminism to
be. Cui suggests this situation may be rooted in the history of a
male-enunciated state feminism; the way official exhibits of women’s art
have made the artists included seem in need of special and separate
treatment; or an understanding of feminism as a Western import.
Nonetheless, this disjuncture between a transnational scholar, who often
cites Western feminist critics and theorists in the arguments she builds, and
the claims of the subjects of her study remains a productively vexing
problematic throughout the book. The author’s insistence on arguing for
“women’s art” in spite of this disjuncture enables her to analyze works
according to themes that could also frame art by men, to demonstrate how
the artistic practice of women reveals other forms of embodied
knowledge—forged through material, sociocultural histories of gender
difference—about issues such as history and trauma. For readers unfamiliar
with the broad strokes of Chinese art history, a second introductory chapter
provides an overview of women as the subject of artistic representation and
as artists themselves through the premodern, Republican, Maoist, and
reform-era periods. Each of the following four parts of the book contain two
chapters that approach the topic at hand from distinct angles. For the most
part, this organization coheres, with striking comparisons and juxtapositions
made through the selection of artworks for each part and its constitutive
chapters; occasionally it constrains possible connections across topical
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divisions, such as between representations of the pregnant nude (Part | on
historiography) and of fetuses or newborns (Part Il on pain) that could open
a feminist inquiry into the visual and social aesthetics of reproduction, family,
and kinship.

Part I: The Gendering of Historiography explores artistic responses to
conventional historical narratives in which women’s lives are depicted, if at all,
through official modes of recognition, such as imperial biographies of
exemplary women (“chaste widows and virtuous wives”) or models of
socialist egalitarianism. These artworks insist upon the presence of women in
the historical record and reflect upon gender norms that change and persist
over time. Through monumental sculpture, scroll painting, and installation,
they provide testimony to everyday women'’s lives and their relationship to
histories that have silenced their experiences. In a chapter focused on the
pregnant nude, in painting and especially photography, Cui argues that this
emergent genre of figurative representation challenges artistic conventions
of the female nude as an object of male scopophilia and sexual desire. The
four featured artists approach the pregnant nude in different ways: to place
her personal, embodied history in an intertexual relationship with a public
narrative of political history; to raise questions about intergenerational
transmission of history and memory; to reflect upon social interdictions and
mores about the proper pregnant body; and to assert the generative body as
a form of creative production.

The first chapter in Part II: The Gendering of Sexuality examines artworks
by women that present a counter-discourse to hegemonic conventions of
female sexuality, from socialist repression of sexual expression to reform-era
commodification of sexualized female bodies. They paint female soldiers
whose uniforms cannot conceal their erotic, often same-sex desire and
heterosexual couplings that return or reverse the male gaze. In sculptural
and video pieces, they explore erotic ambiguity and auto-eroticism, as well as
the exchange of looks and money in sex work. The author’s analysis seems,
at times, more rooted in assumptions about heterosexuality than some of
the works warrant, with the unintended effect of minimizing the subversive
potential of lesbian desire in them. The relationship of this part’s second
chapter to the theme of sexuality is somewhat tenuous; it covers the
relatively well-trod ground of how artists take up expressive forms
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traditionally associated with women—flower painting and needlework—and
transform them into what Cui calls “visual enunciation” of women’s
embodied knowledge, memory, and labor.

Part 1ll: Gendering of Pain, which focuses on how artists mediate the
meanings of gendered bodies and the trauma of sexual violence and social
discipline, presents some of the book’s most interesting and novel arguments.
A chapter on “performing the body” provides an overview of performance
art practice in China from the late 1980s on and challenges how discourse
around it has centered the male body. Cui effectively demonstrates that
conservative audience reactions to performance art have included those in
avant-garde circles who fail to recognize the gendered implications of
performance pieces, such Xiao Lu’s famous Dialogue, which led authorities to
close the 1989 China Avant-Garde Exhibition in Beijing. Female performance
practice has continued since then to serve as a way of reclaiming and
inserting the gendered body into public discourse, in spite of reactionary and
moralizing responses. The following chapter explores “nomenclature art,”
defined as the interdisciplinary crossing between sculpture and installation,
and argues that innovations by women in this crossover medium emerge
from efforts to represent the ephemeral existence of politically marginalized
bodies—aborted fetuses, abandoned infants, animals, women, the disabled.
The placement of women within this group of ‘“ephemeral bodies” begs
further exploration of conjunctions between gender and other significations
of social abstraction and power, of the intersectional relationship between
gender, class, ethnicity, and disability.

The book’s final Part IV: Gendering of Space examines—through painted
and photographic landscapes and virtual and sculptural cyborg
constructions—how power relations inform the social and cultural
construction of gender and space. Cui assembles work by artists whose
haunted inhabitations of China’s rapidly transforming urban space register
mass displacement, alienation, and environmental devastation. Their use of
female figures or tropes within land, village, and cityscapes does not, she
argues, nostalgically yearn for the past. Rather, their “ruin aesthetics” enacts
uncanny dramas of beauty gone awry in the push toward economic
development and globalization. A chapter focused on cyborg bodies and
their transgression across “real” and “virtural” worlds historically situates
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cyborg feminism within a Chinese context, aptly identifying the specific ways
that machines and technology have conjoined with and created gendered
bodies. The “body-machine” assemblages of the liberated socialist women
astride a tractor or the postsocialist female migrant on the line in reform-era
global factories provide an important contextual grounding for the
counter-visions produced by artists who orchestrate social worlds and
avatar-driven narratives in Second Life and create sculptures that suture body
and machine parts together in jarring, unsettling ways. Their works make
evident technological disciplining and control of female bodies while also
imagining new cyborg forms that enable transgressive modes of interaction
and speculative visions of the future.

In the postscript, Cui reflects on the book’s overall argument: that the
artists in her study have inscribed the body with female experience and in so
doing have produced a body of “women’s art” that constitutes a significant
presence within the Chinese contemporary art world. She asks how this art
might move beyond the female body and sexual difference and presents a
set of works, all still figurative, that suggest possibilities. The book therefore
prompts questions about the limits of the category, “women’s art,” it
revolves around. How might future scholars attend to masculinity, male
bodies, and “men’s art” in relation with femininity, female bodies, and
“women’s art”? To what extent does this analytic language deconstruct or
reinforce the gender binary and location of gender within sexed bodies?
These questions aside, the result of Cui’s tenacious work to track the
innovations of women in Chinese contemporary art is an important survey of
artists, forms, and discursive developments over recent decades. Gendered
Bodies heralds the development and deepening of this field of artistic, critical,
and scholarly practice.

Sasha Su-Ling Welland
University of Washington
E-mail: swelland@uw.edu
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