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Tree branches wanted to pierce through the sky,
But only managed to poke a few small holes.

Gu Cheng
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Beijing Realism surveys Chinese artists of the twenty-first
century who are making portraits of the life of peasants, students
and migrant workers.
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The eyes of those at the bottom of the Chinese economic
and social system can see only stars in the night, and little
beyond the long hours they spend in factories and schools.
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In the faces of the pot makers of Li Xiaofei’s Chongming
Island (2015), and in the postures of the builders and migrant
workers of Han Bing’s New Culture series, it is possible to glimpse
something of the feeling of daily life in the most industrialised
country in the world.
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As England had Charles Dickens and France had Gustav Courbet
to capture the poverty and labour amidst the industrialisation of
Europe in the nineteenth century, China has artists working with
photography and video.
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The difference here is that the industrial workers of
twenty-first century capitalism are invisible and separated by
barriers of culture, language and global politics from people
outside of China. Only Chinese artists are able to negotiate their
way into factories and schools, and socially engage with the
poorer people of China.
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Tami Xiang commissions her elderly subjects to buy ¥ 88
worth of goods, a month’s worth of their pension, from the local
store (in Lucky 88), and Hu Xiangquian returns to his old school
to give the morning motivational speech to thousands of students
in the grey, polluted air.
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These works document an encounter with the lives of
those left behind by the Chinese economy’s race for prosperity,
that has separated children from their parents, and workers from
living fulfilling lives. Three generations of Chinese history, of
immense change, plays itself out in the faces of these children,
workers and elderly peasants.
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Darren Jorgensen is an Associate
Professor in the School of Design at
the University of Western Australia.
He lectures in art history.
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Li Xiaofei, Chongming Island, 2015. Video Still.
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Tami Xiang, Family Portraits,
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Hu Xiangqgian, Speech at the Edge of the World, 2013. Video Still. Tami Xiang, Lucky 88, 2019.




Tami Xiang, Lucky 88, 2019. Li Xiaofei, My Locker + Sisters, 2018. Video Still.



PEASANTOGRAPRHY:
FAMILY PORTRAIT
AND LUCKY 88
8Y TAMI XIANG
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Before I was born my mother had to hide from the government
who wanted to force her to abort me under the one-child policy.
First she hid in her sister’s home in another province, but had
to move to hide in the snowy forest because her mother-in-law
believed that keeping a pregnant woman from another family will
cause the host to be poor for a few years.
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I am a survivor of the one-child policy, but as an illegal
birth was not eligible to apply for household registration (hukou).
For many years, I felt I had nowhere to belong, and the neighbor
always laughed at me that I was an illegal person (heihu). Hukou
was always an issue in my little world. As I grew old, especially
after I moved to the city for school, I found out that city people’s
hukou are different from people in rural area, which caused me
to feel more inferior.
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After I moved to Australia to study photography, I realized that
people have equal rights regardless of where they are from, which
shocked me with the comparison to my childhood life experience.
As a documentary photography student, the camera has changed
my way of thinking. I started to use photography to express my
feelings, my life, and the people around me, especially those
people who are suffering. So I created a photography project,
which features a few different series of works addressing the social
issues in China caused by hukou.
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One series called Family Portrait documents some of the
63 million children who are left behind by their parents who
travel to the cities to work. They cannot take their children
with them because of the costs of housing them, and enrolling
them in city schools. Instead, these children grow up with their
grandparents or great-grandparents in the countryside while their
parents work in the cities, and typically see their parents only
once a year during the Chinese Spring Festival.
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Poor-quality housmg conditions are another obstacle
for migrant workers bringing their children to live with them.
If they bring the children to the cities, looking after them and
taking them to school is another issue while high costs in the
cities make it unrealistic for them to bring the parents to the
cities to take care of the children.
EEFHRREIFEZF—REFENST—ELR. Rt
IBZFH T, BEAIMEMIT EZEE S — e, m
RS R A E A B R B B R F 2RISR 8.

The grandparents who are bringing up these left-behind
children receive ¥88 a month to live on, while people working
in cities can earn dozens of times as much. The Lucky 88 series
addresses the living situation of the Chinese farmers in the
countryside. I invited a group of elderly farmers from one village
to buy whatever they would like to buy with 88 RMB and
photographed them with all the objects in front of a red background.
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From the images we can see what they bought. These
elderly people are aged between 65 and 90 years. Some were born
before the establishment of People’s Republic of China. They
have lived through the Great Leap Forward (1958-1961) which



caused more than 30 million people to die from starvation, and
the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) which caused violent chaos
across the country in a chaos and millions of people died from the
ten years violence.
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In the interview, they memorized the days of hardship when
they had to eat grass, tree barks and mud to survive. The reason they
praise the Elderly Insurance Policy is that nowadays they get 8SRMB
extra in a peace era even they still have to work until they are unable
to even some of them are 90 years old, not questioning the inequality
and disparity between rural and urban people.
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Living in a different country after I have learnt so much
about modern civilization, I cannot do anything to help the
people in my hometown, however my art is a record of their life,
a kind of monument.
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Tami Xiang is a Perth based Chinese-Australian
artist. She received a Masters of Fine Arts from
the University of Western Australia (UWA) in 2019
and is currently undertaking a PhD by research
there. Her work has been exhibited in Australia,
Mainland China, France, Taiwan and the U.S.
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Hu Xianggian ,Speech at
the Edge of the World, 2013,
performance/video, 12:32.
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Hu Xiangqian, The Woman in front
of the camera, 2015, video, 2:54.
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Tami Xiang, Lucky 88, 2019,
photographic print on silk,
110 x 300 cm.
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Tami Xiang, Family Portraits,
photographic print on silk,
110 x 300 cm.
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Li Xiaofei, Chongming Island,
2015, HD video, 17:48.
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Li Xiaofei, My Locker + Sisters,
2018, 2-channel HD video, 17:51.
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Han Bing, from the series
New Culture Movement series,
2001-2006.
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Goolugatup Heathcote acknowledges the
Bibbulmun people as the Traditional Owners of
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the Whadjuk people, and Elders past and present.
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