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This exhibition is a collaboration between Power Station of Art and UCCA.
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Who is He? A Geng Jianyi Retrospective
Questions Concerning Art and Expression
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Geng Jianyi (1962-2017) was one of the most influential conceptual artists
in contemporary China. He first gained wide attention in 1985 when he
graduated from the Oil Painting Department of the Zhejiang Academy
of Fine Arts (today the China Academy of Art) in Hangzhou: the cool,
unemotional style of his graduation painting Two People Under a Light
helped change the way art was understood at that time. Soon after, he
participated in the influential “85 New Space” exhibition and, in 1986,
became a core member of the influential Hangzhou-based artist group
known as Pond Society. Over the next 30 years, Geng explored artistic
expression and its boundaries through a succession of experimental
projects, which challenged conventional forms of art. Many of these
artworks and activities took simple acts of daily life as their content and
form, which Geng hoped would encourage his audience to think differently
about the ways in which art can be seen and understood. He often asked
fundamental questions about the nature and practice of art: What can
artists do? Why do they do it in certain ways? Can art be done in another
way? In search of answers, he worked with multiple media and techniques,
from painting to printmaking, video, and photography, to performative and



conceptual practices.

The exhibition’s title, “Who is He?”, is borrowed from Geng Jianyi’s
conceptual work of the same name, created in 1994. Used here, it
references his use of simple questions as a methodology for artistic
practice. Adapting this question to ask “Who is Geng Jianyi?”, the exhibition
presents key artworks from throughout his career that highlight both his
diverse approach to art and the distinctive means by which he sought, and
found, answers.

Co-organized by the Power Station of Art and UCCA, “Who is He? A Geng
Jianyi Retrospective” is curated by Karen Smith and Yang Zhenzhong, with
Zhang Peili as special consultant. The exhibition has received invaluable
support from many sources, including Geng’s family, friends, colleagues,
and students, as well as various art institutions, collectors, and galleries
who have generously lent their works. The exhibition is supported by De
Ying Foundation. 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.

About the Artist

Geng Jianyi (1962-2017) was born in Zhengzhou, Henan province. He
graduated from Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts, Oil Painting Department, in
1985 and settled in Hangzhou, where he lived and worked for the rest of his
life. Geng was awarded the CCAA Lifetime Contribution Award at the 2012
China Contemporary Art Awards. In 2016, he was recognized by the AAC
Art China Annual Influence Awards as “Artist of the Year.”

His solo exhibitions include “Stubborn Image” (OCAT Shanghai, 2016);
“East to the Bridge” (OCAT Shenzhen, 2015); “Geng Jianyi: Summer”
(ShanghART, Shanghai, 2015); “Wu Zhi, Geng Jianyi Works 1985-2008”
(Minsheng Art Museum, Shanghai, 2012); “Geng Jianyi, Excessive
Transition” (ShanghART, Beijing, 2008); “Book Without Words” (Chambers
Fine Art, New York, 2006); “Geng Jianyi — Useless” (BizART, Shanghai,
2004); and “Watermarks” (ShanghART, Shanghai, 2001).

About the Curators

Karen Smith is researcher and curator based in China. Yang Zhenzhong is
an artist and curator. He studied under Geng Jianyi in Hangzhou, becoming
a close associate of the artist and a participant/collaborator in many of his
projects.
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50 Percent
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“I want to do half the work, while the audience does the other half.”
—Geng Jianyi
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Geng Jianyi's concept of “60 percent” arose from his attempts to eliminate
the distance between the audience and the artwork. His solution was to
invite viewers, other artists, and people across society to play a part in the
completion of his projects. The works in this section all relate to this concept
of “60 percent,” in which the artist does half the work and the viewer or some
other third party undertakes the rest. Two of the most renowned among
these are Forms and Certificates (1988), and Useless (2004).
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Who is He? is a conceptual work produced by Geng Jianyi in 1994. It takes
its name from an incident in which a stranger called at the artist's home while
he was absent. Upon learning of this visitor, Geng reflexively asked the titular
question. To uncover the stranger’s identity, he decided to ask his neighbors
for their account of the man’s physical appearance. Geng then used their
drawings and written descriptions to make this work.

Who is He? explores the nature of perception and our everyday awareness,
as well as how we observe the ordinary things around us within a specific
social context. In the artist’s words: “l am interested in our awareness of
what has happened, of what is taking place, what will unfold, and our part
inthe process.”
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Geng Jianyi had a natural gift for art, which was discernable even in his earliest
drawings and paintings. In 1981, he entered the Oil Painting Department of the
Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts, where he further honed his use of line, form,
and color. These, however, were not his primary concerns. During his studies,
he became increasingly interested in the conventions governing content,
or artistic genres such as still lifes or landscape painting, which encourage
formulaic tropes in composition and choice of subject. Geng’s questioning
of these tropes is embodied in paintings like Two People Under a Light and
Haircut No. 3: ‘85 Another Shaved Head of Summer (both 1985), which first
earned him acclaim.
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A key component of Geng Jianyi’s work was the diverse and distinctive
collection of artists’ books he created. He adopted a range of materials and
methods to explore the possibilities of mimeographed and hand-made
books, from misprinted faces (Reading Material, 1990); to overprinted
text elegantly bound in a dark cloth cover (Classic, 1992); and a series of
motorized books that move on their own (Moving Book 1-6, 2006). Early
volumes mimic instructional booklets (for example how to walk or how to
smile). Later experiments focused on a single character, while others are
purely abstract, the artist changing the appearance of books by immersing
them in ink or pigment.
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In the Dark
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Beginning in 1995, Geng Jianyi began a series of artworks in which he
dealt directly with the materials used in a darkrooms: light, developer, fixer,
and photographic paper. Eschewing standard procedures of exposure
and developing, he became interested in experiments using darkroom
processes that were open to accidents of chance. His experiments resulted
in bold and destructive acts, which produced striking visual effects.
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Beginning with A Complete World and Dimension of Vision (both 1996),
Geng Jianyi produced a number of works in formats that can be broadly
defined as “new media.” This mode of practice is encapsulated here in
the series of untitled interactive installations from 2011 that incorporate
intriguing video fragments. Perhaps the most subtly powerful of Geng’s new
media works is Stubborn Image (2016), in which the artist turned flashlights
and lamps into projectors of ethereal images.
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Paper Pulp
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In 2016, Geng Jianyi was invited to undertake a project in a paper mill
in Japan. Despite being rather ill, his curiosity and willingness to learn
remained strong. During his stay at the mill, he quickly moved from
experimenting with flat surfaces to exploring the physical nature of paper
pulp and how it could be used to make sculptural forms. This developed
into a parallel interest in the meaning of shapes, for example the rectangle,
and how it serves as a frame for (and limitation on) the viewing of texts and
artworks. This way of working echoes some of the methods the artist used
at the outset of his career.

Geng Jianyi discovered that in Japanese culture the rectangle has a
functional role in framing social interaction. The precisely measured form
of a tatami mat is used as a unit of architectural space. The special nature
of some of these spaces makes a connection between proportion and
spiritual contemplation, which interested Geng.
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Throughout the exhibition, UCCA’s Public Practice Department will host a variety of activities,
providing audiences with different perspectives from which to understand Geng Jianyi and the
times and artistic milieu from which he emerged. In four installments of the “Conversations”
series, we will trace out the course of Geng’s life and artistic practice, interpreting and
analyzing the artistic concepts he created. For the exhibition’s “Cinema Arts” programming,
we are collaborating with Imagokinetics Lab to set up a “projection room,” conducting video
experiments, sketches, dream recording, and darkroom workshops at a distance of one meter.
Reexamining the artistic framework that Geng formulated, these activities aim to further
explore the development and current state of Chinese contemporary art from the perspective
of global art history. Furthermore, a three-part workshop focused on the artist's commonly
used media will give participants a chance to experience the unique characteristics of his
favorite materials. Through this diverse range of events we hope to grant audiences a more
complete picture of Geng and his indefatigable artistic, experimental spirit.
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UCCA membership offers the perfect opportunity to
more deeply experience all that China’s leading institution
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UCCA Kids has designed a series of children’s art workshops inspired by the exhibition “Who is
He? A Geng Jianyi Retrospective,” which introduce artworks from across the artist’s career and
help a younger audience understand his creative language. Through these workshops, children
will learn how to use art as medium that allows them to observe and understand the world from
a wider perspective. Through this approach, they may ask questions and find answers using
the methodology of “investigation,” for example examining daily life, portraying how different
lighting conditions may change the appearance and contours of faces, conducting special
experiments in photo developing, and designing a questionnaire to be handed out at UCCA.
Last but not least, they will complete their works by interacting with others.
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Exclusive exhibition merchandise designed by UCCA Store is available now! Inspired by Geng
Jianyi’s artworks, this series of products includes canvas tote bags, refrigerator stickers,
posters, and more, bringing to life the work of this leading figure from the "85 New Wave
movement. For every canvas tote bag purchased, UCCA Store will donate RMB 1to UCCA
Foundation’s charity project “Opening the Door to Art,” raising public awareness of art-based
philanthropic initiatives and supporting children’s artistic dreams. Visit the UCCA Tmall official
store or UCCA Store during the exhibition period to purchase exhibition merchandise.










