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AS BEUJING LOOKS AHEAD TO THE 2008
OLYMPICS, WHAT ARE CHINA'S NEIGHBOURHOOD
CHALKBOARDS TRYING TO TELL ITS CITIZENS?
AND ARE ANY OF THEM LISTENING ANYWAY?

text and photography by Carcine Coocper

the writing on the wall
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Black, covered in chalky flowers and blocky
characters, e Dodrds have bocome espotaly
fetching in recont monta. Since Presdent Hu
Jerao's call 1o "Gvilse™ China abead of the 2008
wmmwmmw

Mlootbutwtmswwuwod | Weo this
one,” he said, painting 10 & detaded kco standing
Guard over 0ne mossage. “It's a Chinese Son. A
great hon "

Mr. Zhou caera the oquivalent of $50 per month

coprous pu'er tea denking and occasionyl card
games. “The morey is enough for me and the
MOSAea e important, s0 1 leel good about
my work, This i 8 good job,” he chudided, befcre
moandenng home foe lunch,

I returmod 1o see Mr. Zhou in ate June It wos
during tho run-up to Intermational Ant-Drug Day
and new messages hod started to appear on the
boards. He was in good spirits and wore a punty
straw hat against e srong summer sun. “Look
at ths noew boaed,™ he said, waving me over. It
wad a complex, heady work that balanced woedy
satomonts about the evils of drug use with o
smalleding of animal §o thought 8 reprossnt said
il A laege green snake, blood dripping from
its fangs, chached a small man rendered in white,

“That snoko is e drug. The blood is from
hootng wp the heron, but also shows the
devouring of human Me,” explained Mr. Zhou. A
smaler snake, stil hatching rom its sholl, was
shown nearby. “That Sttle one 5 the He of
cfime,” he said, bending 10 point it out,

In he wpper comer of the board £31 & bowl of
taling fish. Tho bowl teotored cn e edge of a
32001 o3 the fish lamanied their tste. “That shows
tho dangor of taking drugs. You don't know what
wil happen!® wamed Mr. Zhou with o gruff
touch %0 my shoulder. The stool had beon drarwn
with exacting edges and looked sturdy. “We had
ommmdonwm-\m

" he exploned. "How long wil
this advertisement roman heco?” | asked
Mr. Zhou. He lcoked at me with & sense
ol berwdderment, crestiallen, Had | olfended?
“This is no simple guang’'geo,” he huffed.
“A guang'geo is Ko, ‘Look, | have something,
maoybe you wont 0 buy it maybe you don
either wayy, now you know.” This is a publc notice
for the ages. This is real propaganda. Yes, ths
we call propaganda.”

Howbaowltshyhn?'hom

s#y. Drugs are & sl problem. Leaving s board
up for only 3 short timme will not help 10 sove the
peoblem, We noed to kave this bosed wp for o
long time to have an effect.”

Most ctizers pass ™he chalkboards without a
socond glance, deceedng an ompty Popacie
packet in fromt of a snppety, "Littendng & not
civiisod” measage, o dashing paat a reminder
10, “Love the country, love the peopie, love Pe
NOGALCUNMOCH COmMRINe”™ 0N The wiy 1O ™ot
frands. Some of the mes1ages ace simply, neatly
dore and gel 10 the point in clipped, shap
characters that end at exacting staccato points.
Many boards are complotod with latle thought

A0 20 1351 88 2000 wiond dasn, Dt others have
coady boen approached 3¢ blank canvases
Wen jst o fow dotols ond o careful eye for
proportion, such boards reveal 3 doep reverence
for the artstry of the message. These chaliboards
stand as erpermanent kove letlers to the cites,
e public and the Party. They are e last truly
beautiful publc senice snnouncements.

Chinese streets have sported organised publc
mossagoes for conturies. During the Zhou Perod
(1027221 BC; the cardlest reccedod penod)
local offcials frequently posted anmcuncements
on tax collection and grain harves! in pubic
spaces, and methods ol mass Commuscaton
grew ncreasingly sophisticated, Moo publshed
ha fiest assary in the Chineso Communist Paryy's
New Youth broadsheet in 1017, During e
chaotic 19208, as the counitry struggled =
regain its footing foliowing the fall of the Qng
Dynasty, public broadsheots utiising o new
pared-down Chinese vernacular filed the streess
and bocame the preferred mode of pubie
discowrse for marny influcetal intollectuals.

Chinese orthograptry, cnco an incomprebensibie
mesh of linos and pictographs beyond the reech
of most citvens, suddenly splled out nto e
pubic domain, To wrte effectively of sooa
problems, %0 ar grievances, 10 exploce leadershe,







an estimated death toll of 30 million, the chalk for
the boards became more a part of people’s diets
than a Party communication tool. Starving
Chinese preferred to crush pilfered sticks into
their morning gruel rather than waste them on
public messages.

The chalkboards enjoyed a renaissance during
the Cultural Revolution of 1966-76. Big character
posters and chalkboards denounced capitalist
running dogs, while espousing Mao Zedong's
thought in loud characters. And paint became the
new chalk. Often, these screaming statements
were painted late into the night inside long-
abandoned schools, students overrunning the
empty space with buckets of paint, reams of
cheap newsprint, bags of chicken feet for
sustenance and clandestine romances for
inspiration. It was, by all accounts, a heady,
terrifying time where language remained
supreme. To mistakenly slap down the wrong
character, to accidentally denounce the wrong
comrade in bold black paint, would mean certain
persecution. Though the game changed, these
rules held true through the major reform-era
protests of 1978, 1987 and 1989.

Today, familiarity with Mandarin Chinese remains
the key to cracking China. They say you need to
know about 3,000 characters to read a Chinese
newspaper unhampered. (It's an important activity
in @ place where stirrings in the press bear ever
more curious relations to stirrings in the general
public. China has cultivated increasingly free
media in which incidences of unrest and social
problems are being covered. Reading the papers,
especially titles such as Southern Weekend or
Beijing Youth Daily, gives a very good sense of
what is going on in the country; this never used
to be the case.) The intensity of the chalkboard
campaigns has certainly lessened in recent
decades, but the boards remain in use, regularly
wiped and updated.

In @ country where language remains so
celebrated and feared, public chalkboards
sometimes appear to have floated into modern
China as if bearing lost messages from the past.
They wear their characters proudly, with a
confidence that recalls a time when just a few
posted characters could change the course of
the nation. Perhaps they still can.

In his comparative analysis of 1990s political
behaviour in Beijing, Tianjian Shi writes, “The
propaganda machine used by the regime to
socialize people to conform to the party line can
no longer prevent people from getting involved
in semi-legal, elite-challenging political acts.”

That is, methods of mass expression for public
control are becoming more and more unwieldy;
orchestrating monclithic meanings for unmediated
mass consumption is no longer feasible. Chalk
cannot stand up to broadband. What are we left
with? Perhaps new possibilities are afoot, new
thoughts emerging in art's public space in China.
With time, the boards may morph entirely, the
messages falling away as space for leaner
creativity emerges. Or the words could remain
much the same, but find themselves ever more
tightly enmeshed in, and overwhelmed by, the
images that accompany them.

Kunming is the capital of Yunnan province in
southwest China, bordering Laos, Vietnam and
Myanmar. The 40-hour train ride from Beijing
arrives in Kunming by noon on the third day,
providing plenty of time to stroll the city’s cracked
and watery streets.

Kunming's boards are slower than those in Beijing,
unable to keep up with the changing winds of
political campaigns. They feature, instead, the
long-running messages of the Party, “One family,
one child.” "Love your country; love the
environment.” The characters are often rendered
in a mix of paint and chalk, presumably to provide
further protection against the constant rain,

Around the corner from one of China’s best
French cafés, the Blue White Red (where crepes
are exquisitely thin and glasses of goed red go
for a dollar each), a neighbourhood committee
member was touching up an extra-large
chalkboard. Fitting all the characters of the
complex, droning announcement on the board
consumed too much space to allow for any extra
decorative touches. | asked him about the text,

“This is a notice on government housing
regulations in this area,” he said. “Some people
are not obeying them here.”

| asked how the message would be received. "A
few people will notice, but most will just walk by.
It's just some government words. But it's my job
in the neighbourhood committee to write this.”

| asked him what exactly his job title was.
“Beautiful pen,” he responded with a sniff. He
was growing tense. Who was this foreign
woman? | decided to ask his name.

“What is this all about? What do you need that
for?” he demanded. | smiled and asked him his
name again. “Forget it,” he said. “| am no longer
happy with you.”

He returned to his compact white characters.



