
I. Introduction  

 

 The late 1980s and early 1990s witnessed a renewal of political and social art in the 

United States and Europe. The torched had been passed from the 1960s generation of 

conceptually based, institution-critical artists, such as Michael Asher, Robert Barry, 

Daniel Buren and Hans Haacke to a new group coming of age during the Culture Wars of 

the time. (Fig. 1) In the United States in particular, artists like Andrea Fraser and Fred 

Wilson were introducing their museum and collection-specific works, works that 

problematized the nature of curatorial practices and the shaping of taste as defined by 

cultural institutions. (Fig. 2) It was in 1985 that Fraser first used the phrase “institutional 

critique” in an essay to describe practices specifically operating both in question of, as 

well as within, the systems of state and privately funded arts organizations.1 Fraser, in a 

recent essay on the subject, has observed that in retrospect she has found herself “caught 

between the self-flattering possibility that I was the first person to put the term in print, 

and the critically shameful prospect of having played a role in the reduction of certain 

radical practices to a pithy catchphrase, packaged for co-optation.”2 For better or for 

worse, institutional critique as a categorical phenomenon was born. 

 

 Just a few years later, curator Nicolas Bourriaud would develop a way to describe a 

breed of artists he had been observing that, while working in some respects with the 

traditions of conceptual art and institutional critique, were doing so in inter-subjective 

and participatory ways that complicated the traditionally static roles of artist, art object, 

and audience. He described these types of practices as “relational aesthetics,” a “set of 



artistic practices which take as their theoretical and practical starting point of departure 

the whole of human relations and their social context, rather than an independent and 

private space.”3 Rirkrit Tiravanija, perhaps the most recognized, if not contentious, artist 

associated with relational aesthetics, has gained that recognition for, among other things, 

his gallery and museum installations in which, rather than exhibit objects in any 

conventional sense, instead cooks pad thai for those who visit his shows. He has done this 

on several occasions in various works, including: Untitled 1989 ( ); Untitled 1990 (pad 

Thai); Untitled 1992 (free).4 (Fig. 3) 

 

 Curiously, neither the discourses of institutional critique nor relational aesthetics, 

despite their shared emphasis on the interconnections that constitute social and 

institutional structures in order to illuminate new– to use Bourriaud’s word– 

“microterritories” of engagement, make much mention of similar artistic strategies that 

were happening outside of the US and Europe– namely China– at precisely the same 

time. This is all the more intriguing when one considers that it is perhaps post-Mao China 

that would have been most in need of questioning social roles and relations in its quickly 

changing society. Indeed, institutional critique and relational aesthetics were not the only 

developments within social-based political art in the years 1985 to 1989. (Fig. 4) Just as 

Fraser was (albeit unknowingly) solidifying institutional critique as a movement, China’s 

‘85 New Wave Movement was flowering into life, summoning a cadre of artists who, at 

the end of the Cultural Revolution, had broken with traditional art and state-mandated 

realism and who wanted to reclaim the definition of avant-gardism as exercising 

influence over society through an individualized politics of aesthetics. The notion of the 



“individual” will play a factor towards the end of this essay, but for the moment it is 

important to grasp the degree of hope and vitality found in the creative climate of late 80s 

China. As compared to similar western theories and practices at the time, Chinese avant-

garde art was, according to critic and curator Gao Minglu “passionate, highly charged 

and genuinely radical.”5  

 

 Wu Shanzuan, born in 1960 in Zhoushan, is an artist who contributed to this highly 

charged avant-garde movement. He would help give shape to contemporary Chinese art, 

and his practice will therefore be the focus of this essay. While there is a wide and 

cerebral cosmology to Wu’s work– which most often falls under his umbrella “brand” 

Red Humour International– it is beyond the scope here to provide detailed analysis of it.6 

(Fig. 5) Instead our emphasis will be on works that can be set into relief against the 

discourses previously mentioned– institutional critique and relational aesthetics. 

Specifically, this essay will center on two of Wu’s installations/performances, Big 

Business (Selling Shrimps) at the National Gallery, Beijing from 1989 (Fig. 6) and 

Missing Bamboo, at the Wexner Center for the Arts in Ohio, from 1993. (Fig. 7) I would 

like to propose that Wu’s works are, in the last instance, unique hybrids between what 

has been considered institutional critique and relational aesthetics-oriented art. This 

hybridity can be dissected using fundamental terms: content and form. Selling Shrimps 

and Missing Bamboo pattern their content after western historical and neo-avant-garde 

strategies, which initially shunned but subsequently recognized the requirement of the 

“institutional frame.” Peter Bürger’s theories of the avant-garde as well as Andrea 

Fraser’s recent re-articulation of the needed framework that gives institutional critique its 



resonance will be useful in this regard.  

 

 Formally, institutional critique has, for all its intentions, nevertheless tended to 

remain grounded in the classic model of the artist as disseminator, revealing a “hidden 

truth” to a receiving but passive audience, where the artwork is provided to allow 

contemplation and critical reevaluation. This is where Wu’s works part ways with 

institutional critique, instead swapping out contemplation for participation and the 

potential for dialogue– formal strategies more in line with those espoused by Bourriaud. 

In relational aesthetics, art’s transformative potential forms through its bringing people 

together and the “collective elaboration of meaning.”7 

 

 One may question why the work of an artist from communist China should be 

examined through a pair of theoretical lenses whose foundations come from altogether 

different places– the post-industrial, democratic and free market economies of the west. 

Despite surface similarities, Wu’s works will, upon scrutiny, surely invite incongruence 

for the obvious reason that they are the aesthetic outcome of a terminally flawed socio-

economic system. However, China’s version of communism, or rather, “socialism with 

Chinese characteristics,” has for decades now held an ambiguous if sometimes very 

dramatic relationship with overt market economics and the flexibility of individual 

liberty.8 It is for this reason that an analysis must be done. Applying the principles 

seemingly inherent in the discourses of institutional critique and relational aesthetics to 

art practices that have operated (although arguably less and less) outside of their purview 

will help shed new light on their implicit ideologies and capacities. I am hopeful that 



Wu’s work, discussed in this way, will foreground a growing tension today that has less 

to do with east/west or capitalist/socialist divisions than it does with transnational issues 

involving collective will and individual agency in manifesting political change. 

 

II. Selling Shrimps and China’s New (Historical) Avant-Garde 

 

 Within three years after graduating from The Chinese Academy of Fine Arts, 

Hangzhou, Wu Shanzuan would participate in China’s largest officially endorsed 

exhibition of contemporary art. China/Avant-Garde opened to the public at the National 

Gallery in Beijing in February 1989. (Fig. 8) For the show Wu decided to move away 

from his earlier big character paintings and contribute a performance work. Big Business 

(Selling Shrimps) involved Wu bringing more than sixty pounds of live shrimp from his 

hometown of Zhoushan, with the intention of selling them “as art” during the opening of 

the exhibition.9 Beside his makeshift stand, which he built outside the main gallery space 

without prior approval, Wu set up a sign advertising the work. (Fig. 9) It read: 

 

  Dear Customers,  

  As our entire nation celebrates the Year of the Snake, in order to enrich the  

spiritual and material life of the people of our nation’s capital, I have 

brought from my hometown of Zhoushan the highest-quality export 

shrimp (to be sold to the domestic market). 

  Venue of display and sale: National Gallery of Art 

  Price: 9.5 yuan per catty. Hurry while supplies last.10 

 



 During the opening Wu sold the shrimp, which according to witnesses produced a 

smell that repelled many of the visitors. Along with several other performances, Selling 

Shrimps contributed to an overall antagonistic atmosphere that did not agree with some, 

including the police. Eventually citing his lack of proper permits and thus illegal business 

activity, they demanded that Wu discontinue his selling. He then put up a new sign: 

“Closed for one day stocktaking, 89.2.5.” His stand would not re-open, and the entire 

exhibit would close within two weeks amidst controversy. 11 (Fig. 10) 

 

 Whether or not Wu had been selling his shrimp illegally, the tongue-in-cheek tone 

of his advertisement and the brash character of his activity could have been interpreted as 

a slight to the hypocrisy of the party who, during the Great Leap Forward years before, 

continued to export grain in order to save face in the global political arena even as China 

experienced widespread famine in its own countryside. Or, perhaps Wu was suspicious 

and therefore critical of the party’s embrace of contemporary art practices, practices that 

a decade before had been forbidden under threat of severe persecution. To be sure, Wu 

had made an overt critical gesture– in the most basic sense, an anti-institutional gesture. 

By trading the codes of the public exhibition space for the codes of the overtly 

commercial one, Wu had committed an act that theorist Peter Bürger has described as the 

avant-garde’s mode of “self-criticism.” 

 

 In his theoretical essays on the European avant-garde, Bürger introduces the notion 

that avant-garde art develops when it no longer seeks to distance itself from previous 

movements but instead breaks with the apparatus that give works their cultural currency. 



“Only when art enters the stage of self-criticism,” he writes, “does the ‘objective 

understanding’ of past periods of the development of art become possible.”12 In this stage 

the work of art reveals the divergence between institution (the productive and distributive 

mechanisms that assign value and pre-configure the reception of art) and content that the 

hegemonic bloc (in Bürger’s case the European bourgeoisie) had sought to elminate.13 

Through a temporary recoding of the space Wu had directly (and humorously) blurred the 

boundary between the state’s ownership of the discourse of contemporary art and that 

ownership as permitted through the creative liberties taken by artists after the Cultural 

Revolution. A new “objective” consciousness of China’s past art (ostensibly from 

traditional ink painting to socialist realism) was made public by rupturing the intention of 

art in the present. This rupture was made all the more striking through the historical 

avant-garde tactic of the alien artifact– in Wu’s case, shrimp– used to recode the 

exhibition space. Duchampian in its effect, Selling Shrimps should be held in contrast to 

institutional critique works being produced in the west at that time. Unlike Wu’s work, 

their content came from appropriated components of the institutional apparatus itself; for 

example Fred Wilson’s use of existing museum archives, Andrea Fraser’s assumption of 

the role of the museum docent, or Michael Asher’s rearrangement of gallery architecture. 

These projects all called into question the constructed nature of institution, but also 

depended, according to Fraser, on its continued existence in order to function.14 It is 

necessary that a distinction be made between Selling Shrimps’ more “frontal assault” and 

these modes that work “from within,” for it is a similar mode towards which, as we shall 

see, Wu gravitated in Missing Bamboo. 

 



 It might seem rather ironic to apply Bürger’s Marxist-laden theories of the 

European avant-garde’s attacks against bourgeois art to Chinese contemporary art and its 

struggle against temperamental CCP policy. Jochen Schulte-Sasse, writing the foreword 

to Bürger’s essays, phrases the ultimate concern nicely: “Art and society must always be 

mediated in some way…this mediation [allows us] to see that there is a historically 

specific institutionalization of aesthetic praxis in every era.”15 Wu Shanzuan uncannily 

echoed this sentiment when he wrote about his intention for Selling Shrimps: “Selling 

shrimps in the National Gallery,” he wrote, “was a protest against the court that judges 

artworks: the art museum itself…with big business, you have something to sell but you 

can’t just go out and sell it; you want to buy something but you can’t just go out and buy 

it. There’s always this man in the middle toting a black briefcase and controlling our 

myth-making traditions.”16 Both Wu and Bürger point to the omnipresent “middle man,” 

the mediator, asking both his identity and his methods of cultural consolidation. He, 

whether metaphorically representing a bourgeois elite or a state operating “in the name of 

the worker,” is the symbol of hegemony, which must be confronted by an avant-garde. 

And as we understand from Gramsci, confrontation, in this case in the form of 

institutional critique, often results either in a hegemonic counter-response of repression 

(as in the case of the Wu being shut down by the police) or absorption (as in the case of 

western cultural institutions). It is the latter to which we now turn. 

 

 

 

 



III. Western Institutions and the Gift Shop as Critical Tool 

 

 1989 saw the premature closing of the China/Avant-Garde exhibit and more 

tragically the events at Tiananmen Square that summer. (Fig. 11) The hopes for a liberated 

China were dashed, and many artists left the country for more receptive audiences, 

including Wu Shanzuan, who departed in 1990. He and others would branch out into the 

international art scene, particularly the United States and Europe. Galleries and Museums 

in those countries, far from wanting to stifle Chinese avant-garde art, embraced its 

nascent potential. They absorbed the sensibilities of a marginalized group, even when 

those sensibilities sometimes took the form of avant-gardist self-criticism and 

institutional critique. This was the case when Wu presented his work Missing Bamboo at 

the exhibition Fragmented Memory: The Chinese Avant-Garde in Exile at the Wexner 

Center for the Arts in Dayton, Ohio in 1993. (Fig. 12) 

 

 With Missing Bamboo Wu revisited the strategy he had used four years earlier in 

Selling Shrimps. His installation consisted of a clean and multi -shelved store, populated 

with 1000 identical, battery-operated stuffed pandas that, like his shrimp, Wu brought 

from his hometown of Zhoushan. They were also for sale “as art.”17 In possession of the 

proper vendor permit, (Fig. 13) he again played the part of salesman during the opening. 

While selling his wares Wu himself donned a giant panda costume, reminiscent of the 

characters encountered at American amusement parks. (Fig. 14) The absurd quality of the 

installation was brought into a political realm with Wu’s addition of a large poster that 

featured a photograph documenting a CCP committee rally, with Chairman Mao’s figure 



switched out for one of a large panda. (Fig. 15) Wu also displayed postcards promoting 

the work that visitors could purchase. About the only aesthetic ingredient missing that 

might have added a comedic crescendo would have been, as the work’s title suggests, 

bamboo. (Fig. 16) Yet Wu’s continued insistence on the ridiculous can be seen as having 

nuanced his critical framework. Compared to Selling Shrimps’ institutional critique, 

which had been directed at a local Chinese cultural apparatus, Missing Bamboo operated 

on a two-pronged approach. It took as its central symbol a localized object– the stuffed 

animal from Wu’s hometown– that, in Wexner Center’s post-readymade, post-

appropriation-era setting, might not have seemed so radical. Yet it did so through another, 

more globalized symbol, one that would have been totally familiar to any viewer 

accustomed to western culture consumption patterns: the gift shop. Wu’s ersatz version 

provided a critical “doubling,” creating an awkward juxtaposition between it and actual 

museum gift shops (including the Wexner Center’s own store).18 (Fig. 17) Missing 

Bamboo can be read then as calling attention to the often-difficult position in which arts 

institutions place themselves when they assume the role of cultural ambassador for a 

foreign group whose concerns are mostly unknown to the institutions’ constituents. They 

provide a platform for expression via the gallery space, but also often reduce that 

expression to innocuous material via the ubiquitous gift-shopping experience. In short, 

they promote but also exoticize. It is when Wu’s trinkets are purchased “as art” that the 

multi-faceted nature of institution becomes apparent, when the moment between unique 

cultural offering and social stereotype is crystallized. (Fig. 18) Wu brings the relation full-

circle by wearing a panda costume, placing himself amongst the rest of the cute and 

cuddly toys, “ready for purchase,” implicating himself as a willing participant in the 



exchange between artistic expression and institutional directive. This is significant 

because it marks a philosophical change from Wu’s previous strategy. It demonstrates 

Andrea Fraser’s idea that not only must institutional structures continue to exist in order 

for critiques of them to have meaning, they must do so through the critical engagement, 

but not outright attack and dismissal, by artists themselves. “It is artists– as much as 

museums or the market,” she states, “who, in their very efforts to escape the institution of 

art, have driven its expansion. With each attempt to evade the limits of institutional 

determination…we expand our frame and bring more of the world into it. But we never 

escape it.”19 Artists, who have in fact always, already been part of the institutionalization 

of art, should seek not to do away with institution but instead work to influence what 

types of values it should promote. 

 

IV. Relational Aesthetics, the Artist-Salesrep, and Critique as Choreography 

 

 So far this essay has attempted to situate Wu Shanzuan’s practice within the 

historical trajectory of institutional critique by linking his strategies to those of the 

historical avant-garde as well more contemporary artists. Like them, both Selling Shrimps 

and Missing Bamboo call into question the institutional contingencies that frame art and 

its reception. But they also operate in a way that many if not most institutional-critical 

works do not. In order to understand how they do so, we must further interrogate the 

“natural” tendencies within institutional critique in order to find its limitations. 

 



In the western narrative, the institutionalization of art has formed in part through 

the celebration of the individual– the artistic genius. From religious works to court 

paintings through to the rise of “art for art’s sake,” this has been the accepted standard for 

centuries. Institutional-critical art’s historically ambiguous relationship with the 

processes of institutionalization has nonetheless necessitated it use the same forms for its 

criticism. Thus, the conundrum of institution critique-oriented work, old and new, has 

been its reliance on art’s production from the vantage point of the singular creative 

intelligence.20 Whether it wishes to engage or altogether dismantle the institutional 

apparatus, it has done so through the assumed and privileged notion of the artist as “the 

one who knows.” In order to point to better futures, the artist sets to work forming them 

into an aesthetic language. By the time they have allowed their art’s public inspection, its 

critical logic has already been “locked in.” The audience may interpret that logic, but they 

have played no part in its creation, nor can they cannot reprogram it. Institutional-critical 

work then, like a lot of art, acts as a one-way transmission whose purpose is to unveil a 

set of relational devices thought to be hidden from the viewing public, a public seemingly 

unable to distinguish between art’s content and its institutionalization. Ideally, that public 

comes to recognize the constructed quality of the institutional frame and thus expands its 

consciousness, even as it continues to perceive the artist’s position– one of singular 

control over the form and content of art– as a natural one. Ultimately, no inter-subjective 

exchange– which might offer new forms of critique and resistance– takes place during 

the art’s exhibition, as seen by examples mentioned previously; Duchamp, Asher, Buren, 

Wilson and Fraser all work more or less according to this model.21 I would like to 

advance that Wu Shanzuan’s works differentiate themselves by including within their 



institutional critique a form that does allow for exchange to happen. This form can be 

called “artist-as-salesrep.” Satire notwithstanding, Wu playing the role of salesman 

allows a space for dialogue (between he and his patrons), where together they define the 

art space, and perhaps more. For it is in the exchange that opinions, concerns and 

criticisms about the nature of art both in and outside the institutional field are potentially 

brought to bear, if even in the negative (e.g. art-goers complaining of smelly shrimp). 

Beyond being a mere end product used to carry a critical message, the work’s relational 

aspect becomes its locus, “spreading out from its material form.”22 Art serves then as a 

“linking element” within a multi-layered social sphere; an artwork “is a dot on a line.”23 

These are the places where the boundaries of the institutional frame are tested, in the 

“formal disorder” of dialogue.24 More fundamentally, these are the microterritories of 

which Bourriaud writes, and it is within these types of realms that art has the opportunity 

to engage the political. Wu’s institutional critique, through its relational form, invites the 

opportunity for others to augment it, with the potential for that critique to reverberate 

beyond Wu’s initial acts. 

 

We could wrap up analysis of Wu’s work here and commit to his relational 

methods of institutional critique were it not for a conundrum found within them as well 

as within the theoretical underpinnings of relational aesthetics in general. Part of the 

“punch” of non-relational models of institutional critique lies in their ironic proximity to 

institutional boundaries. While it is possible to identify, on a case-by-case basis, where 

those limits exist (for indeed identification is the first step towards challenge), the same 

cannot so easily be said of relational aesthetics. We’ll never know the exact extent of the 



dialogues that may have taken place while Selling Shrimps and Missing Bamboo were 

exhibited. Apart from feeding a Beijing group for an afternoon and providing plush toys 

to mid-western Americans, it’s tough to assess the relational efficacy of Wu’s work. This 

difficulty of pinpointing just how relational aesthetics produce “collective elaboration” in 

measurable terms has been its most prominent criticism, as demonstrated in the writings 

of Claire Bishop and Grant Kester.24 We might notice that despite the exchanges these 

relational types of practices bring about, they still discount the great degree of difference 

between the collaboration and participation in them. These practices are limited in their 

collaborative range due, once again, to the individual artist who defines the bulk of their 

inter-subjective parameters. The decision to play the role of salesman, if even to bring 

about spirited exchange about “the court that judges artworks,” was Wu’s and Wu’s 

alone, and any dialogue generated began from that precondition. This is what Kester calls 

the “choreographed” nature of relational aesthetics, an “a priori event for the 

consumption of an audience.”26 This effectively means that institutional boundaries are 

always contested “from the inside out,” through the collusion of individual artist and 

apparatus, but seldom from the “outside in,” by collaboration between artist, viewer, and 

institution. Without a reassessment of the distribution of these roles, the production of art, 

with all its institution-critical, relational projects, becomes one channel within a crowded 

media space competing for audience attention. It maintains that that audience, whether 

contemplative or in some way participatory in nature, will only ever be just that– an 

audience.  

 



In terms of avant-garde histories, there is a clear parallel between the failure of 

the western modernist avant-garde and China’s ’85 to ’89 counterpart. In one, the 

bourgeois tastes the avant-garde sought to destroy all but assimilated it, thus bringing 

about re-thinking of the artist-institution relationship. In the other, the state restrictions 

the avant-garde sought to challenge were crushed, forcing artists to new locales from 

which they could work. In both, a hegemonic relation was maintained; they differ only in 

the numbers of years it took to recognize their failure. In the meantime, a westernized, 

market-driven global art circuit has for the most part now subsumed the ’85 to ’89 

Chinese avant-garde, while China’s censorship policies remain in place. Furthermore, 

within the U.S., private ownership and dissemination of art is at an all-time high while 

public institutional and alternative space funding is lagging. Museums worldwide are 

increasingly finding it difficult to purchase new works because they cannot afford them. 

It remains unclear how well, and to what extent, institutional critique, relational or 

otherwise, engenders institutional transformation. Perhaps it is time to think on artistic 

strategies involving more rigorous collaboration and collectivity. 

 
 

Conclusion 

 

In this essay I attempted to situate Wu Shanzuan’s art practice, one coming from 

the political turmoil of late 80s China, within the western discourses of institutional 

critique and relational aesthetics. If the two sometimes have differing methods of their 

goals, they nevertheless share commitments to forge new understandings between artist, 

artwork, viewer, institution and the relationships formed both within and outside the 



fields of art discipline. In the end they are not wholly dissimilar, and I hope Wu’s work 

provided a unique, not often-used example of why this is so. His work, and other work 

like it, is worthy of analysis because it comes from a place with which neither discourse 

has much experience: the idiosyncratic politics of contemporary China. Even though 

much of the 80s Chinese avant-garde no longer lives there, I predict China’s emergence 

in the 21st century is going to necessitate further study of its artists and institutions, 

especially as global demands continue to confront a political ideology based on social 

tenets built long ago. 

 

It may be a bit unfair to equate Wu with a certain Chinese avant-garde failure and 

the problematic nature of relational aesthetics. I believe his work, like much 

contemporary Chinese art, came from passionate and admirable desires for change during 

a particular time in China’s modern history. Furthermore, elucidating a problematic of art 

as produced by individual desire should in no way undermine the right of all people to 

liberty and freedom of expression.  I can only imagine what it must have been like to 

campaign for freedom in late 80s China after years of severely dysfunctional state 

administration. 

 

I hope that future consideration will be given to Wu and artists like him whenever 

the topics of institutional critique and relational aesthetics come up for debate, and I also 

hope the assumptions, contingencies and limitations of those two topics are debated often 

and with vigor. History shows us that cultural production has the capacity to influence 

social relations, and in our current political climate, it is more important than ever that we 



put that to the test. With the end of the Cold War and China’s emergence as a world 

power, it is critical that we continue to examine the very real challenges group effort and 

collective will have before them in the cultural and political realms on all levels of our 

global society. And finally, it is equally critical that, in the spirit of “avant-garde,” those 

examinations are performed with the help of artists. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


