Speaking Truth to Power:

China’s Artists, Poets and Netizens on the Russo-Ukrainian War, 2022-Present
Daria Berg & Qian Cui,
University of St.Gallen, Switzerland

Faculty of Asian and Middle Eastern Studies,
University of Cambridge, 1 February 2024

INTRODUCTION:

Visual Art & Poetic Narratives

Cao Fei W¥E: Falling Matryoshka

On February 25, 2022, one day after Russia's invasion of Ukraine, Cao Fei posted on Instagram:

“Falling Matryoshka © Cao Fei 2022. Photo from the border of China and Russia. Project
commissioned by @garagemca.”

Collaboration with the Garage Museum of Contemporary Art in Moscow in January/February 2022.
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China’s Utopia: Locus Classicus
Tao Yuanming [&I#BA (365-427)

‘Record of the Peach Blossom Spring’ (‘Tao hua yuan ji’ #k{EJR1C)

China’s Dream?

« Art / poetry on taboo topics in China’s media sphere: Taiwan, Tibet, HK
» China Dream: Xi Jinping’s motto, Nov 2012
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* ‘Great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’.
« Ai Weiwei: ‘There is no China Dream, only Chinese nightmares.’
» Many unofficial dreams / vernacular culture
« Xi’'s many Chinese Nightmares:

* pandemic,

» Ukrainian leg of BRI in ruins...

To explore today...
» Contesting discourses in China’s mediasphere
» China’s social media: Weibo and WeChat
* 3 Themes:
» Colours of Ukraine
» Sunflowers
* Red & Black
» 3 Poets & 6 Artists

China’s Geopolitics
Opening Beijing Winter Olympics

4 Feb 2022:
Beijing Winter Olympics Opening Ceremony, Xi Jinping & Putin pledge ‘no limits’ friendship

Joint Statement: No limits Friendship & Media Mirroring

National Radio & TV Administration ER I~ {&=2 1 = /& (2018)

« 2021 NRTA under Central Propaganda Dept of CCP
* secret agreement with Russia’s Ministry of Digital Development, Communications and Mass
Media. Leaked: Chinese media to repeat & amplify Russian propaganda



 Since Feb 2022: converging media narratives Russia / China
« China amplifies Russia’s fake news: Ukraine prepares biological warfare (cf. Hvistendahl &
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Kovalev, 2022)
China’s Mediasphere

China’s Mediasphere
» ‘Mediasphere’ (Debray, 1991)

« := ‘Cultural production in the visual and textual fields characterised by endless expansion’

» Our sources:
* Online literature
* Online magazines
* Visual art & literary websites
« Weibo 1% (Sina Weibo)
« WeChat / Weixin f§1

China’s Netizens

1.079 billion (1,079 million) netizens
76.4% Internet penetration rate

1.076 billion (1,076 million) mobile Internet users
99.8% of netizens access Internet via mobile phones
(CNNIC, 2023)

Social Media in China
» Data: monthly active accounts. Weibo, WeChat: 2024.

Official Discourse on China’s Mediasphere

» Pro-Putin, pro-Russia, pro-Ukraine, on social media / Weibo, WeChat in February & March 2022:



. ‘Glorious_Russia! Glofious Putin! They have politicians in the West, but Putin, h'e is a great
political player who will go down in history!’

* ‘| support the disintegration of NATO! | support Russia, because when Russia falls, China is
next!’ (Weibo, 2 March 2022).

* ‘Russia has done a beautiful job!’
« (Cf. Bandurski, 2022)

Pro-Russian Propaganda Poem
Admirer of Plum Blossoms in the Snow N
19 September 2022

American imperialists become the tyrants of the world,
Expanding eastward to the Russian border.

Instigating Ukraine to provoke Russia,

Each Nazi is a demon.

They have killed more than 20,000 Russian civilians,
Many of them women and children.

The Russian army rises to resist the Nazis,

Bravely fighting without fear against the pack of wolves.
They heroically hold on and smash the encirclement,
Ultimately ensuring the defeat of the Nazis.

Imitation of old-style regular poem:
Seven-word couplets, rhyme attempted.
14 likes, 4 comments

Author: 2014 followers; 130,000 likes.
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Toutiao 3L % (Headlines) Platform, URL:

https://www.toutiao.com/question/7142737941764129055/?source=seo _tt juhe, accessed 3
January 2024.

Parrhesia in East & West

Parrhesia in Western Culture
» Greek TTappnoia — first in Euripides (c.484-407 BC)
« Literally: ‘saying everything one has in mind’
» Speaking truth to power, freedom of expression, transparency, duty, idle talk, gossip.

Parrhesia in Western Culture
» Greek TTappnoia — first in Euripides (c.484-407 BC)
« Literally: ‘saying everything one has in mind’
» Speaking truth to power, freedom of expression, transparency, duty, idle talk, gossip.
* Foucault, 1983:
« Condition: truth-tellers face risk or danger for them in telling truth
 But they feel bound by duty to muster the courage and do so.
* Foucault, Michel, ‘Discourse and Truth: The Problematisation of Parrhesia’, Six Lectures
given at Berkeley, 1983.

Parrhesia Tradition in China

 Duke Huan of Qi 5184 (r.685-643 BC) established office of ‘admonition officers’ (jian guan ZRE
) to speak truth to power—until Liao dynasty (916-1125).
« Praised by Xi Jinping’s e-government: He Jing {al§%, website of Audit Bureau of Guilin City,

Guangxi I FAEEREMNHTEITE.

Parrhesia Mission
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« Shi &£ in pre-Qin China
 Confucius L.F
* Mencius &F

Parrhesia Risks

- Sima Qian T && (c. 145-c. 86 BC) & Grand Historian to Emperor Han Wudi ;2 &7 (r. 141- 87
BC)
» Death sentence, commuted to castration and 3 years in prison after Sima Qian defended
defeated general Li Ling Z[& (d. 74 BC)

« Tradition of xiaoshuo /M7 — idle talk, gossip — history rather than fiction
* Political critique often indirect

3 THEMES:

Parrhesia in China’s Mediasphere

COLOURS OF UKRAINE
Cao Fei W

Cao Fei on Instagram

Cao Fei

1 « Februar/Marz 2022
* “Found daily colours to support Ukraine”
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* Echoes of Ukraine found i_n_China...

Cao Fei
Conform to the System

*Cao Fei:
‘Comments on China’s society, not criticism’

» Avoid direct confrontation with authorities

» Mix art, political & commercial culture

 Design alternative worlds without CCP, new utopias
* ‘My future is not a dream’

Cao Fei
Master of the Art of Indirect Critique
Cao Fei: ‘Comments on China’s society, not criticism’ (NYT, 2015)

Cao Fei

*Born 1978, Guangzhou
Lives in Beijing
*Photographer

*Film maker

*Video artist

*Script writer
Composer

*Sculptor

Multi-media artist CAO Fei W3E (b. 1978)
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Badiucao BEK

Badiucao BEMK

» #StopWar
» #StandWithUkraine
 https://www.badiucao.com/latest-adventure

Badiucao website

« 57,000 followers on Instagram
» 2200 posts

Badiucao: Interactive Art on Blockchain / Mint

* NFT (non-fungible tokens / cryptocurrency) Ukraine:

+ allows ‘collectors to write their own message of opposition to China’s authoritarian regime onto
the blockchain as part of the minting process, preserving it as a public decentralized record of
protest’.

 Badiucao:

* ‘| have been battling censorship from China‘s authoritarian regime for more than 10 years.
When conventional galleries and venues are too intimidated to exhibit my art due to threats
from Beijing, NFTs and blockchain technologies not only provide a safe way to offer critical
financial support to dissident artists, but serve as an important immutable public record outside
of authoritarian tampering and control.’

* ‘Help Badiucao support the brave citizens of Ukraine by collecting this vital
work. https://www.badiucao.com/ukraine’

Badiucao
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* Born c. 1986 in China

* Pseudonym

* Lives in Australia

 Active on Sina Weibo, other Chinese social media,

» Twitter, Instagram

* Website: https://www.badiucao.com/latest-adventure

Huang Rui #45+

Huang Rui ®%i: ‘Absence of Black Moon’

» Art Basel
« 2022
* Oil on canvas, 88 x 99 cm

Huang Rui # i: ‘Absence of Black Moon’

* ‘Together for Peace’: Exhibition by Ukrainian & Polish Embassies, Beijing, 12 March 2022
« Dao de jing E{=#E inspiration
* Yijing E4& Book of Changes

Huang Rui #%: ‘Absence of Black Moon’

Huang Rui ®$i: ‘Absence of Black Moon’

*Paused his other projects to dedicate himself to a anti-war work about Ukraine after hearing the
news of its invasion on February 24.

*‘Absence of Black Moon’
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*Finished 3 days later

*Presented at Ukrainian and Polish embassies in Beijing

*Ukrainian flag sliced into quarters by lines of red and white = Russia.
Huang Rui M #i: ‘Absence of Black Moon’

* *1952, Beijing

« 1978 co-published Jintian 4§ X Today literary magazine
« 1980s Co-founder & member of Stars Group £ 2

» Exhibitions in China, Europe, USA

Deng Kangyan X3 MEZE

‘Echoes from the Ukrainian Trenches’ (‘Wukelan zhanhao de huixiang’ 55 = &% # 89 [E] ),
Deng Kangyan XSEE%E
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‘Echoes from the Ukrainian Trenches’ (‘Wukelan zhanhao de huixiang’ 55 = &f i [E10),
Deng Kangyan SSEESE

LIRMEFMRINHEF IR
MERFRMEFHEE
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MEAEESR=MTERXE
R e 1 B [B] 5% 7& M1 5 M A& F E5E
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Deng Kangyan X} BEZE

* Poem above mixes colours of Ukraine’s flag with colour of blood
* b. Kunming, youth in Xi'an
» Geological engineer
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* Published ‘Shenzhen Youth’ and ‘Phoenix Weekly’ magazines

* Vice-President of Shenzhen Film & TV Artists Association

« 2021-2022 Artist in residence at Chinese University of Hong Kong, Shenzhen
* Poet, author & documentary filmmaker

SUNFLOWERS

Badiucao B

(Badiucao.com, 25 March 2022), Badiucao website, URL: https://www.badiucao.com/ukraine,
accessed 20 January 2024.

1/6 series: Six-piece NFT (non-fungible tokens/cryptocurrency) collection dedicated to the brave
Ukrainians fighting against the Russian invasion, inspiring the world
All proceeds to go to Ukrainian government

Ukrainian woman confronts Russian soldiers
Henichesk, sea of Asov
25 February 2022

“Take these seeds and put them in your pockets, so at least sunflowers will grow when you all lie
down here.”

Viral on social media
“#PocketSunflowers to grow sunflowers from their graves!” — a Twitter user
(Shweta Sharma, ‘Brave Ukrainian woman wells soldier: ‘Put sunflower seeds in your pocket so
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fhey grow when you die’, The Independent, 25 Feb 2022)

Seeds in the Pockets

*25 March 2022

Seeds in the Pockets

is a 6 pieces NFT collection dedicated to the brave Ukrainians who fight against Russian invasion
and inspire the world.

March 25th, 2022—Chinese dissident artist Badiucao announces today he has created an NFT
collection in support of Ukraine amidst the 2022 Russian invasion. This NFT collection, ‘Seeds in
the Pockets’ is dedicated to the brave Ukrainians who fight against Russian invasion and inspire
the world. ‘Seeds in the Pockets’ features six new works, each with a message of support and
empathy for Ukranians who are living through this terrible war.

All proceeds from the sale of this collection will be sent directly to the Ukrainian government, who
is now accepting payments via crypto currency.

Xi Yongjun XK &

‘Ukraine: Homeland of Sunflowers (Poetry Series): Sunflowers’, Xi Yongjun X &
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Xi Yongjun, ‘Sunflowers’ Microblog poem

* Poem 4/12 in series of six

* Publ. 12 March 2022, Chengdu

* 1110 views

» 39 likes

« On WeChat public channel ‘Poetry, Wine and Tea Republic’ shijiucha gonghe ;B2 £ #0,
Sichuan
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WeChat Channel

- ‘Poetry, Wine and Tea Republic’ shijiucha gonghe 584 £ #0 from Sichuan

* ‘Publications of excellent writings on wine culture and tea culture, and also excellent poetry to
disseminate the excellent Chinese culture.’

Xi Yongjun K& (b. 1963)

* b. 1963 Qionglai IRk, Sichuan

* Lives in Chengdu
+ Poet, with international recognition
« Editor-in-chief of

* literary magazines

» Chengdu Evening News, etc.

WAR & PEACE

(BLACK & RED)

Badiucao BEK

Badiucao B =X

« Composite Portrait:
 Xi Jinping & Putin, 2022
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» Badiucao’s first solo show
« DOX, Prague, Czechia, May-August 2022

Stop
STOP 3/6

STOP 3/6

Badiucao: 'In my view, if you open the dazzling neon jacket, China’s complexion is nothing more
than black and red.

Red is blood, fear and violence.

Black is iron, freezing nights, depression, despair, and the silent corners. It's the cloth gag
covering the screams.

The country is like a giant meat grinder, a layer of fresh blood covering a layer of despair, new
despair covering the layer of fresh blood, over and over again.’

https://chinadigitaltimes.net/2013/12/ten-question-badiucao-
%E5%B7%B4%E4%B8%A2%E8%8D%89/, accessed 20 Jan 2024.

Liao Weitang BB {H3¢

‘Winter on Fire’, Liao Weitang BE{fH%¢
Winter on Fire

—Z)GERRTS
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Winter on Fire:

Ukraine’s Fight for Freedom
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‘Winter on Fire: Ukraine’s Fight for Freedom’, Netflilx, 2015

Winter on Fire

—Z\ERES
BATERE
RAFHELER

Winter on Fire:

Ukraine’s Fight for Freedom

‘Winter on Fire’, Liao Weitang RE{H3t

‘Winter on Fire’
REEERHEBAEAMARE
BRETRFE
EGER—FRRRET :
‘Winter on Fire’
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‘Winter on Fire’
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Liao Weitang RE{H 3¢

* b. 1975 Xinxing county ¥7><&, Guangdong

* ‘Left behind child’ in rural area

« Moves to Hong Kong (Liu Waitong, pun on liuwang aitong i =R J&, ‘Grief in Exile)
 Poet, photographer, writer, magazine editor, bookshop manager

* Literary prizes in HK, Taiwan, abroad

« Assoc. Prof. National Taipei University of the Arts Bl37 2=t 2 4if X & (Literature Dept.)

Qi Shaoting 57/

Qi Shaoting 54
Qi Shaoting
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Qi Shaoting
2022 Qi and her child fled to Dusseldorf

‘The idea of the project arose because of the restriction of access to materials when we were
fleeing at the outbreak of war. | didn’t have paint or rice paper, which are hard to find even in
peacetime. If an artist has a passion for art, they can paint with anything: toothpaste, fingers. The
first works of art were made in such conditions, in the conditions of war.’

Interview 27 April 2022, Ukrainian Association of Sinologists, https://sinologist.com.ua/en/chi-
shaoting/, accessed 20 January 2024.

Li Qiang

Li Qiang

* Li Qiang, 21 March 2022, ink and red stamp. ‘Ukrainians sheltering during a Russian bomb
attack’

Li Qiang

 ‘Old man cradling his grandson and protecting his sweet dreams’, painted by Li Qiang on 10
April 2022

* Ink

Li Qiang ZFE5H

* b. 1963, Qingdao

 Studied in USA

* Qingdao Art Club

* Active in Qingdao

* ‘Flight of Ukrainian Refugees’, after a photograph by Andrea Alexandrova, painted by Li Qiang
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on 27 February 2022 in Qingdao’

Concluding Remarks

*In sum: 3 Themes on war:
* Ukrainian Colours, Sunflowers, War & Peace (Black/Red):

» Experimenting in mediashere with different strategies of direct & indirect styles of critique &
comment on war

* New styles (<=> pro-Russian texts in traditional genres)

« Anti-/Utopian visions deconstruct China Dream into a series of dreams & nightmares

» Shed light on perceptions of the Russo-Ukrainian war from unofficial perspectives

* Provide insights into vernacular culture & new media’s-here

* Contesting voices in a network of social and cultural negotiations and exchanges.

Thank you!

Xtra Material

Badiucao NFT for Ukraine
On Fire

SeaSaw

Fuck Putin

Fuck Putin

Stop

*4.3.2022



03
94

95

96

97

98

* https://www.badiucao.com/latest-adventure

Badiucao Pseudonym

BDC: There are really not many things to say. | know many artists pick their name carefully to
make sure it contains great meaning. Mine is more like you randomly open a dictionary and pick
whatever word appears at top. | know it is probably not beneficial for people to remember my
name, but it is true. :)

China Digital Times, Interview with Badiucao, 4 Dec 2013.

https://chinadigitaltimes.net/2013/12/ten-question-badiucao-
%E5%B7%B4%E4%B8%A2%E8%8D %89/

Li Qiang
* Li Qiang, 5 April 2022, ink and red stamp. ‘Bucha’

Xu Wenxin

Xu Weixin fRHE3E

» Performance Project: iPad live: Ukraine Landscape

» Every day of war since 24 February 2022 Xu posts one iPad painting on his website in support of
Ukraine

» ‘Zelenskyi’, by Xu Weixin, 1 March 2022

Xu Weixin

* b. 1958, Urumqi,

 Lives in New York and Beijing

* BA Xi’'an Academy of Fine Arts, MFA Zhejiang Academy of Arts

* Professor of Painting, Dean School of Arts, Renmin University, Beijing
« Exhibitions in China and abroad




99

Contesting Discourses in China’s Mediasphere: A Poem by Xi Yongjun
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