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In a very short time, roughly the length of a generation, China has made great strides in 
modernizing its urban centers, although such a transformation carries with it more than a 
few dangers, not the least of which is a deadening alienation in response to great change. 
Rong Rong, still only in his early forties, has had the good fortune to document the 
amazing art that responded to China’s capitalist renewal, which by virtue of its 
indifference to contemporary culture created a gap that allowed artists such as Zhang 
Huan and Ma Luming to practice their provocative vocations in experimental art. 
Interestingly, while recording the remarkable events, in the early and mid-1990s of 
Beijing’s East Village (a suburb on the east side of the city whose name was taken from 
the New York City artists’ enclave), Rong Rong asserted his considerable skills more or 
less as a journalist, though the photos reveal a depth and intelligence that would take him 
on his own path toward artistic recognition. Rong Rong, who came from an extremely 
poor background, saving for three years to buy a camera while working in his father’s 
small grocery, is now an established art photographer who works in conjunction with his 
Japanese wife, Inri.  
 
Rong Rong’s projects, which include shots of performing artists, torn-down buildings, 
and a series in which he wears a wedding gown while posing with Inri, who is dressed 
similarly, possess an iconic quality even as they leave the impression of a romanticism so 
extreme as to make his audience wonder at his esthetic. Indeed, the chqllenges facing his 
audience’s acceptance of his art begin with the sense that Rong Rong’s view of life is 
ineffable and otherworldly. Even his images of Zhang Huan in his performance !2 
Meters, in which the performance artist, covered with honey and fish oil to attract flies, 
sat naked for an hour in a foul-smelling public latrine, communicate a deep-seated 
recognition of the vulnerable as central to his point of view—the awareness is linked to 
Rong Rong’s intimations of his own transience, which results in imagery of considerable 
depth. It might be said that romanticism’s special ability to move an audience has to do 
with its confrontation with the inevitability of death, surely a trope close to becoming a 
cliché by the time of contemporary art. Yet Rong Rong’s romanticism embraces decay 
and ruins as a pivotal part of his practice, without which our sense of life tends to be 
hidden, taken up by the chores and necessities of everyday life. 
 
One of the most interesting things about Rong Rong’s generation is the artists’ informal 
iconoclastic approach. Rules were broken casually, and many of the artists knew about 
what was happening in the West because they read the art magazines from New York and 
London. Their knowledge enabled them to practice what can only be described as an 
Asian version of postmodern art, whose interest is global, that is to say nonnational in a 
specific sense. Inevitably, part of their interest stems from their refusal to break down 
their activities into nationally driven ones. But it is also true that the rule has allowed for 
exceptions. Looking at Rong Rong’s work, we quickly understand that he can be seen 
primarily as a Chinese artist, in large part because the art is geographically and culturally 



specific, even though the flair of his imagery is particularly postmodern and speaks to 
global art issues.  
 
There is of course an inevitable tension between the Chinese particularity of Rong 
Rong’s series documenting the rubble of Beijing’s destroyed homes and his international 
approach--yet it is clear that he flourished in the flux, taking the pictures knowing that 
they would be part of a larger discussion beyond the country. So the question “How 
Chinese is it?” is not tangential to a discussion of Rong Rong’s art, even when we know 
that many of its attributes embrace an international awareness of art—just as his picture 
of a sign announcing the Beijing East Village neighborhood was both a tribute to a 
specific place where Chinese artists lived and worked and a homage to the New York site 
of creativity. 
 
The postmodern drive toward recognizing similarity of purpose across cultures has much 
to do with suppressing any sense of essentialism from a careful reading of a single 
culture. There is, so the theory warns, nothing inherently Chinese about China. Yet the 
romance of the Far East persists in American culture, not least because of differences in 
history, the physical distance between the cultures, and the nearly mystical view that 
particular cultures are discrete and focused expressions of themselves, even when they 
are in dialogue with or influenced by other cultures. How are we to make sense of what 
amounts to a paradox? Rong Rong’s art celebrates the artist’s freedom in China in the 
years approaching the millennium; this freedom is a consequence of aesthetic 
developments made possible by the economic surge of China as a nation. Rong Rong is a 
Chinese artist because his work, however postmodern it may be, celebrates the individual 
environment of his culture, even when he creates situations that anyone could make art 
of—such as his wearing a wedding gown with a similarly clothed girlfriend in ruined 
houses (this series predates a highly similar group of photos done with Imri). 
 
It goes nearly without saying that contrasting or competing cultures intend to celebrate 
difference rather than emphasize similarity. But the advent of theory into art criticism has 
resulted in an entirely new intellectual platform that creates rules for what is successful in 
art. Part of theory’s insight rests on a Marxist view of culture, namely, that the creative 
impulse is just another facet of an intelligentsia alienated by materialism and capital. On 
a more formal level, the achievements of postmodern artists are thought to be secondary 
to the insight that the objects themselves are ripe for commodification, for a market that 
pays no attention to achievement and thrives on controversy and popular culture. As a 
result, it is very hard to escape the creative difficulties the system has created for the 
artist, who cannot move past the vagaries of the market, which makes its own rules about 
what costs a lot—and what does not. Ironically, the Chinese communists have very little 
understanding of the world of the nonprofit, which founders in China—for example, the 
Three Shadows photography center, founded by Rong Rong and Inri, must sell the work 
they exhibit in order to survive, even though it is far closer to a museum than a gallery in 
its ambience. 
 
If we look at the career of Rong Rong, we see a long but finally successful struggle to 
fend off poverty and make art. Although he began as a documentary photographer who 



recorded the performances of his East Village friends, Rong Rong would move quickly 
toward an assertion of artistic independence in his own right. As happened with his 
colleagues’ habitation of the East Village, his stay there can be seen as a triumphant 
exercise in rebellion and independence, based upon American sources. There is a 
marvelous freedom to the work made in the East Village; it is that way because the artists 
had nothing to lose. The “Ruin Pictures,” a series devoted to the remains of Beijing 
buildings torn down to make way for new apartment towers, comprise highly romantic 
images involving Rong Rong and his lover at the time. But idealized love is not the only 
theme: we recognize that the pictures point to the immediacy of architectural decay as a 
symbol of decay of the flesh. Indeed, this is Rong Rong’s primary theme. Many of his 
images carry the authority of mortality’s awareness, sometimes hidden away in his 
treatments of architectural ruins. Still, the theme is change, a condition over which we 
carry very little authority. 
 
Rong Rong consistently undermines the terms of his own sensibility, veering toward an 
over-the-top romanticism that highlights the emotion of love to the point of being absurd. 
The absurd is regularly achieved in the “Ruin Pictures,” which cover the topographical 
urban change in Beijing during the years 1996-97 (this project was done after the time, 
early in the 1990s, Rong Rong spent in the city’s East Village documenting the 
performance art that was key to the neighborhood’s artistic production). The photos of 
half-torn buildings, courtyards littered with rubble, and walls with Asian and Western 
pinup girls are arch and highly considered snapshots of an attitude—toward the loss of 
habitat, the feeling that the housing’s history has been driven into the very walls. 
Documenting the destruction of entire neighborhoods was central to Rong Rong’s 
purpose, namely, the picturesque vision of the ruin as an inevitable symbol of 
architectural change. But then the change itself becomes something quite remarkable, 
which is the inhabitants’ accommodation of impermanence as a way of life. The pictures 
of Marilyn Monroe or Chinese film actresses remind us that these women rode the crest 
of a collective fantasy, in which the fan, too, could participate in a dream. Even so, the 
situation of the time, in which the women filled the need of a nearly collective fantasy, 
has done the females stars genuine harm—in the sense that their exposure to the public 
reveals them to be little more than erotic attractions for the poor and those not well 
educated. 
 
But these black-and-white photos also point out a larger, more positive attribute of 
culture: imagination’s ability to transform the tawdry into a place of pure bliss, which is 
perhaps the psychological reason for the women’s images. Often, it seems, we fall in love 
with that which we cannot have; it is a way of protecting ourselves from the absurdity of 
what we desire. The women are more than just themselves, however alluring we deem 
them to be; they are also attendants to the wishes of a populace for whom the star 
possesses a nearly immeasurable charisma. And once again, Rong Rong captures the gap 
between the reality and the imagination, which are sometimes at greater odds than one 
would first acknowledge. In doing so, he performs a service for his audience: he himself 
takes on the responsibility of reading popular culture as an outpouring of personal wishes, 
although he, like us, may not fully understand what they represent. The pictures maintain 
their glamour not so much because they are inherently beautiful but because they keep 



alive an archetype of longing, which amounts to an endless need to transcend the dulled 
indignities of everyday life. 
 
Unfortunately, however, the glitz is also an attack on its own temporary status; the 
women will be beautiful only for so long, the dream itself consumes its heroines, favoring 
the next young beauty before her beauty is claimed by dust. There are two important 
points about poetry: first, that its contemporaneity changes immediately to the past 
because we always see the photograph as following in regards to the event; and second, 
that the notion of objectivity, like our experience of the genre’s memorialist conception, 
is mistaken in its projection of an impartial gaze. Inevitably, we know that photos are 
highly subjective in both their criteria and their effect. It is only the seemingly 
dispassionate quality of the image that we cling to, hoping for a more rigid sense of the 
real than the flux we acclimate ourselves to daily. Yet wherever tension or contrasts 
occur, the possibility of art becomes feasible. Photos are primarily about memory more 
than the present because the reality they describe is over the second the picture is taken. 
 
The implications for photography’s ability to render the past are remarkably fertile, both 
for the practitioner of the art and the writer commenting on imagery. Even in the 
seemingly current genre of political and social photography, we say that we are 
influenced by a certain version of past events. The present in art, neither imminent or 
backwards in its implications, proves remarkably difficult to understand, sustain, or 
grasp. We are always just about to claim the moment preceding us, just as we come close 
to grasping the past. But there is a difference: the photo teaches us that what has 
happened has happened—I am suggesting that we can know the past in ways knowledge 
of the future will always be barred to us, at least until it becomes a past event. In his Ruin 
Pictures,  Rong Rong celebrates a past that had the strength, in the mid-1980s and the 
early 1990s, to become mythic in its appetite for loss and whimsical appreciation of a 
future that was close to but yet beyond the artist’s grasp. As an archeologist of 
contemporary change, Rong Rong investigates the point at which memory and longing 
meet, a place of some trauma since old ways of living are succumbing to indifference, 
best understood by studying the ubiquitous high rises that frequent the old lanes of the 
past.  
 
At some point, Rong Rong’s methodology needs to be fitted into an essentially romantic 
vision of the self, in which ruins and tranvestitism become touchstones for a sense of 
passing time in a public and private sense, respectively. This is, I think, where the artist is 
most vulnerable, not only because of his imagery’s transcendentalism but also because of 
its relentless, often ineffable sublime. The personal photos Rong Rong has taken mostly 
relate to an immoderate sense of death, which of course is one of the great themes of art. 
But his oeuvre borders on an obsessiveness, the like of which are to please the esthete 
more than a general audience. In the Ruin Pictures, he celebrates loss and the divinity of 
the female, no matter whether the image is a reproduction of a woman in a magazine or 
an image of a lover. Rong Rong’s naked or transvestite embrace of a woman in some 
form of exquisite dress clearly has a universal appeal, but the pictures are dangerously 
mawkish, as if they began where other romanticisms ended. Counterbalancing his sense 
of exquisite beauty are the ruins where the pictures are taken—and they, too, come close 



to being over the top. Both imageries may be seen as extreme, in part because of the 
decidedly funerary elements of his composition. 
  
It is my contention that these images function as signs of transcendental love, but in ways 
that finally distance us from their intensity. There is a picture (1998 No. 8 (2) Beijing) in 
which Rong Rong lies naked, partially covered by an open white dress, on the open 
ground. Two trees, ostensibly flowering in an image of early spring, stand on either side 
of his reclining body, which is hand dyed in an otherwise black-and-white photograph. 
As a study in contrast, the picture shows us a vivid moment; however, the symbolic 
weight of a man reclining on the ground in a white dress does not stand up to being 
considered for long. It seems he wants to embody a woman’s innocence in spring, 
although the black-and-white nature of the rest of the picture feels as though Rong Rong 
is emphasizing death. These images emphasize obvious dualities—man/woman, 
life/death, light/dark—but they do always not transcend them. Above all else, Rong 
Rong’s art feels as though he is caught in a dream of his own making. In fact, his attitude 
toward the overblown is dangerously constant, although for the most part he stays on the 
right side of excess; he is the living example of the poet William Blake’s dictum, 
“Enough! Or too much.” 
 
As I have indicated,  Rong Rong comes close to being a victim of his own resolve to 
picture the world as being both beautiful and tragic--which of course it is, although our 
explorations, generally speaking, may not be so free flung as his. In another image, 
entitled 2000 No. 1 (4) Beijing, we see a double flame (again hand dyed in an otherwise 
black and white photo) leap up in front of what looks like a ruined shed with a dead tree 
on the left. In the distance there are clouds that the mountaintops seem to reach; the 
image is apocalyptic in the extreme. This is another romantic image, albeit one that relies 
on nature and the universal symbolism of fire as a destroying force rather than people 
dressed in transvestite clothing. The prospect of ruins, dark decay, and imminent 
mountains results in a photo of real absorption, which communicates Rong Rong’s ideas 
without disarming them through excess. In some ways, it can even be argued that his 
romanticism consists of a sharp view that undermines its very premises, so that the image 
is commenting upon its own structure and motivation. Such self-awareness undercuts the 
expressiveness that is constant in his work, and makes his art profoundly postmodern in 
its ironic position toward itself. 
 
But romanticism is just one of Rong Rong’s approaches. If we move back in time to the 
point when Rong Rong was documenting the inspired play of fellows artists living in 
Beijing’s East Village, we can see that he is a master of the image that chronicles. Many 
of his images have to do with the performances of Zhang Huan, whose appetite for 
bizarre, threatening circumstances can be seen as a kit for psychic survival at a time when 
Chinese art was weak from academicism and neglect. Interestingly, this time Rong Rong 
is recording certain extreme acts of self-expressiveness rather than participating in them 
as an artist himself. The distancing, for this writer, helps his art obtain a decorous 
objectivity even when he is archiving the offbeat antics of artists who, naked, pile up on 
one another in an attempt to raise the height of a mountain by a single meter. I am not 
necessarily suggesting that the personal regularly tends to lead to narcisissm, or that the 



impersonal always transforms private feeling into public statements of strength—in part 
because Rong Rong’s work is simply too accomplished to summarily dismiss any part of 
it. Yet it is true that his personal work borders on the sentimental, while his documentary 
efforts succeed because he is recording a version of the truth.  
 
But the truth is scarcely available in an absolute sense—in anyone’s art, not to mention 
the artificial beauty experienced in much of Rong Rong’s work. The nudity that we often 
find in his pictures becomes a metaphor both for innocence and for rebellion. Yet Inri and 
Rong Rong are not truly shy about exposing their bodies, for doing so enables them to 
advance an attitude that would not be acceptable if practiced in the midst of real life. As a 
result, their naked frolicking, for example, on a frozen lake near Mt. Fuji can be seen as a 
fully self-aware provocation, an attempt to introduce a kind of wild love in the face of so 
much convention, a given in a highly homogenous culture like Japan’s. This is not to cast 
suspicion on the true love the two share for each other; in fact one of the most moving 
images of the show is a shot of them nude, holding hands with extended arms as they 
look into a gray, blank space. Bordering on the cliché, the picture transforms the space 
surrounding them into a striking study of black and white and assert, without consciously 
saying so, the love of a youngish couple. The white blank of a background they face is 
the unknown future, which is not without a certain fear because it is so completely 
featureless. Always Rong Rong, alone and in concert with Inri, searches for depth, 
achieved by an often-absurd contrast between people and habitat. 
 
When Rong Rong begins with a romanticism most other artists are content merely to 
suggest, It is clear that he is pushing the envelope of decorum. Problematically, the 
images don’t ever quite transcend their awareness of themselves, with the result that a 
certain erotic camp pervades the photographs. The couple’s naked bodies represent the 
human presence in places where their safety may be compromised, such as we find in 
their pictures of themselves naked on the frozen lake of Mt. Fuji. But it is unwise to 
dismiss their remarkable collaboration as an example of foolishness; Rong Rong is finally 
too savvy to make a callow or naïve picture. Perhaps we can see his work as playing with 
vanity, in the hopes that something more interesting than vanity might appear. In any 
case, the inclusion of his wife Inri adds a sexual component that persists despite the duo’s 
attempt to objectively render sexual feeling—it is as if Rong Rong knew ahead of time 
that they would fail in their attempt to conquer desire, surely a futile effort if there ever 
was one. In one affecting portrait, we see only the footprints of the duo in the snow, 
without any further trace of their bodies. Absence, as well as nakedness, can be seen as a 
form of radical innocence, which is the general point the artist wants to present. 
 
In the long run, the various intimacies Rong Rong imposes on his viewers eventually 
change their shape into inspired assertions of love and self. His extremism, if that is the 
right word for it, manages to finish up by looking like bravery. Romanticism is an 
extreme moment, a decision not to accept the way things are—even if one’s physical 
safety is challenged. Art being what it is, we can only sense this photographer’s 
considerable worth as both an observer and active participant. He tells us little but 
intimates more than enough. Moving from photojournalism in Beijing’s East Village to 
the recording of Beijing’s blighted landscape to a celebration of personal happiness with 



his ongoing companion Inri, Rong Rong has never forgotten what is important to him: the 
sovereignty of art as an imaginative leap in a world regulated to the point of toxicity. The 
changes found in his archives will become memorable in a very short time as people will 
forget, quickly enough, what their hutongs and narrow lanes used to look like. If it is true 
that Rong Rong cannot influence the massive changes occurring in his culture, it is also 
true that he can offer us a psychic alternative—an art where the transcendent remains 
alive. This is an achievement brought about in lush terms—Rong Rong’s romanticism is 
defiant in its abandon. Without such terms, however, we are left to defend ourselves in 
unimaginative ways, even as we miss the psychic strengths that occurs alongside self-
expression, which is what art is all about. 


