
Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science, 2024, 8(9), 2078-2082 
https://www.hillpublisher.com/journals/jhass/ 

ISSN Online: 2576-0548 
ISSN Print: 2576-0556 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2024.09.008 2078 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 
 

The Continuation and Critique of Monumentality 
in Chinese Contemporary Art 

Siyuan Shang 

Central Academy of Fine Art, Beijing 100102, China. 
 

How to cite this paper: Siyuan Shang. 
(2024) The Continuation and Critique of 
Monumentality in Chinese Contemporary 
Art. Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social 
Science, 8(9), 2078-2082. 
DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2024.09.008 
 
Received: August 15, 2024 
Accepted: September 12, 2024 
Published: October 8, 2024 
 
*Corresponding author: Siyuan Shang, 
Central Academy of Fine Art, Beijing 
100102, China. 
 

  Abstract 
The concept of "monument" originated in Western cultural contexts and is a cor-
nerstone of ancient Western art history. From the pyramids of Egypt to the Acrop-
olis of Athens in Greece, and from the Pantheon in Rome to medieval churches, 
these massive religious and commemorative structures that combine architecture, 
sculpture, and painting reflect the pursuit of visual forms and the costs people were 
willing to pay for them. Eventually, these monumental buildings formed a stable 
spiritual symbolism that continued in later cultural developments, making the mon-
ument a spiritual symbol, or "monumentality." Chinese contemporary art has de-
veloped rich cultural connotations along with the changing times, gradually focus-
ing on presenting a comprehensive understanding and reflection of the human 
world. The "monumentality" in artistic spirit has also undergone unique interpreta-
tion and subversion. Contemporary artistic creations that subvert the old "monu-
mentality" spiritual traits and establish "new monumentality" attributes not only 
criticize and transcend the inherent spirit in terms of expression techniques but also 
demonstrate deeper tendencies to confront conventional cultural norms, reconstruct 
global and local cultural identities, and criticize artistic alienation by borrowing 
power from inherent culture. The positive significance of this critical monumental-
ity spirit lies in the aesthetic redemption of Chinese contemporary art from an ar-
tistic and culturally self-conscious perspective. 
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The term "monumentality" originates from the Latin word "Monumentum," which inherently means to remind and 
admonish. It represents a "state and connotation of commemoration," primarily referring to the commemorative func-
tion and sustainability associated with buildings and their cultural groupings. In other words, the monumentality of 
architecture is formed by the attribute of architectural art to construct its own culture and history. Monumentality is 
characterized by philosophical reflection and historicity, and monuments can be of any form. In 2017, Wu Hong 
published the book "Monumentality in Ancient Chinese Art and Architecture," elevating the status of ancient Chinese 
art and architecture. Their identity shifted from being created by history to witnessing historical changes. Wu Hong 
believes that "The main traditions of Chinese art and architecture possess significant cultural connotations, and build-
ings and their related art forms are eligible to be called monuments or components of monument groups" (Yang Kun, 
2024). As we all know, a "monument" refers to a massive, towering, and solemn building in a public place or open 
space. These buildings, which may integrate painting and sculpture, include the well-known Great Wall, Tiananmen 
Square, and the world-renowned Notre Dame de Paris and the Pyramids. These monuments, with their enormous size 
and religious ceremonial monumentality, embody the profound connotations of ancient civilizations. They gathered 
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the most human and financial resources in ancient times, reflecting the high level of skill at that time. To ensure the 
corrosion resistance and permanence of the buildings, ancient laboring people used the strongest materials and bricks 
possible (Pan Xiaoyu, 2022). Due to Western aesthetic modernity being a refutation of Enlightenment modernity 
characterized by instrumental rationality and secularization, works of art that contemplate modernity also possess a 
strong spirit of reflection and criticism. Around the 1980s, various Western philosophical and aesthetic trends, art 
schools, and works had a direct impact on the emergence of contemporary Chinese art. However, the representation 
of aesthetic modernity in contemporary Chinese art also shows significant differences from the West (Guan Yu, 
2023). 

The focus on "monumentality" in both Chinese and Western art reflects the cultural traditions of macro narratives 
in the history of art in both regions. Therefore, monumentality exists not only in intentionally created commemorative 
buildings or sculptures but also includes unintentional and virtual forms of visual perception. Monumental art mainly 
encompasses the following cultural attributes: 

(1) The formal structure of the work is solid and stable. 
(2) Regardless of size, the work is grand in scale. 
(3) It prefers to exhibit a noble (or sublime) temperament. 
(4) The artistic image possesses a symbolic meaning or connotation. 
(5) It is autonomous and self-regulated in spatial processing. 
These can be seen as the inherent spiritual traits of monumental art, namely the "old monumentality" traits. The 

development of Chinese contemporary art is, to some extent, striving to diminish the spirit of monumentality, but it 
does not completely reject the significance of monumentality. The spirit of the "old monument" can still be felt in 
some works, while others unconsciously apply certain cultural symbols or imagery in the process of "de-monumen-
talizing," gradually forming a "new monumentality" temperament. This achieves simultaneous criticism and im-
provement of the "monumentality" spirit in Chinese contemporary art. This article examines the "monumentality" 
temperament in contemporary art from two perspectives. Firstly, it explores how works transcend the expressive 
techniques of "old monumentality" by employing methods such as abstraction, role-playing, external perspective, 
unification, and transformation, analyzing the manifestation of the "new monument" temperament under diverse 
forms of expression. Secondly, it analyzes the aspects of the "new monumentality" spirit in contemporary art that 
surpasses the "old monumentality," also expressing deeper tendencies to confront conventional cultural norms, re-
construct global and local cultural identities, borrow power from inherent culture, and criticize technological aliena-
tion. This criticism of the "monumentality" spirit demonstrates the self-improvement and aesthetic redemption of 
Chinese contemporary art from a creative and culturally self-conscious perspective. 

1. Techniques for Transcending "Old Monumentality" 

The development of contemporary art follows the logic of creation after the “end of art” and exhibits characteristics 
of “post-art” that differ from the narrative logic of modern art. Chinese contemporary art has shifted from being 
avant-garde and rebellious in the 1980s and 1990s to being more open and diverse after 2000. Since the 1980s, "anti-
monument" artistic creations in Chinese contemporary art, which de-emphasize subjectivity and grand narratives, 
have become common. In the diverse and symbiotic field of Chinese contemporary art, "anti-monumental" artistic 
creations appear more frequently. Artworks contemplating the "monumentality" spirit often emerge in traditional 
forms of painting and sculpture, while new media such as installations, videos, and new forms of digital art also 
endow "monumentality" with richer expressions. The monumental quality represents a constant and solidified domain, 
and this rock-solid stability can often lead to rigidity, repression, and monotony. Artistic practice can transcend the 
conventional boundaries of monumentality, surpassing the ancient constraints through aesthetic means. Chinese 
"monumental" art has a deep-rooted origin: it starts with writing and aims to express images. It does not seek to 
occupy the high ground; instead, it can be hidden on or even below the ground. This requires the audience to actively 
read, touch, discover, and even develop a technique of rubbing based on their cultural understanding of monuments. 
From this, we can infer that the ancient Chinese concept of power, where power transforms into authority, is deeply 
ingrained in the idea of "monumentality" and historical sensibility. The power of those in authority has never been 
regarded as absolute, as the natural law and divine principle are seen as a higher authority than mere power. For 
instance, Wu Zetian's stele without inscriptions is perhaps the most unusual monument in history. It is a provocation 
against control, declaring, "After my death, you may judge me as you wish," thus turning herself into a platform for 
opinions. Corresponding to the monument as a spiritual measure, a series of intertextual artistic spirits have emerged 
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in traditional Chinese culture. 

1.1 Abstraction: Extracting Monumental Objects 

Monumental objects in life are specific and relatively fixed in form. Figurative expression affirms the eternal, rich, 
and tangible value within monumentality by depicting these objects realistically, but such depiction may fail to evoke 
the same sense of awe as before. Abstract expression, by extracting the realistic forms of monumental objects, seeks 
a deeper truth through the pursuit of inherent essence in form. The abstract expression also guides the viewer’s im-
agination away from the monotonous depiction of monumental objects and states (Wang Linlin, 2019). For instance, 
Mao Hui's core monumentality revolves around "power" and "epic." During the "Southwest Art Group" period, Mao’s 
"Gui Mountain" series drew on the primitivist culture of the Southwest, progressively clarifying and intensifying the 
expression of life consciousness in his work. By the late 1980s, he used everyday objects as symbols of power, 
altering their established meanings and infusing them with unique cultural connotations, thereby creating a symbolic 
rhetoric reflecting the social context of the time. In his view, the patriarch represents power, while the "chair" in 
traditional Chinese culture symbolizes the centralized power structure of monarchs. These symbols run through 
China’s history and social development. During this period, Mao’s work exuded a cold, tense, and solitary atmos-
phere, with sharp scissors symbolizing the omnipresence of power, expressed through everyday objects. This expres-
sion critiques reality while revealing the oppressive cultural weight borne by generations of Chinese people. Mao’s 
"The Patriarch" and "Scissors" series directly express the anxiety and discontent of modern urban life, and the critique 
of societal traditions and reality, resisting external power while contemplating internal life. 

1.2 Performance: Converting into New Artistic Forms 

Artists, as a sensitive and creative group, often convert unchanging artistic attributes into various forms of art. Per-
formance art, for instance, has become an important medium for manifesting monumentality. Through performance, 
artists use their bodies to convey a certain "ritual" or the spirit of "martyrdom," symbolizing humanity in a public 
context. By applying monumental art spirit, they can indirectly animate the monumental space and highlight over-
looked social issues within it. For example, Zhang Huan's early works like "12 Square Meters" and "65 Kilograms" 
involve self-inflicted pain to experience the pressures, inner conflicts, and physiological endurance of ordinary people. 
The artist’s body undergoes torment, such as insect bites and foul smells (in "12 Square Meters"), causing physical 
and mental suffering ("65 Kilograms"). Zhang Huan’s "self-mortifying" performance does not symbolize self-de-
struction out of nowhere; rather, it represents the collective silence of the socially marginalized, facing the pressure, 
restrictions, and injustices imposed by society. Therefore, his performance embodies an inward spiritual penetration. 

1.3 Neither This nor That: Defamiliarized Cultural Narratives 

Cultural works often serve as mediums to express the creator’s viewpoints, providing cultural enjoyment to specific 
audiences. Using a "neither this nor that" narrative logic allows the work’s spiritual content to present a more detached 
artistic expression. Many art pieces, at their inception, do not directly convey the creator’s opinions. Instead, they 
first create a more macro symbolic character, with the work’s spirit reflecting this character’s demands and emotional 
expression. The audience, in receiving the work’s emotional spirit, also receives the emotions of this symbolic char-
acter. This means that the artist indirectly conveys their artistic intent, and the audience indirectly receives the emo-
tional impact. Song Dong’s series of performance works focusing on "migrant workers" at the turn of the millennium 
exemplifies this approach. Despite being distant from Song Dong’s individual social identity, the "migrant worker" 
was a pivotal social group during China’s socio-economic transformation. In these works, neither the artist nor the 
migrant workers imbue the pieces with their emotions or glorify or scrutinize them; instead, the performances are as 
objective as possible, devoid of personal bias. For instance, in the "Harvest: Contemporary Art Exhibition" curated 
by Gao Minglu and Wang Mingxian at the China Agricultural Museum in 2002, Song Dong invited over a hundred 
workers to sit on a tall scaffold in the hall, eating while watching his video works. In the evening, they gathered in 
front of a shopping mall’s electronic screen to watch TV. These ordinary daily activities were transformed into grand, 
symbolic gestures through spatial displacement, creating a defamiliarized monumental spirit. 

1.4 Unity: Recasting the Monumental Experience 

Unity can extend the monumental spirit throughout the entire creative process, endowing the art with a broader 
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inclusiveness. The message conveyed is often delivered in a more harmonious manner, unlike the direct, heart-pound-
ing spirit of "old monumentality." The expression of unity is as natural and effortless as breathing, ultimately demon-
strating the power of perseverance with an almost enlightened force, leaving a profound impact on the soul. For 
example, Wang Guangle, a prominent figure in the contemporary art scene, is widely recognized for his abstract 
paintings that probe the passage of time. His celebrated "Longevity Lacquer" series stands out for its meticulous 
layering of paint, which he applies in a methodical manner to mark each passing day. Wang's process, which involves 
repeatedly applying layers of paint in varying shades, can be interpreted as a visual diary, documenting the temporal 
progression through an accumulation of color. The title "Longevity Lacquer" not only references the ancient Chinese 
technique of lacquerware but also reflects Wang’s meditation on mortality and time, evoking a sense of endurance 
and persistence. This technique and its conceptual underpinnings draw parallels to both Eastern philosophies and 
Western minimalist practices, creating a bridge between cultural traditions and contemporary expression. 

1.5 Transformation: Enriching the Future of Monumental Symbols 

Transforming the symbols of traditional monumentality is a creative method in contemporary art that deconstructs 
the monumental spirit. Artists often begin their work with a playful, ironic, or metaphorical attitude, altering, trans-
forming, or directly appropriating cultural symbols (such as Chinese characters, the Great Wall, or the color red) with 
substantial cultural weight. The goal of this transformation is often to critique and reflect on the raw, straightforward 
nature of monumental art, destabilizing the stylized monumental concepts as these symbols are reshaped.  

2. The Deeper Critical Inclinations of "Monumentality" Spirit 

With the transformation of society and the structured "invasion" of technology into society, artistic creation also 
attempts to seek more diversified values and expand the possibilities of discourse space in the interaction with society, 
nature, and culture (Huang Zongxian, 2023). 

2.1 Resisting Conventional Cultural Norms 

The confrontational consciousness embodies contemporary artists' sense of social and cultural responsibility. Con-
temporary art is not merely an aesthetic endeavor; it places greater emphasis on its sociological and anthropological 
attributes. As such, many contemporary artworks are created with a determination for change, utilizing symbols with 
monumental spirit to challenge the collective unconscious of society. For instance, Ai Weiwei's “Remembrance” 
series used rebar from collapsed schools in the 2008 Sichuan earthquake to create a series of sculptures and installa-
tions. This work reminds viewers that monuments are not only symbols of glory and memory but also reflections on 
social issues and historical pain. By invoking real human concern, it challenges the conventional idea that monuments 
must be celebratory, highlighting the critical function of monumentality. 

2.2 Cultural Reconstruction of Global and Local Identities 

In today's globalized world, emphasizing cultural identity has become a crucial element for many creators. The artistic 
spirits nurtured by different cultures do not necessarily align, as each culture has its unique cultural field and spiritual 
connotations, forming its distinctive monumental characteristics. Under this context, the spirit of monumentality is 
revisited as a means of emphasizing self-identity and recognition in a global and diverse perspective. For example, 
Cai Guoqiang's 2015 pyrotechnic work “Sky Ladder” featured a ladder of fireworks that ascended from the ground 
to the sky. This piece, created in Cai's hometown of Quanzhou, Fujian, embodies his deep familial bond with his 
grandmother Chen Aigan. By using traditional Chinese gunpowder, Cai connects his cultural background with a 
global audience, emphasizing deep personal emotions, the cultural roots of local identity, while also expressing con-
cerns for global dreams and shared human aspirations. 

2.3 "Borrowing Authority" from Inherent Cultural Resources 

As the 20th century ended, philosophy gradually moved towards phenomenology and existentialism, a shift that led 
contemporary art to interpret the spirit of monumentality in more multidimensional ways. Contemporary art began 
to "borrow authority" from ready-made objects, utilizing materials or concrete items with inherent cultural meanings 
as creative materials. Artworks thus become mediums reflecting certain phenomena, with their monumental spirit 
deriving from the sublimation of the inherent cultural attributes of the materials used. For instance, in Song Dong's 
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2005 work “Waste Not”, the focus is placed on the years-long collection of old items by Zhao Xiangyuan, Song’s 
mother. Song moved all movable "objects" from his home into the exhibition hall, requiring Zhao Xiangyuan to 
categorize and organize them in the process, ultimately resulting in a "re-creation" that involved rearranging and 
displaying these items in the gallery. In this process, a complex context is constructed, creating a vivid ecosystem 
where "everyday objects" that carry memories unfold a family history and a national history before the viewers. The 
exhibition, enriched by the participation of the external public environment, became increasingly complete. The entire 
process of organizing and exhibiting old objects was "ritualized," turning everyday items into ceremonial objects, 
where through creative activities and the exhibition's performative aspect, the "objects" transitioned into "thingness," 
eventually presenting a grand spirit akin to that of a monument. 

2.4 Resisting Technological Alienation 

The rapid development of modern science and technology has provided more abundant creative means for contem-
porary art, but it also presents the risk of artists becoming overly reliant on technology, potentially losing the profound 
internal attributes of their work. Art-related activities in the field of technology can easily become alienated. In this 
context, monumentality stands as a true monument, cooling the feverish enthusiasm for new technologies with its 
monumental inspiration, allowing artistic creation to more directly critique and transcend the current norms. Such 
artistic endeavors, while resisting technological alienation, enter a deeper state of monumental critique. 
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