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Many villagers had never seen art exhibits before. Photo: Hao Ying
By Hao Ying (AKA Chris Hawke)

The three Beijing performance artists parading down a village main street with a video installation pulled by a donkey cart should
have been a high point of the Second Annual Yan Gerber International Art Festival.
Two of the men were shirtless, wearing animal masks and beating drums, their pants so tight the dimensions of their private parts
were clearly visible. The third, a wandering Taoist monk, was dressed the part, his hair tied up in a knot, playing what sounded like
a snake charm on a horn. Several visitors from Beijing with expensive video cameras captured the surreal display for posterity.
But the villagers paid little mind, perhaps because the bright glare of the noonday sun made the video screens impossible to see, or
perhaps because they reckoned these outof- towners were jackasses.
Dignitaries' black sedans and farmers' low-powered motorcycles rolled out of the village, causing a rare traffic jam along a road
with no traffic light.One of the foreign artists sniffed, "Donkey art. That's not even new. A group in Beijing has been doing donkey
interventions for a year."
The donkey parade fell flat, and marked the start of the decline into chaos and then revolt of the Beijing visitors' trip.

Patron of the arts?
Few of the visitors from Beijing had been given any concrete details of the trip departing last Wednesday from the 798 art district.
Most were invited by a friend or a contact that had some link to the organizer.
The Yan Gerber Museum of Modern Art has no website. Nor does the Yan Gerber International Mural Museum of Art. The identity
of Yan Gerber himself was a mystery.
The night before the festival, the bus from Beijing was greeted at a police checkpoint at the entrance to Weichang, Hebei, by an
official in a black sedan. The car led the bus to the hotel, and accompanied it for the next three days. At dinner, a parade of local
officials made speeches. Conspicuously, no artists spoke, including any of the invited guests, and there was no sign of the curator,
who one artist speculated was in a private banquet room with the local VIPs.
Pendulous breasts
The morning of the festival opening, the visitors were awaked at 6:45 am and bussed an hour into the deep countryside to Yan
Gerber, the English version of the Mongolian name for the tiny village hosting the art festival.
The smell of freshly manured fields greeted the visitors as they walked past the one-story brick and mud dwellings toward the Yan
Gerber Museum of Modern Art, a beautiful large brick courtyard with a design straight out of Beijing's fashionable Caochangdi art
district.
Every family from the surrounding area seemed to be there, kids in arms. Filthy children ran up and down the gallery spaces, and
old farmers with their hands clasped meditatively behind their backs slowly contemplated a wonderful crosssection of Chinese
contemporary art: A replica of the stone column in front of the Tiananmen gates with a tiny Mao on top, an amorphous shiny golden beanbag sculpture that children clambered onto, and an oil painting of a flying naked woman with her legs revealingly spread
open and large breasts dangling, drinking a glass of wine. The wide-ranging exhibition also included Chinese graffiti, calligraphy,
poetry, and giant murals, including a four-meter Mona Lisa.
Surprise!
The villagers were mostly at a loss to describe their reaction, except to say the exhibition was "very good."
Farmer Hao Fenglong, more articulate than most, said, "I like any art that reflects the life of the common people." When pointed
out that the highfalutin' art in the museum had little to do with the lives of common people, he sagely disagreed. "There are some
art pieces here that reflect the Cultural Revolution and the Reform and Opening Up. These are connected to the common people."
The busload of Beijingers were initially puzzled as to why the opening of an art festival was in the morning, rather than at night
with Chardonnay and canapés. The answer came as the sounds of the loud fireworks bounced of the walls, and cannons fired confetti into the air, heralding speeches by local officials. The opening was an official public event, part of the business day. As the
confetti settled, the crowds cleared out. Black sedans jammed the road out, passing the Beijinger's hapless donkey art performance
without more than a glance. Families went home. To the amazement of the visiting artists, the opening party was over, without any
free wine or finger food. From this point on, the out-of-towners were offered baijiu, not Chardonnay, and shown development projects, not art.
Barrier
An itinerary suggesting a series of performances and presentations was jettisoned, replaced by a series of banquets, shopping trips,
and visits to local industry, led by the black sedan, and at times a police car with flashing lights full of local officials.
The landscape did not suggest the region's history as the hunting grounds of former emperors, but rather galloping development.
Stretches of highway were lined with transplanted marigolds, as if to impress a visiting dignitary. When road construction stopped
the bus for 15 minutes, a cue of trucks longer than the eye could see formed. A cluster of giant windmills spun at the end of one
valley. A ghost town stood half built, the skeletons of dozens of apartment buildings vacant, without signs of workers. The Yan
Gerber exhibition, hosted by the government of Weichang county, was obviously a piece of this development puzzle.
Hijacked
The local officials from the nearby big city of Chengde wanted to showcase and fuel this development. They cared little for art and
much for baijiu-fueled banquets, leading to some hard feelings.
Artist Myk Henry, for example, did the performance he had prepared for the Yan Gerber festival in the lobby of a hotel several
hours away, where the visitors had been taken for lunch. Henry donned soldiers' camouflage and laid out five mousetraps, using
fire, water and a stick to trigger each one. Many visitors paid attention to Henry's captivating performance, while other's were in
heated talks with organizer Wu Qiuyan. They had been promised a return to Beijing that afternoon, but no arrangements were in
place. Ultimately, the noisiest among them were put in cars and dropped off at a bus station, where they had to pay 100 yuan each
to arrive home at 3:30 am.

Those left behind toured a stretch of ATV rutted grasslands beside a spruce tree farm, and then a bazaar selling wineskins of liquor
and silver daggers. Li Daoshi, the Taoist priest, seemed the first to crack. On the bus he started repeating,
"IloveyouIloveyouIloveyou" over and over again while jiggling a flower plucked from the grasslands in a water bottle.
The guests were later treated to more baijiu, another banquet, and a performance in the hotel parking lot of song and dance to prerecorded music by colorfully dressed people in a carefully synchronized act that allowed performers to slip from hotel to hotel in a
tight circuit, working steadily through the night. The survivors of this ethnic dance performance sat on a patio-stoned firepit in
white plastic lawn chairs around a bonfire of spruce branches.
Spaceman skincare
Rumored plans the next day for a climb up a mountain and a visit to a waterpark were scrubbed in favor of a trip to a baijiu outlet
and a local factory making juice, ice wine and "Spaceman"-branded skincare products from the miracle shrub sea-buckthorn.
A Chinese artist joked the police car was to prevent us from escaping. Henry, the Irish performance artist, said, "Have you ever
heard of renting white people? I think this is kind of like that."
The Taoist priest, noticing one person was becoming increasingly bitter, grabbed him, handed him a bottle of sea-buckthorn juice
and made a big show of drinking it with gusto. The factory and local government officials beamed with delight and snapped photos.
After a final banquet, Stephanie Rothenberg, one of the artists who had prepared a presentation about her work but was denied a
chance to present it, suggested holding an impromptu art symposium on the way home. The Taoist priest promptly opened his legs
wide, pointed to his genitals, and said, "This is my art."
Henry used the bus DVD system to play a video of giant inflatable pillow rolling across the salt-plains at the Burning Man art festival in Nevada. Next, artist Chen Jin showed a video of him pouring tea into a long line of tea cups, then blowing raw eggs across
a slippery surface.
The bus was hot, and someone suggested we take a rest before the next presentation. Someone popped in a movie, marking the end
of the symposium, and, several hours later the trip.
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