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As for your high towers and monuments, there was a crazy 
fellow once in this town who undertook to dig a hole to China, 
and he got so far that, as he said, he heard the Chinese pots and 
kettles rattle; but I think that I shall not go out of my way to 
admire the hole which he made. Many are concerned about the 
monuments of the West and the East—to know who built them. 
For my part, I should like to know who in those days did not 
build them—who were above such trifling. 
Henry David Thoreau1

As far as exhibition titles go, no one can deny Digging a Hole in China 
is memorable. Artistic directors of  bloated biennales and their obtuse 
attempts at marrying intellect and poetics in too long titles take note: 
this is how it should be done. Working on the level of  instantly digestible 
description, while ingeniously mimicking the language of  1960s 
conceptual art’s programmatic dictums, Digging a Hole in China only gains 
further expressive traction in reference to the question that seemingly 
every inquisitive American child asks at some stage: ‘can you dig a hole 
to China?’ A lesson in the unfeasibility of  cartoon physics aside, this 
hypothesis turned idiom is commonly attributed to a passage from 
Thoreau’s Walden, Or A Life in the Woods (1854) that appears amidst one 
of  the great American transcendentalist’s many statistical audits of  the 
minimum of  tools and supplies required for a self-sufficient life lived in 
nature at deliberate remove from society and its deadening effect upon 
the human spirit. For Thoreau not digging, not seeking escape via holes in 
the ground, nor immortality in towering monuments, is the paramount 
moral objective. In Western art Courbet preceded Thoreau’s sentiment 
with surely the most infamous hole ever depicted on canvas. In A Burial 
at Ornans (1849-50), which the painter himself  famously offered as the 
burial of  Romanticism, all was laid bare on canvas: a hole in the ground 
signals the death of  the individual; the nation state and its multitude 
passively take up watch.  

Presenting eighteen works by twelve Chinese artists who explore 
complex connections to land, Digging a Hole in China at OCAT Shenzhen 

Left: Zheng Guogu, Liao Yuan, (previously titled Age of the Empire), 2004 – 
present, (installation view) video installation 16’31”. Courtesy of the artist, 
Vitamin Creative Space and OCAT Shenzhen.
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gallery floor, above which sits an analogous-shaped timber pyramid 
funnel. Based on his deeply personal project Liao Yuan (2004-ongoing, 
translating to ‘Accomplished Garden,’ though formerly known as 
Age of  Empire), Zheng’s contribution to the exhibition is founded on 
his purchase of  a significant amount of  land in his hometown of  
Yangjiang on Guangdong’s coast, the site of  the deeply introspective 
artist’s idiosyncratic excavations, exploitations and construction that are 
purposefully tenuous in their legality. In a country by now recognised 
for its market capacity to support artists’ studio compounds and business 
operations at a scale that would make Factory-era Warhol weep, Zheng 
Guogu’s Liao Yuan is without doubt the most enigmatic site of  the lot.  

Moving on from the physically monumental, a rich vein that Lau 
expertly tapped was the abundance of  seminal performance, or 
otherwise site-specific interventionist works that Chinese art of  the 
1990s is particularly recognised for, especially within the highly coded 
yet hiding-in-plain-sight dynamics of  that decade. Beginning with 
Zheng Guogu’s early work Planting Geese (1994), in which the artist with 
some friends buried geese to their necks before releasing them, through 
to more recent examples, such as Beijing-based Xu Qu’s Upstream 
(2011), which tracks the artist’s journey in a rubber dinghy up a polluted 
urban waterway leading into the capital, these and other works based 
in performance were represented via photographic, video or written 
documentary records that were sensitively displayed with the use of  
custom-built screens and showcases. Admittedly, this approach did not 
work so well for the suite of  three works by Wang Jianwei. In particular, 
his almost hour-long video works Production (1996) and Living Elsewhere 
(1999) – marked by their hard-headed, sometimes bleak, study of  the 
harsh realities of  displaced farmers, migratory labour patterns caused 
by a post-planned economy, and the increasing political invisibility of  
the peasant class – faced major difficulties in transferring their poignant 
act of  witness via small LCD screens mounted in a knee-high plinth 
with ubiquitous tinny headphones. These works need to be digested in 
a more secluded setting, uninterrupted by peripheral distractions, or 
not at all. 

Recognising the chasm between geographies, not simply those upon 
which stand the ‘monuments of  the West and the East’ as Thoreau 
dismissively categorises, but within single countries as fantastically 
varied as China, remains a difficult proposition for global art world 
auditors with vested interests in minding the gap. Overriding this line 
of  thinking, on the occasion of  my visit to Shenzhen I could not help 
but laugh out loud at the blunt honesty underlying the authenticity of  
children as inadvertently captured in Cao Fei’s East Wind (2011). In this 
video work, presented alongside two others by the only female artist in 
the show, Cao Fei tracks a road journey made by an anonymous driver 
in a truck-sized, Thomas the Tank Engine replica vehicle. The sight 
of  this novelty – heading down newly built freeways navigating Beijing 
– is a familiar example of  the artist’s tactic of  exploiting the humour 
in the everyday tensions and absurdities that arise from breakneck 
urban development and its affect upon increasingly atomised citizenry. 

‘attempts to expose and analyse the discrepancies between this genre of  
work and “conventional” land art understood in the Western-centric art 
historical context.’2 OCAT’s enterprise, curated by Venus Lau, explicitly 
does not try to square a circle by claiming direct art historical (and 
much less socio-political) connections between the West’s development 
of  land art in the late 1960s, which responded to ‘established systems 
of  consumer society, capital, and rigid art institutions through their 
geographical retreat,’ and the stark realities of  the ‘Down to the 
Countryside’ (shang shan xia xiang) movement in China at that time.3 
Instead, Lau presents a keenly observed selection of  works that tackles 
the ‘hidden trajectory of  land’s conceptual evolution’ by artists ranging 
from Beijing-based Wang Jianwei (b. 1958, Sichuan), as the eldest, whose 
practice is marked by firsthand experience of  the Cultural Revolution, 
through to younger contemporaries such as Zhang Liaoyuan (b. 1980, 
Shandong). Supported by superb exhibition design and packaging – 
from the configuration within a hangar-like space that deftly balances 
associations and breathing room between works, to the distinctive 
graphic branding of  its banners, signage and catalogue – Digging a Hole 
in China will likely remain an important curatorial interpretation of  the 
field for some time. That such an historical marker should take place in 
Shenzhen, the city most dramatically shaped by state policy as China’s 
first decreed Special Economic Zone, is deliciously apt in its abundance 
of  domestic and global significance in manufacturing and trade.

In keeping with its title, the exhibition literally does what it says. Propitiation 
(2016) by Liu Wei and Chen Haoyu (Colin Siyuan Chinnery) excavates 
the exhibition hall’s polished concrete floor in shapes taken from traffic 
symbols, creating six-foot pits, which reveal the subterranean dirt on 
which modern Shenzhen is built. A specially commissioned iteration of  
the act first undertaken by the duo in 2007 at Beijing’s 798 Art District, 
these holes are placed adjacent to a temple-like structure in which 
gallery-goers are invited to enter. Designed as an offering to Tudigong, 
the Taoist Lord of  Soil and the Ground, Propitiation signals the problem 
of  extrapolating non-materialist meaning from an undertaking that 
might otherwise be easily underappreciated as a mere formal concern 
by those not primed for its cultural specificity. And so for this Australian 
visitor at least, Taoist spiritualist concerns were the last thing on my 
mind. Disappointingly, my thoughts landed on Marxist cliché: all that is 
solid melts into air. Similarly, while my attention was immediately drawn 
to Li Jinghu’s Square (2016), a two-metre high pyramid comprised of  
layers of  marble flagstones scavenged from public squares in nearby 
Dongguan, the symbolism of  societal hierarchies in its form led visual 
enquiry to a cul-de-sac. 

In direct visual and spatial connection to Jinghu’s sculpture is an 
installation by Zheng Guogu that presents a large pile of  dirt on the 
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an important curatorial interpretation 

of the field for some time. 
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Digging a Hole in China, OCAT Shenzhen, 20 March–26 June 
2016. Artists: Cao Fei, Colin Siyuan Chinnery, Li Jinghu, Lin 
Yilin, Liu Chuang, Liu Wei, Wang Jianwei, Xu Qu, Xu Tan, 
Zhang Liaoyuan, Zheng Guogu, Zhuang Hui. Curator: Venus 
Lau. 
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When the vehicle pulls up to a small crowd of  families gathered by 
the roadside, debate ensues. ‘Oh, look, it’s Thomas,’ says one, to which 
another responds; ‘No, it seems to be Thomas’s friend’. ‘Is it James, or 
who?’ asks another, as a doting mother kneels down to ask of  her young 
son, ‘Do you want to have a photo with James?’ Innocent and deadpan, 
the boy replies; ‘Who’s James?’ 

Contemplating Digging a Hole in China in relation to James Turrell’s 
Roden Crater, as Venus Lau briefly does by way of  reference in her 
introductory text to the exhibition, is instructive, though perhaps in 
unintended ways.4 A volcanic cinder in Arizona’s desert landscape 
acquired by Turrell in 1977 at a time when China was barely emerging 
from the convulsions of  its Cultural Revolution, Roden Crater is about 
as monumental a meditation on the spiritualist urge to commune 
with land and light and space and time as one can imagine in the art 
historical canon of  the American West. It’s an absurdly small thing 
when addressing a fantastically big thing, yet I hesitate to expand even 
the American West to ‘America’, much less America to ‘the West,’ as 
a certain kind of  hegemonic habit prompts us to do. As Cao Fei’s East 
Wind boy well knows, if  you’ve never laid eyes on James, why pretend? 
And does it even matter? Perhaps James is not as universal as he might 
imagine, much less above such trifling. 

Above: Liu Wei, Chen Haoyu (Colin Siyuan Chinnery), Propitiation, 2007, 
2016, (installation view), mixed media. Courtesy the artist and OCAT 
Shenzhen.
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