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Where do we start? Historical Amnesia in a Contemporary Art Context 

Jane DeBevoise – Chair, Board of Directors, Asia Art Archive 

 

 Historical amnesia, it seems, is a contemporary condition that afflicts 

both the East and West.  Speaking primarily about the state of art history 

and criticism in the West, Hal Foster notes in the 2009 edition of October 

Magazine that contemporary art seems to “float free of historical 

determination, conceptual definition, and critical judgment.” He then goes 

on to question whether “this free-floating” is “real or imagined? A merely 

local perception?” or “a simple effect of the end-of-grand narratives?”, 

in other words, the predicament of post-modernity?”
1
 In response to Foster’s 

provocation, the renowned architect Richard Meyer observes that not only 

is contemporary art “treated as though it existed in a temporal register 

outside or beyond history”, but contemporary art institutions also “largely 

resist or repress historical consciousness” such that, citing Foster, “we 

wander through museum spaces as if after the end of time”
2
. From the 

perspective of art history in Asia, John Clark in his 1998 book Modern Asian 

Art, also describes the contemporary as “a site in the absence of history”, 

and wonders “What is the reason for this historical amnesia?”
3
. Is it a symptom 

of neo-liberal capitalism that focuses the purveyors and consumers of culture 

on the most recent fad, latest auction result, highest art price, hottest 

art star, to discourage reflexivity and maximize sales and profit for the 

ultimate benefit of the 1%? Or is it the result of an alienated politic in 

which leadership structures repress the inconvenient complexity of past 

experience in order to preserve the integrity of a dominant ideology? Or 

does it also reflect, as Clark suggests, “simple ignorance, the lack of 

scholarship until recently in this area, or varieties of intra – and extra – 

discursal prejudice?”
4
. 

 

 Whatever the reason, the gap in art historical scholarship about China’s 

recent past is closing quickly.  Setting aside the voluminous writing about 

contemporary art of the last 20 years, well-researched reference material 

about Chinese art from the mid 19th century to the present day has grown 

significantly
5
. Museums, however, have lagged far behind.  Certainly outside 

China, there are no systematic institutional platforms focused on the art 

of modern China. And inside China, their existence and efficacy are debatable. 

Outside China, and here I refer to Euro-America, what we do have are attempts 

by museums of Asian antiquities to catch up with the present by inserting 
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here and there artwork made in the last 10 - 20 years. (I am referring to 

efforts at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, the Asian Art Museum, 

San Francisco, The Guimet Museum of Asian Art, Paris, and The Freer Gallery 

of Art, Washington DC, among others.) But in no case do museums in the West 

deal seriously or regularly with material from 1850 to the late 20th century, 

the period that I am calling “modern”. Why this is the case is a topic for 

another paper, but quickly I would suggest that engaging a Chinese modernity 

in a Western institutional context is a deeply subversive act, one that not 

only disrupts essentialist discourses of Chinese-ness but threatens existing 

Euro-centric narratives of the Modern. The result, therefore, is a glaring 

gap, which perpetuates the ahistorical impression that contemporary art in 

China dropped fully formed from the sky in or around the year 2000.  And the 

record at Chinese museums is not much better, with the exception of the 

National Gallery of Art in Beijing, the Guangdong Museum in Guangzhou, and 

perhaps the newly opened China Art Palace in Shanghai. But, with all due 

respect, the programs at these museums are also erratic and often compromised 

by the lack of scholarly support and professional curatorial attention. 

 

 M+, therefore, presents a wonderful opportunity to fill this gap. So at 

the risk of hijacking Pi Li’s symposium to a broader agenda, I would like 

to take this opportunity to consider not just the position of “ink art in 

the framework of a contemporary museum” but also the position of “modern 

art” in a contemporary museum context, because I believe the two questions 

are not only linked, but inseparable. In my mind, the promise of M+ is the 

possibility of creating a platform of exhibition and display that puts at 

its core the debate around the meaning of modernity and its multiple histories 

in a Hong Kong, Chinese, and Asian context. And to this debate, ink is not 

tangential but rather, it is central because ink art’s very existence and 

continuing practice call into question 1) assumptions about a unifying (ie. 

Westernized) modernity and 2) assertions of a globalized contemporary.  

 

 But before I turn to the promise of M+, I would like to acknowledge my 

personal relationship to this project. As were a number of you on this panel, 

I was a member of the Museums Advisory Group that was appointed by the Home 

Affairs Bureau in 2006 to consider an initial proposal to develop four museums 

in West Kowloon. This engagement, which developed over the course of many 

months, resulted in an alternative proposal in 2007. This alternative 

proposal recommended a consolidated institution, which included a mission 
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statement and preliminary vision plan for M+. I also want to mention that 

I have studied Chinese art history for many years and retain a deep affection 

for ink art, evidenced by my own personal collection of numerous examples 

from the period under discussion.  So you could say I am an interested party. 

 

 Now back to M+. My colleagues from the M+ project understand this well, 

but for the benefit of our out-of-town guests, I would like to repeat the 

M+ mission statement and highlight a few key elements.  M+ is envisioned as 

a cultural institution focused on 20th and 21st century visual culture broadly 

defined, from a Hong Kong perspective and the perspective of now. As with 

most responsible public platforms, M+ should be forward-looking, open and 

interdisciplinary, with education and community outreach at its core.  And 

its program and collection should initially focus on “four broad groupings”, 

as HAB always calls them — design, moving image, popular culture, and visual 

art (including ink).  

 

 As simple as this statement looks, I want to point out that it took many 

months to finalize and each phrase was hotly debated. First, please note 

that we purposely avoided the word museum, so I wince every time I see it 

used in conjunction with this project. Indeed, we anticipated that M+ would 

retain some of the traditional functions of a museum – collection, 

preservation, and exhibition – but it was meant to be something more, hence 

the “+”. What was more? Education, research, community outreach, and dialogue. 

In fact, the “+” was more important than the “M”.  

 

Next, we explicitly avoided the terms modern and contemporary, because 

we felt those terms were loaded, even too Westernized. So rather than 

appropriate their use unquestioningly, we felt that M+ provided a golden 

opportunity to debate the assumptions on which these categories were based 

in order to re-consider their relevancy in the context of Hong Kong, China, 

and the rest of Asia.  As to the time period, we decided that the 20th century, 

or the period starting on or slightly before 1900, was our point of departure. 

Factually, where to start was never a big question. That was where we saw 

the opportunity, the gap that needed to be filled. Starting from 1950, a 

date proposed by some in this symposium, was never under consideration. That 

the contemporary required a historical context was assumed.  But, yes, the 

practicality of collecting material from the first half of the 20th century 

was acknowledged, as was the existing collection of Lingnan School painting 
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and other work at the Hong Kong Museum of Art, but so was the fact that private 

collectors in Hong Kong hold some of the world’s finest examples of early 

to mid 20th century Chinese art. Would they donate or lend long-term? If 

we created an institution of world-class stature and seriousness of purpose, 

we were hoping they would.  

 

 Which brings me to the next point: why did we specify a Hong Kong 

perspective?  Because we wanted M+ to be rooted, relevant, and responsive 

to the people of Hong Kong, and because we wanted future curators to take 

into consideration the arc of Hong Kong’s own unique history and social 

situation, beginning not coincidentally a little before 1900, when developing 

its collection and programs. But we also wanted these curators to make their 

decisions from the perspective of now, which is perhaps the most indeterminate 

and yet potent aspect of the M+ mission, and recognized as critical by some 

of the most forward thinking historians and critics who write on contemporary 

art and museums. First of all, M+ was never meant to be a museum of contemporary 

visual culture. Rather, it was meant to be a cultural institution operating 

forever in the contemporary moment, with a collection that may contain art 

of the fleeting present, but with the understanding that the present 

inevitably and quickly becomes part of a longer past.  With that in mind, 

M+ has a responsibility, even an imperative, to embrace the inevitability 

of the past through the prism of the present, and to refresh our understanding 

of it constantly with every new input of the day. Just as Miwon Kwon writes, 

contemporary art “may be of the present but can newly mobilize the past” 

causing us to rethink what we have come to know (or what we thought we knew). 

Similarly, she continues, “contemporary art history is best when it is 

de/constructive of ‘contemporary’, ‘art’, and ‘history’ alike” and “keeps 

an eye on the living life of an artwork, no matter when it was originally 

made”
6
. Along a related vein, Claire Bishop warns that if contemporary museums 

do not “grasp the critical issues of today and in turn read the past urgently, 

dialectically, and creatively”, they run the risk of becoming “status 

conferring temples of the 1%” whose collections resemble “a pile of aesthetic 

debris… growing ever higher towards the sky.”
7 
 

 

 That said, where does this leave ink art? In fact, I believe this leaves 

ink at the center of things, and indeed the position of ink was at the center 

of many lengthy discussions during the Museums Advisory Group meetings. Why? 

Because ink art is, in its own way, so disruptive and it raises so many issues. 
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Is ink modern, progressive, and socially relevant? Or is it conservative, 

even reactionary, essentialist, and exclusive, receptive to manipulation 

by backward-looking political regimes in pursuit of narrow nationalistic 

goals?  Is ink contemporary, fresh, and forward-looking? Or is it an 

antiquarian pursuit of little relevance to current discourses that privilege 

innovation, criticality, and social engagement? Certainly not global, is 

the use of ink an act of resistance, a bulwark against the homogenizing tide 

of Western cultural hegemony? Or is it a hermetic practice bound for 

extinction, having lost any connection to the society in which it operates? 

Is ink just a medium, or is it a mindset?  

 

 Re-reading John Clark’s most recent writings, I have come away with the 

impression that he believes ink art for the most part is un- or even anti-modern.  

Julia Andrews and Kuiyi Shen on the other hand take a more optimistic view, 

both in their catalogue for the 1998 exhibition about 20th century Chinese 

art called A Century in Crisis, presented at the Guggenheim Museum and in 

their book The Art of Modern China, released last month.  But my personal 

experience in the contemporary art world indicate, at least to me, that ink 

art is definitely on the wane. As evidence, I direct you to the recent 

exhibition at the Central Academy in Beijing (CAFA) called The Future. Whether 

by accident or design, of the 95 young artists presented, only two worked 

with anything that resembled ink. 

 

 Which brings me to Part 2 of Pi Li’s question, regarding ink art and the 

narration of the Chinese Avant-Garde. I have to admit I have always had trouble 

with the term “avant-garde” and in fact I rarely use it in relation to Chinese 

art. Rather, taking my cue from Wu Hung, I have preferred to use the word 

“experimental” when referring to art practice in China, which deviates 

significantly from established norms. I am also a little reluctant to 

over-emphasize the role of the ‘85 New Wave in relation to ink art, because 

I am not convinced that many of the prominent practitioners, then or now, 

were direct members or inheritors of the ‘85 New Wave, though I am looking 

forward to hearing the papers by Professors Pi Daojian and Lu Hong.  But my 

biggest concern is: if one keys the development of experimentalism in ink 

off an event in Mainland China, where does that leave Taiwan’s Liu Guosong 

(b.1932), Yu Chengyao (1898-1993), Yu Peng (b.1955), Yuan Jai (b.1941), and 

Hsu Youren (b.1951), or Hong Kong’s Lu Shoukuan (1919-1975), Irene Zhou 

(1924-2011), Wucius Wong (b.1936) (Fig.1), and Wilson Shieh (b.1970)?  I 
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could go on and on.  

 

 But do not think that I underestimate the importance of the ‘85 New Wave 

in a Mainland Chinese context. Indeed it was a remarkable moment about which 

more original research needs to done, particularly in comparative terms. 

Just imagine what new insights into its triumphs and failures could be found 

if the 1980s were compared more closely to the late 1920s and early 1930s. 

For I see in the 1980s not only a recuperation of the unfinished project 

of modernity, inspired by the May Fourth Movement, but also an appropriation 

of some of the forms of that rebellion. Not only is there the shared sense 

of social responsibility, self conscious historicism, utopian dreams and 

heady idealism, but there is also the shared role of the enlightened educator, 

self-organized art groups, do-it-yourself exhibitions, hand writing 

manifestos (Ni Yide’s (b.1901-1970) forward to the Storm Society exhibition 

in 1932 could have been written by Mao Xuhui (b.1956)) and immature 

experiments in Western modernist styles. Even those highly influential 

translations in the late 1970s and 80s of Western philosophical texts that 

characterized the period of “reading fever” spoke to an earlier moment. And 

look at their book covers.  They echo the graphic design of the 1920s and 

30s. Perhaps these studies have already been done in China, but again I think 

the possibilities are manifold. 

 

 And why not resist for a while the inexorable attraction of unifying 

narratives, for are there not regional stories that still need to be told, 

and regional comparisons that still need to be made? For example, a 

comprehensive history of Hong Kong has yet to be written and well-researched 

comparisons between Mainland China and Hong Kong, or Hong Kong and Taiwan 

have yet to be made. And how about comparisons beyond China to other parts 

of Asia? To Korea and Japan, not to mention India? It has begun in books 

(see John Clark’s Modern Asian Art) so why not in exhibitions? Comparative 

histories in fact may help move us beyond the reductive dichotomies of East 

and West, tradition and modernity, impact and response that have come to 

frame most discussions of 20th century art.  But, in order to find a new 

approach, to get beyond “the Western logo-centric essentialist” definition 

of modernity, as Pi Li recently wrote, to reconcile what he called an “exterior 

critique” and “interior critique”, we need to think more broadly8. We need 

to go both back in time and sideways in cultural space, and this, I believe, 

is where a discussion about the position of ink (and any indigenous art form) 
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in a contemporary museum becomes most relevant. For the struggle to reconcile 

an interior and exterior critique is not new.  And it is not just Chinese. 

It has been waged since at least the 1920s by Liu Haisu (1896-1994), Xu Beihong 

(1895-1953), Lin Fengmian (1900-1991), Ding Yanyong (1902-1978), Guan Liang 

(1900-1986), Shi Lu (1919-1982) and many others, in addition to their Indian, 

Japanese, and South East Asian counterparts.  

 

 Therefore, it is my hope that if we “sharpen our grasp of the critical 

issues of the day” and “use the present to mobilize our past” we might take 

a small step toward remedying the historical amnesia that has come to plague 

us all. As John Clark writes, “modernity in all Asian cultures has its own 

history and this history is highly determinative of many kinds of contemporary 

art practice. If the 21st century will have a future, it will have the 20th 

and 19th century as its pasts”
9
. That is the promise of M+. 

 

Draft dated Dec 2, 2012 

Edited Dec 20 2012 
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