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This talk examines how problems of decoration (zhuangshi Z££ff) were central to modernism
in China. Beginning with the first major public art project following the death of Mao, the
Beijing airport murals of 1979, this talk telescopes backward in time to map ornamental
thinking and concepts at the Central Academy of Craft and Design. Architectural ornament,
Buddhist painting, and grammars of ornament reproduced throughout the Academy’s
collection, textbooks, and journal provided alternative histories of world art, one that was
more elastic to the more circumscribed demands and canons of academic painting and
sculpture. Meanwhile, faculty and students explored the expressive potential of ornament
derived from folk, ethnic, and vernacular subjects, producing exercises in nonrepresentational
form. For the Academy’s teachers and students, decoration was the supplement to the
ideological overdetermination of the fine arts. Throughout the twentieth century, as this talk
suggests, decoration offered the triumph of formal beauty, aesthetic autonomy, and lineages
of heritage that grounded modernism’s universality.
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