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Commie Kitsch and Souvenirs in China

Yoko TAKAYAMA

This paper analyses how the image of Mao Zedong, which was illustrated
charismatically and authentically in the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), has
transformed to Commie Kitsch through the Political Pop movement. Commie
Kitsch refers to Communist visual art, which had been exclusively considered as
socialist realism. Stalin had officially started this in 1933, after which it spread in
communist nations and consequently prompted various revolutionary styles such
as the Mao style (1942-1976). It is very difficult to determine if Commie Kitsch
had essentially existed in Communist visual art, or stood out in the period of post-
socialism. Clement Greenberg characterises kitsch as rear-guard art in opposition to
avant-garde in his essay Avant-Garde and Kitsch, in 1939. He broadly defined kitsch
to include advertising, Hollywood movies, and commercial illustrations, all of which
are considered as popular culture rather than kitsch.

Liu Chunhua, who was studying at the Central Industrial Arts in Beijing, painted
‘Chairman Mao goes to Anyuan’. This was turned into a poster and more than 900
million copies were printed during the Cultural Revolution. It depicts young Mao
Zedong on his way to the Anyuan mine to direct the miners’ strike. This work was
intended to represent the revolutionary spirit that was expressed in the words of
Jiang Qing “red, light and bright” and “high, great and perfect”. In the same period,
a series of woodcuts including ‘Advancing through the Storm in the Footsteps of
Chairman Mao’, by Shen Yaoyi, were printed as revolutionary models in the media.

After the Chinese economic reform and subsequent Political Pop trend, the

Mao style was severely criticised for a lack of originality. Contemporary artists
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with new expressive styles again chose Mao as a subject. In 1989, Wang Guangyi’s
painting ‘Mao Zedong’ was displayed in the China Avant-Garde exhibition at the
China National Art Gallery in Beijing, attracting a significant amount of attention.
Although the Political Pop movement reached its climax thanks to Wang Guangyi,
Yu Yuohan, Li Shan and Liu Daihong, who made contemporary artworks of Mao, it
steeply declined due to rapid economic development. Contemporary artworks have
gradually attained commercial value contrary to artists’ expectations. In the early
1990’s, on the 100th anniversary of Mao Zedong’s birth, Mao fever spread and
various Mao goods such as Mao badge replicas, tableware with prints of Mao, Mao
watches, and amulets of Mao were abundantly available in the market.

Furthermore, the commercialisation of revolutionary culture increased in 2004
through the proclamation of the Red Tourism Development Planning 2004-2010.
After 12 main zones and themes, 30 tourist routes, and 100 highlighted sites were
established, local governments all together undertook the repairs of revolutionary
installations, and private companies seized the opportunity to produce red tourist
souvenirs with motifs of Mao’s image, which were designed by Liu Chunhua and
Shen Yaoyi. Although kitschification of Mao Zedong seems to be inevitable, it only
shows one sphere of Mao’s images. At least three aspects exist in contemporary
China: Commie Kitsch, nostalgia for the Cultural Revolution and a god based on
Chinese folk belief. Mao’s image reminds some middle-aged and elderly people of
youthful ardour and is sometimes used as a god of commerce or traffic safety. A new

concept of Commie Kitsch needs more consideration.
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