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Satire was absent from artwork and performance in China for a prolonged 
period following the 1949 Communist Revolution. The primary reason for this 
absence was the extreme homogenisation of Chinese society under socialism. 
As the Chinese Communist Party implemented its nationwide program of 
industrial nationalisation to build a planned economy, its goals were to mobilise 
the entire populace to participate in production, to bring stability in the 
shortest possible time to a nation reeling from years of wartime strife, and to 
ward off threats from the Nationalists on Taiwan and hostile Western powers. 
In doing so, the Party hoped to consolidate its popular support, strengthen 
its political control, and establish its ideology securely in the mainstream. To 
these ends, Party discourse repeatedly emphasised that the nation was led 
by the working class and run by the dictatorship of the proletariat. It divided 
the citizenry into politicised categories of ‘the people’ and ‘the enemy,’ and 
promoted the notion of absolute equality among ‘the people,’ meaning that 
division between the social classes was a theoretical impossibility.

The vast majority of Chinese people accepted this homogenisation-
driven form of thought control. In general they found it difficult to muster 
the drive to satirise or criticise because the Communist Party’s leadership and 
political control of China symbolised the end of the Chinese people’s suffering. 
The new regime signified that all of the cartoons, folk performances, ‘living 
newspaper’ plays about current politics, and myriad other popular satirical 
forms that circulated widely before 1949 had achieved their objectives, and 
that their targets had already either vanished or at least lost their potency. 
Weighty memories of years of interminable war had further entrenched an 
oppositional ‘struggle’ mentality in the mindset of China’s proletarian masses. 
To them, ‘satirise’ and ‘criticise’ were verbs akin to ‘overthrow’ and ‘exterminate’ 
– all to be used against the enemy, and differing only in their degree of force. 
Humorous expression, meanwhile, with its intrinsic capacity for generating 
good cheer, Chinese of the time considered to be unimportant and unnecessary 
because they understood their own situation in terms virtually identical to the 
official line: we are already awash in happiness, and paradise is just around the 
corner.

In 1947, Georg Lukács published an essay entitled ‘Free art or directed 
art?’ in which he makes clear that he appreciated the dilemma artists faced 
after the establishment of a popular democracy. In his view, socialist literature 
and art was different from capitalist literature and art; the latter was solitary 
and introspective while in a socialist society ‘life, in its intrinsic richness, full of 
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promise for the future, may provide even more fertile ground and raw material 
for the artist’. Nevertheless, ‘there is nobody and can be nobody who is capable 
of providing these future possibilities to artists in an immediately usable form. 
These are, today, only possibilities, not realities. All utopianism, any attempt to 
anticipate the future – in this area – is particularly dangerous.’1 Such ‘utopian 
anticipation’ is precisely what writers and artists in mainland China were 
doing after 1949, particularly those in the cultural field, like cartoonists, who 
specialised in satire. As early as the 1930s, these artists had been drawn to the 
Chinese Communist Party when it was still an opposition party; after it gained 
power, their proven talents for incisive political ridicule were left to wither on 
the vine. Their only recourse was to accept the premise that the current society 
and system already approached perfection and to seek out ‘healthy’ subjects 
for humorous compositions that gilded the lily of reality. The quality of works 
consequently plummeted, save for a small number of paintings that, ‘scratching 
the itch from outside of the boot’, still managed to make some criticisms of 
sycophancy and bureaucratism within the Party. even more prominent was the 
aphasia that afflicted the venerable, satire-driven performing art of xiangsheng. 

Xiangsheng, literally ‘face and voice’, is a comedic performing art unique to 
China. It emerged and developed during the late Qing dynasty, but its history 
can be traced back to the Sui-Tang period. Xiangsheng is typically performed by 
two people who face the audience and engage in dialogue improvised from a 
script, peppering their banter with jokes to amuse the audience. Several aspects 
of this comedic form make it relatively well suited to the modest, reserved, 
and introverted sides of the Chinese character. First, unlike Western clowning, 
it wins laughs not through exaggerated looks, costume, or body language, but 
rather oral expression and narrative. Second, it differs from American-style talk 
shows in that the actors work from a prepared script and draw laughs from 
their onstage chemistry. Third, xiangsheng also differs from stage drama in that 
the actors never change personas in the course of chatting, their costumes are 
plain, and the stage they perform on is relatively bare.

Xiangsheng performance flourished from the late Qing up till 1949, 
particularly in the cities of beijing and Tianjin. As most performers came from 
impoverished backgrounds, they were generally adept at finding black humour 
in their poverty and low social status, while at the same time deriding China’s 
fatuous and ineffectual rulers and attacking the invading foreign powers. The 
period spanning the successive outbreaks of the ‘September 18th Incident’ of 
1931, the Anti-Japanese War, and the Civil War saw a surge in the number of 
professional xiangsheng performers. While these artists created and performed 
numerous works making fun of the ruling Nationalist Party, the xiangsheng acts 
most frequently re-performed were pure entertainment, with comedy deriving 
from the two performers’ mutual teasing and ridicule.

When all of mainland China entered a new social system, the satirical 
targets of that earlier age all seemed to disappear overnight. Xiangsheng 
performers collectively panicked, unsure of how they would be treated by a 
new regime that had always publicly advocated seriousness, honesty, and an 
upbeat outlook. before long, however, a group of the most prominent beijing 
and Tianjin xiangsheng performers obtained the patronage of key members of 
the Chinese Communist Party leadership, and, moved by the generosity of the 
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new regime, became voluntarily indoctrinated with the new ideology. In January 
1950 they established a ‘Small Group for the Advancement of Xiangsheng’ that 
was to influence the development of the art form for the second half of the 
century. The Group excised the supposedly ‘vulgar’ and ‘base’ content said to 
have contaminated traditional performances and bent their efforts toward 
finding ways to use a comedic form to convey the spirit of the new life and 
its new mores. In Lukács’s words, these ‘supporters of popular democracy 
were, in effect, convinced that the life of workers and peasants was full of 
new possibilities to create new and renewed direct relationships between 
the artist and his public, and to eradicate the anonymity, amorphousness, and 
facelessness of the public within capitalist society’. They sincerely hoped 
to become one with the people, unlike in the past, when they were merely 
performers who put on humorous shows for an audience in return for money 
and fame.

From the 1950s through the end of the 1970s, satire and humour in 
mainland China evolved along a track so narrow and obstructed that it was 
virtually inert. Humour essentially became superfluous, ignored. Any public 
endorsement it received was thanks only to the imperative to ‘enrich the 
cultural life of the broad masses of the people’. The right to speak humorously, 
meanwhile, had been completely relegated to xiangsheng performers who had 
been incorporated into the state system and received state wages. What had 
originally been a type of lowly street act was now officially being enshrined as 
‘art’ – a ‘linguistic art’. The irony is that few xiangsheng recordings survive from 
this nearly thirty-year period, apart from those of a few performers recognised 
and promoted by the state who had selected routines recorded for repeat 
broadcasts. The Cultural Revolution period, meanwhile, not only left not one 
extant recording or work of artistic value, but resulted in the irretrievable loss 
of a vast, valuable swath of China’s xiangsheng heritage – old LPs, old scripts, 
old performing styles, and even outstanding old performers.

Xiangsheng, it could be said, epitomised the Chinese sense of humour 
for an extended period of time, but during this time it was never able to 
successfully resolve one dilemma: How to use satirical technique to delineate, 
critique, or appraise the ‘excellent situation’ it was unable to criticise? The road 
that xiangsheng performers eventually took was self-belittlement. one after 
another wrote first-person stories and scenarios that used ‘my’ ideological 
backwardness and contravention of the government’s guidance as foils to 
the glorious images and deeds of the paragons of socialist construction; to 
the wisdom and impartiality of national leaders; or to the socialist value of 
massified asceticism. This sort of manufactured humour was superficial in 
the extreme, bereft of sting or corrosive power. Though perhaps occasionally 
happening to touch on some unpleasant reality or other, even that would be 
summarily attributed to ‘contradictions among the people’, the actions of ‘a 
handful’ of people in society who needed only criticism and education within 
the system in order to make good. The powers that be nevertheless believed 
this sort of xiangsheng to have ‘educational value’ for the people, even if their 
own attitude toward it was utterly apathetic.

For a thirty-year stretch, China was a society propelled by one utopian 
fantasy after another. The nation, the capital of beijing, Tiananmen, the leaders’ 
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compound of Zhongnanhai, the five-star red flag, the 10,000-li Great Wall, 
socialist communes – all served as spectral symbols, wreathing the leaders’ 
heads in divine halos. Political discourse extended down to the very foundations 
of society, such that people became accustomed to using this discourse to 
think about problems, and consequently became incapable of doubting the 
reasonableness of the reality they knew. even their smiles all seemed to have 
been manufactured by the state – a uniform, proletarian smile that conveyed 
a purity, fixity, inimitability, and optimism and served the needs of the state 
propaganda machine. Adapted into various propaganda products, this smile was 
broadcast to every corner of the nation.

The Chinese temperament seems to have little historical affinity for 
humor, and in those thirty seemingly haunted years Chinese people were 
virtually ignorant of what humor was. Nevertheless, if we examine the artworks 
of the first group of contemporary artists to arise in China since the 1980s it is 
not difficult to discover that the unique period that preceded it provided the 
bulk of material for their creative inspiration, and became the prime target that 
stimulated their satirical impulses. The generation of Chinese who experienced 
the Cultural Revolution personally as teenagers tended to lapse into silence 
when they later came to reflect on their earlier fanaticism, since they were 
hard-pressed to deny the collective fervor behind it. but to the next generation 
unburdened by such memories, the thirty years since the founding of the 
Republic were a synonym for ‘absurdity’, and when they set about creating 
artwork, the first place they reached for inspiration was naturally the tableau 
with which they were so intimately familiar.

The irony in such works tends to be forceful and obvious. Since all images 
in Chinese society had previously been painted according to a single aesthetic, 
and one that precluded criticism, artists of the 1980s, no matter what approach 
they took to depicting social realities, invariably perpetrate a sort of visual 
and conceptual assault that gives the viewer an impression of an attempt to 
satirise and destroy something rigid and ossified. Fang Lijun’s bald heads series 
is perhaps the most representative. The bald models appear to be the painter’s 
vision of what real Chinese people look like. With their heads shaved, their eyes 
take up even less space on their faces, and their eyebrows, noses, and mouths 
are closer together, such that their other migrating facial organs often take 
on a more sinister aspect, as if to compensate for the small eyes’ inability to 
convey emotion. As such, Fang Lijun’s bald men leave the viewer feeling tense, 
exhausted, and troubled, as if constantly oppressed by some formless thing.

Fang Lijun’s ‘bald’ (cat. XX) paintings have often been reproduced in print 
media as accompaniment to an ironic theme. The bald men’s joy, excitement, 
and exuberance in fact appears hideous, cueing the viewer that something 
is wrong with their mood and provoking the viewer to interpret the work 
ironically. The bald men are often depicted smiling, but that smile seems to 
belie an absurd situation: the subject is completely ignorant of his own vulgar 
hideousness. A different but equally successful approach may be found in the 
Hangzhou artist Geng Jianyi’s four-part painting, Second state (cat. XX). At first 
glance, the four expressions on the single subject’s face appear similar, as all are 
laughing. upon closer inspection, however, the true emotion hidden in those 
mute expressions could be inferred to be pain, fear or grief. At the same time, 
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this ambiguity reveals both the monotony of Chinese people’s facial language 
and the vacuity of their minds. Geng Jianyi furthermore renders the mundane 
human face in a moment of abandon to achieve a doubly ironic contrast to 
the symmetrical features and healthy, controlled smiles found in the standard 
iconography of the ‘Chinese proletariat.’

Fang Lijun is but one painter who uses exaggeration to represent the 
true likeness of the Chinese. Zhang Xiaogang’s portrait series, for example, also 
creates a powerful contrast between an oversized head and the facial features. 
And like Fang Lijun he covers the entire canvas in soft colours, particularly 
pink and rose, to uncanny effect. Subjects appear hypnotised, their faces 
shaded from us by an ominous veil. As relatively early pioneers in contemporary 
art, Fang and Zhang intentionally shattered the earlier realist formula for 
representing Chinese people. To other artists, however, an absurd or ironic 
effect could be realised simply by faithfully reviving certain familiar scenarios 
or by slightly modifying rigid icons. This approach, too, was premised on the 
following facts: that the socialist experiment led by the Chinese Communist 
Party was predicated on a vast number of meticulously scripted and carefully 
maintained lies, and that the people swept up within it needed only the 
opportunity to set a foot outside to realise immediately that the whole thing 
was the product of deceit and fabrication.

Shen Shaomin’s Standard portrait 2009 (cat. XX) is a typical experiment 
in altering an icon. This oil painting is part of a series of e’gao, or parodies, that 
also includes take-offs of the mona Lisa, osama bin Laden, and barak obama. 
This type of parody is not simple substitution of one visage for another, akin to 
the grotesquely modified versions of the mona Lisa or mao’s image found all 
over the internet. Quite the opposite, the painting presents a crumpled version 
of mao’s standard portrait, indicating that even this constantly mythified 
totem of the leader has an inescapable material base: ‘even mao’s portrait is 
printed on paper.’ In the final analysis, he is a Great Leader who lives only as 
a reproducible print commodity among countless others, unlike Jesus who is 
the incarnation of the Gospel and does not require a textual record to testify 
to the omnipresence of the Holy Spirit. Further, Shen seems to hope that the 
viewer will be reminded of those stories of ordinary people during the Cultural 
Revolution who suffered misfortune for having accidentally defiled mao 
Zedong’s image. on this score, a single bent piece of paper is for him the most 
direct medium for exorcising the Great Leader.

Shen Shaomin’s mode of expression, while irrefutably and unambiguously 
satirical, is by no means unique, revealing mostly that Chinese artists have no 
scruples about using new icons to replace the old ones they casually demolish. 
Put another way, an impulse to criticise and mock fires these artists’ creations, 
but at the same time such works often start and stop at mockery. As a 
consequence, their satirical works often lack tension or material for reflection, 
their anti-propaganda of a piece with the propaganda itself. Ji Wenyu and Zhu 
Weibing’s The space with a fine spring day (cat. XX) is one such example: a family 
of three kneels on the ground, gazing up with innocent expressions at a bird 
in a hanging cage, while they themselves are within a larger glass enclosure. 
The artist appears to have cast the enclosed figurines in imitation of the 
auspicious porcelain dolls of traditional Chinese handicrafts; more subliminally, 
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the identical beatific expressions on the dolls’ faces has some genealogical 
link to the standardised iconography of revolutionary poster art. Needless to 
say, however, the entire installation is a three-dimensional caricature of clear 
propagandistic intent that points to a bald ‘metaphor.’

Chinese people after 1949 did not see the necessity of satire, and were at 
most able to conceive of it as a reflection on the sufferings of the ‘old society’ 
or retrospective mockery of enemies who had already been overthrown and 
expelled. In the years that followed, they spent three generations participating 
in thirty years of collective absurdity. This period was spent in pursuit of a 
magnificent utopian fantasy. The ongoing decrepitude of China’s transitional 
economy, the increased constraints on political life, and the lack of democratic 
spirit and individualism combined to make the China of that period incapable 
of generating the type of cartoonists, humorous political commentators, and 
satirical performers found in nineteenth-century western societies who could 
express individual opinions on society in a timely, effective, and artistic fashion. 
Instead, Chinese people inadvertently devoted three generations’ worth of 
energy, thought, and time to supplying material for their children to satirise and 
repudiate in every which way. Contemporary Chinese art could thus be viewed 
as a blowing off of accumulated pressure, but these works resemble even 
more a type of oedipal revenge reflecting the son’s contemptuous spurning of 
the father. oftentimes, the artists themselves use formulaic and iconographic 
methods to interpret what they see as ‘thirty years of absurdity’.

In Qiu Xiaofei’s installation It’s about to be 7 o’clock 2005 (cat. XX) viewers 
with a certain degree of contextual knowledge can again detect its creator’s 
unmistakable satirical intent. Seven o’clock calls to mind China Central 
Television’s Xinwen lianbo, a news program that serves as the Communist Party’s 
mouthpiece and is simultaneously broadcast nationwide on every major TV 
station. And for many years, groups of people would share a single television 
set to receive news and instructions from the great red national capital. Qiu 
Xiaofei foregrounds these ironies by recreating the look of an old-style writing 
desk, old-style desk lamp, old-style knob-adjusted television, and an old-style 
wall clock. These faded and utterly lifeless objects symbolise a materially 
impoverished age, a stark contrast to the predictable upbeat tone of the seven 
o’clock news. This 2005 work conveys insight through its sharp irony, but it 
nevertheless still lingers at the level of revisitation and exorcism, consuming 
‘thirty years of absurdity’ through yet another theme.

other works in the style of an icon-puncturing satirical essay include 
miao Xiaochun’s Parliamentarian (congressman) 2002 (cat. XX) and He Xiangyu’s 
Dedicated to her: Loudspeaker 2011 (cat. XX). The array of empty, identical chairs 
symbolise the anonymity of ‘the people’ in the Chinese nation-state, with even 
those endowed with the glorious political status of ‘People’s Representative’ 
lacking any independent, individualised free will. The stand of the loudspeaker, 
meanwhile, suggests the complete annihilation of the socialist-style propaganda 
industry. A video work with a clear allegorical message is Zhang Peili’s Sea of 
words 1992 (cat. XX), in which the famous Xinwen lianbo news anchor Xing 
Zhibin reads an entry from the dictionary ‘Sea of words’ as a news broadcast. 
This might appear to be satire of a most superficial sort: China Central 
Television anchors are all merely reading machines for a discourse whose 
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language has all been pre-compiled. This was quite original when it was made in 
1992, but given how often the two mouthpieces of the Party, Xinwen lianbo and 
People’s Daily the official newspaper, have been derided in popular discourse, 
viewers nowadays might be puzzled as to why the artist felt compelled to 
repeat such a facile truism.

Contemporary Chinese art faces a particularly localised dilemma: to 
be sure, the facts of China’s unique history and the burdensome memories 
associated with it have given artists something to ‘get off their chests’; 
nevertheless, these facts and memories have drawn the line between past and 
present too sharply – everything done in the past was predicated on an absurd 
utopian fantasy, while everything done in the present is somehow necessarily 
either directly or indirectly dismantling that utopian edifice. The dualistic 
opposition between friend and foe, black and white established between 1949 
and 1979 in fact has extended into the mindset of subsequent generations of 
artists and is palpable in their works. They are hard-pressed to detect or refine 
elements in Chinese society that could be pondered or debated without being 
affirmed or negated. one could go as far as to say that the portraiture of Fang 
Lijun, Yue minjun, Zhang Xiaogang and their peers has been unable to escape 
from parading a jeering take on ‘Chinese ugliness’ to a Western audience 
in a global art market. At very least, we can say that they have already done 
important work through their revisitations and exorcisms, which present what 
has perhaps already become a ‘true’ China.

China’s contemporary artists need to directly confront an enormous 
irony that has imposed itself on them. Like the xiangsheng performers, satirical 
authors, and cartoonists of sixty years ago, they have again entered a situation 
in which satire and humour appear to be superfluous. back then, satire was 
banned; now, it’s passé. Seemingly every image, building, and phrase specifically 
tied to the will of the Party-state has already been saturated by countless 
satirical interpretations. Political Pop illustrations like Wang Guangyi’s, for 
example, long ago embraced new media to participate in the carnival that 
followed the toppling of a monotheistic deity. As such, should contemporary 
artists want to continue their satirical artistic experiments in pursuit of a higher 
goal than merely selling their works for a handsome price, they will need both 
to re-examine the rich mine of absurdity from which they’ve derived their fame 
and fortune, and to re-evaluate their own relationship to it.


