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MATERIALISTIC IDOLS’
—Jiang Heng's Flirtatious eyes and Gaze
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1995 | A it # | 114cm x 146¢m
Video game era

1995 | Oil on canvas | 114cm x 146¢cm

BRBEE—HFNTE (LT
1997 | A5 it £% | 146cm x 114cm
Cute like a cartoon doll (Right)

1997 | Oil on canvas | 146¢cm x 114cm

Speaking of Jiang Heng’s art, one must mention a few key points.

First of all, we must speak of Jiang Heng’s professor. Jiang Heng
was a student in the oil painting department at the art college of
Huanan Normal University, and studied under professor L.i Bangyao.
Despite our common understanding that Huanan Normal University
is categorized as an institution of a lower tier in comparison with the
Guangzhou Academy of Art, however Huanan Normal University
hired a group of professors from Hubei Academy of Art in the
early '90s. They were once important players in the movement of
contemporary Chinese art. As a result, their presence at the art college
has gradually changed its artistic ecology of the former academy. With
the local southern artistic sphere, it has induced completely different
artistic outcomes. And Jiang Heng is part of its “harvest”.

Among the artists who came to the south and are still teaching
at the art college of Huanan Normal University, besides L.i Bangyao,
there are also Fang Shaohua, Yang Guoxin and Shi Lei, they each
occupy an important position in the framework of contemporary
oil painting. What is especially important is their importation of
artistic thoughts and compositional concept from China’s interior. It
includes the “Political Pop Art” from Hubei in the early '90s and the
artists’ individualized approach of representation in expressionism.
More importantly, throughout their teaching, they have always
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1998 | #3519 K | 90cm x 75¢m
Arrow of the Love Goddess NO. 1
1998 | photograph | 90cm x 75¢cm

EMZE -3

1998 | #& % 9  | 90cm x 75¢m
Arrow of the Love Goddess NO.3
1998 | photograph | 90cm x 75¢m

put the emphasis on highlightihg individuality, emphasizing on
incorporating the individual with his emotions, emphasizing art

as an intervention on reality. With that, meaningful artistic issues
could be formulated, using it as a base of entry to current matters.
Looking at a few oil paintings from Jiang Heng’s earlier period, they
were indeed influenced by foreign elements. For example, Jiang’s
Untitled series from 1994 depicts a red male body in swing as its main
subject and contrasting with a background motif expressing desire.
These works have mixed certain styles of Pop art, yet was executed

in the expressionist approach. There are shadows of the Hubei style
of painting. And the Cartoon Generation series from 1996, has
stylistically reflected the art of Li Bangyao. Without a doubt, this was
the formative years of Jiang Heng’s artistic style.

Secondly, the “Cartoon Generation” movement headed by Huang
Yihan in the Guangzhou area in the mid —nineties has also had a
direct impact on Jiang Heng. Today, no one questions the significance
of the “Cartoon Generation” from Guangzhou, even though there are
different opinions about it. If we trace back on the origin of the so—
called “cartoon” wave now popular in the art arena, we find close
ties with Guangzhou. I am not making the statement that art with
“cartoon” features are all derived from the Guangzhou’s “Cartoon
Generation”. In my view, the reason for the popularization of “cartoon”
style is more complex than what we imagine, its sources were diverse.
However, similar styles indeed first appeared in Guangzhou. What is
interesting is, as a professor of the Guangzhou Academy of Art, Huang
Yihan had to come to Yihan Normal University art college to seek for
support. Thus the first and second exhibitions were successfully held
at the exhibition hall of the art college. It demonstrates certain moving
tolerance from the art college of Huanan Normal University. Jiang
Heng has been one of the active participants in the formative stage of
Guangzhou’s “Cartoon Generation”, and testified for the rationale of
“cartoon” with his own style of oil painting. Consequently, he became
one of the most representative Chinese artists from the “Cartoon
Generation” in the mid—nineties. The aforementioned Cartoon Series
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Arrow of the Love Goddess NO.4
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1998 | 43

was a direct outcome of this sizable southern artistic movement. Later
on, his famous signature style—wide opened eyes with the naive and
flirtatious gaze on the highly materialistic female idols, was formulated

in this process.

Moreover, the rapid transformation of Chinese society in the
'90s, especially once the wave of economic reform hit on the southern
provinces, not only the existing spiritual framework and its artistic
approach of representation were completely changed, but more
importantly, this wave has induced the direct representation of the
New Generation’s materialistic desire. One should not belittle the
material desire induced from this transformation, nor should one treat
such desire as a passive reaction. In contrast, the materialistic desire in
China today has far exceeded the boundary of the individual, but has
grown into a spiritual phenomenon. If we ignore this phenomenon, we
will be unable to make the slightest objective judgment on the art of

today.

In other words, the artistic trend from China’s interior, the local
uprising of artistic movement and the rapid transformation of Chinese
society make part for the external conditions of Jiang Heng’s art form.
Without these conditions, it would be difficult to imagine how he

could formulate the style we are familiar with today.

Besides, Jiang Heng’s perspective, his unique view on life and
society, as well as his overall understanding of others and on art were

also crucial to this formation.

Today, Jiang Heng’s art people are familiar with is his repetitive
symbolized beautiful women gazing with flirtatious eyes, they smile
innocently, posing in various flirtatious poses and expressions that
satisfies the secular standard. They display this kind of so— called
“naive” and “beautiful” gendered information. To a certain extent,

I think Jiang Heng’s women with flirtatious looks are a repetitive
statement of sarcasm, it conveys information contrasting with its

superficial appearance, or even of opposing and conflicting content.
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1996 | 4% B | 60cm x 40cm
| am a mirror

1996 | photograph | 60cm x 40cm
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1998 | #% M A | 60cm x 35¢m
Karaoke

1998 | photograph | 60cm x 35¢m
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Food in a plate
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beginning, Jiang Heng belongs to the earlier “Cartoon Generation”,
the formation and development of his symbolism has been almost
ten years. From this perspective, I am also one of the earliest critics
who have commented on this artistic phenomenon. As I retrieved my
comment from the time, I discoverd that my interest was not on the
“cartoon” per se. To analyze them with today’s context, the so— called
“cartoon” perhaps was only an intelligible strategy of compositional
appropriation. Of course, from which we also find the visual reference
specific to that young generation. As critics apply different concept to
comment on the styles of today’s “cartoon”, I think one of the problems
among them is their gullible believe in “Cartoon”, and have forgotten
that similar style has already been important content in publishing
and film industries around the 1970’s. The reason I am reiterating
my comment from the past is that I discoverd, even with my view at
the time, I have already more or less treated “cartoon” as an intimate
issue reflecting on the process of growing up. The Children reluctant
to grow up proposed by Huang Yihan was perhaps his subjective view
of young people as an “elder”. If we enter the particular context of
the new generation, in terms of “growing up”, what is before them

is obvious not “unable to grow up”, but “refusing to grow up”. This
attitude of “reluctance” strikes a cord with the social and historical
background associated with growing up, which reveals the intense, or
even conflicting relationship between the adult society and its non—
adult counterpart. I admit, what I noticed at the time was the symptom
of “physical maturity and psychological immaturity”, but have perhaps
neglected its meaning. In my view, the reasons for artists to choose
cartoon or cartoon—like forms, from the surface it’s an outcome of
their specific visual influence during their adolescent period, more
thoroughly, it infiltrates their attitudes on the adult society that
manipulates their growing process. If this hypothesis is true, then
certain types of uniformity shown visually are in themselves an
interesting response. It tells us how they view the grown—up’s society.

In dealing with the grown—up’s society, that is becoming gradually

pretentious and cynical, as artists, they can perhaps only use forms
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that has once been abandoned or neglected by the grown —up society,
such as cartoon, to express their “rejection” of this society (here I am
referring to the “art world” in the grown—up society). Of course, as
the art world transformed itself, cartoon began to come to a prominent
“style”, and letting this “rejection” become the beginning of a new

cycle of art movement. Whether its later followers shared similar

chosen “cartoon”, of course, needs to be discussed otherwise.

As I set Jiang Heng’s “flirtatious beauties” against the background
related to growing up, the sarcasm of his works began to emerge. The
rosy dream hidden subconsciously in the early years of adolescence or
pre—adolescence was once oppressed from the adult world, and also
parts separate ways with the promotion of “depth” in the art world in
the past while. Naturally, as for “sarcasm”, I am not emphasizing Jiang
Heng’s intending “flirtatious beauties™ as a visual description to react
or ridicule. I believe he did not have any “sarcastic” creative intent. In
other words, he is not interested in the superficial reaction. Or even,
he’s not rebellious at all. On the contrary, he is only concerned with
the material desire conveyed through the images. It is precisely for this
reason, could I have interpreted the certain truth in his works, because
what it essentially displays, perhaps he might not even be clearly aware

of, is a kind of deterrent attitude in “rejecting” the grown—up society.

With this, I think we have a better understanding of the “flirtatious
beauties” under Jiang Heng’s brush. They were not representations of
true beauty to begin with, but the imagined idols of desire, who are
placed in a void, gazing with pretentious and naive eyes, observing the
constant inflation of the grown—up society with their constant facial
expression. In sum, Jiang Heng has not only realized his intent of
rejection with the “women gazing flirtatiously”, but have allowed that
age to be eternally planted in a moment of enjoyment for the artist. At
the same time, he has also concealed a type of sorrow of adolescence,

and has used idols to replace the intervention of reality.
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REFLECTION ON POPULAR CULTURE AND CONSUMER
CULTURE
—Understanding Jiang Heng's recent works

[J Lu Hong
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1997 | A i | 100cm x 70cm
Beautiful girls series NO.30

1997 | Oil on canvas | 100cm x 70cm
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1999 | A i 4% | 146cm x 114cm
Mask

1999 | Oil on canvas | 146cm x 114cm

Despite the different appearances shown throughtout Jiang
Heng’s artistic career from different periods, one thing that has been
constant is his entry to artistic creativity through popular culture and
consumer culture, with which to convey relevant concepts. Using his
own words, he likes to highlight the irresistible lure and various kinds

of phenomena from popular and consumer culture.

The early work Beauty—Fish created in the mid — 90’s, was
Jiang Heng’s earliest signature piece. In this series of paintings, he
granted the “beautiful city girls”—the protagonists in this series, with
flirtatious facial expressions and standardized styles, in attempt to
convey the fashionable and fictional lifestyle from a pop art approach.
As a result, not only has it underscored the self— centered and self—
reverent lifestyle of the young generation, but also thoroughly
underlined the great impact of western culture, popular culture
and consumer culture on this generation. The works are coded with
the beautiful girls’ hairstyle, attire, body language and make —up.
Moreover, the red fish circling around the girl conveys the traditional
idea of “niannianyouyu” (eternal prosperity) transformed into a

fashionable element with humor and satire.

What is more interesting is, in the period followed, Jiang Heng
departed from his previous creative model and shifted to the mode
in Sky Full of Stars series — a series of paintings resembling Chinese
traditional paintings on scrolls. The artist has collected various

fashionable items, such as airplanes, handguns, flowers, pills, and



