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From October 25" to November 5", 2007, an
exhibition named QualityThe Art Works of Fan Bo,
Jiang Jiantao and Song Guangzhi, organized by the
Art Museum of Guangzhou Fine Arts Academy, Was
held at GAFA'S Changgang Road campus. The
exhibition consisted of three solo exhibitions by the
three young teachers from GAFA, Who are one oil
painter, one sculptor and one engraver respectively.
Among them, Jiang Jiantao, a young sculptor at
GAFA'S Sculpture Department, exhibited more than
forty pieces of his recent years' works The Head and
Nude Figure Series.
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Survival « Expectation * Inquiry
A social-political reading of Jiang Jiantao's sculptures
By Li Gongming

A group of head sculptures with extended ducklike necks and wideopen eyes, the only difference being the
pigtails-:- Do they merit reading from such a big discipline as political sociology? A famous writer once said
humorously: : “Once human being starts to think, God starts to laugh.” Is that the case?

This is how I see it: thinking itself is not a serious matter, and people from all walks of life are thinking all day
long. They don't care whether God laughs at them or not. I couldn't help thinking while viewing Jiang's sculptures. I did
not care whether God laughed at me or not. Speaking of political sociology, it is almost the synonym of sociology. It is
said that in American universities, the same issue would be political issue in the Department of Political Studies and
political-sociological issue in the Department of Sociology. The French are more observant, their definition of
Political Sociology is “the sociological study of political issues.” (Page 1, Sociologie de la politique: Elements de
science politique Chinese Duverger, Maurice; The Eastern Publishing House, 2007) Ok, let's get out of the books. I
admit that the sociological study of political issues is what [ have been pondering at recently—or in other words quite
for a long time. At such a time and in such a place, Jiang's sculptures jumps into my attention. I realize at once that
these statues coincide with what is going on in my mind So much has been said, but it is no empty talk on Jiang's
artworks, it serves just as the lead-in of my current undertaking.

Nearly all of Jiang's sculptures are bodiless head sculptures with long thin necks on the shoulders, which act as
the bases (Only several of them are whole-figure sculptures). All are forward-looking or slightly up-ward looking with
wide-open eyes. Both the sexes are represented, only the pigtails tell them apart, and all of them are young in looking
and energetic. From the viewpoint of their sculptural language, Jiang has cast off the mantle of academic sculpture,
freed himself from the influence of Rodin, Bourdelle and Giacometti. In regard to Giacometti, I'd like to add a few
words here. Giacometti's typical works are skinny and stick-like figures with blurred facial features and
unrecognizable genders. His sculptural language started from the academic human nude sculptures and Surrealist art.
After the traumatic WWII, his contemplation on human spiritual predicament and fate forced him to integrate the
classical cultural resources and modern philosophical thinkings into his quest for a new language. Giacometti is adept
at using the environment as a basic element of the human figure's existence, and making full use of or rewriting the
relationship between the figure and its existential space. Standing in front of his works, existentialist philosophical
propositions are likely to appear naturally in those minds with relevant literal backgrounds.

I am sure that Jiang Jiantao is quite familiar with Giacometti's works. But he has managed to find his own
unique feelings and language. He has a relatively comprehensive narration of his thought in his creative process. Here
I'd like to quote his phases and insert my own comments to make them seem as a dialogue.

“I accidentally noticed that people in the street, no matter walking or standing still, all seemed to be craning
their necks to look around or look ahead, as if they were expecting something to happen or being in pursuit of
something, which was whether fame, fortune, position or anything else. They looked just like giraffes or marmots.”
(My note: To say these people look like giraffes are all right, but to say they are like marmots may be off the point.
Jiang is not a Cantonese. Cantonese people are more familiar with the image of preserved ducks. Preserved ducks are
better metaphors not only because of their long necks but also because of their bony appearance.)

“All of them were craning their necks in expectation, trying to stay above the water.” (My note: | wonder the
linguistic association between expectation and the craning of necks whether or not exists only in our Chinese language.
I haven't done any research, and therefore dare not to say. But my countrymen's long necks do have some connection
with the look of expectancy: For example, when they queued up for shopping in times of shortage of supplies, or to
apply for a job in the job market at this time of high unemployment rate.)

“They reminded me of the collective living state of the people. No matter they are rich or poor, no matter how
hard life is, people of the developing China all strive for an 'upward' life, they are all trying to excel others, they are all
struggling for their own places in society” . (My note: “Going upward” is a fine state of living. But if it is driven by
the hardship of survival, it becomes a kind of struggle. If it is collective status, it may denote cruel competition among
struggle. But how much of the “going upward” effort of the present Chinese people is not driven by the law of the
jungle?)

“Most of them still had hopes cherished in their hearts. They stared into their future with their eyes wide-open
and lit up. This is a great kind of living existence: Life is hard, but it is still full of hope, and they all know that the sun
will rise up again tomorrow no matter what happens. ” (My note: One of the film lines that the Chinese people are most
familiar with is perhaps that from Lenin in 1918: “Bread will come, Rice will come.” Now some people are well-off,
but most others are still struggling to pay for their education, Medicare and housing. For one reason or another, their
hopes ends up as hopes only, therefore their eyes are wide open. And I think that's why “A Harmonious Society” is
advocated. You may hope, but you have to have them achieved harmoniously.)

“ This is not the erosion of the figures by the space around them in Giacometti's sculptures. This is the
expansion and self-rebuilding of the figures in space.” (My note: Giacometti is quoted in a negative declaration. Very
well said! Giacometti did make his figures disappear in space, and that's what he is famous for. But “self-rebuilding”
is a bit empty. Better say it is the collective self-discovery and self-appealing and self 1 think Jiang has found his own
language and understanding and already shaken off the shadows of the masters like Giacometti. Good! )
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“Some friends proposed that these head sculptures should be as tall as trees. This idea right fitted what was
gong on in my mind. So I made several approximately five-meter-tall figures, which finally made me fell satisfied.
Only at this moment did [ sensed some good visual impact, and with these conceptualizing statues I felt that I had
expressed my understanding of survival, of human being and of the world.” (My note: History will prove that that
proposal is a good one. Never be blinded by those empty words like
is the matching of subject, concept and artistic expressen technique. “ Conceptualizing statues” is Jiang's own

&

“visual impact” whatsoever. The essential point

definition of his sculptures, and I think it is okay. In post-modern artistic terminology, “concept” is of the same

¢

importance with subject and space, and it can even play the leading role. Being “conceptual” means the meaning or

the style of an artwork is not confined to its own form, technique or aesthetic value. Rather, with the power of the image,
it hints, produces and imposes the existence, not absence, of the concept in the viewer and the physical world. It tries to
“brainwash” the viewer, and forces you to adjust or change your concept.)

Now let's go back to my so-called political sociology. and let me talk about my own humble thinking.

First, there is a trong nationalist trend in the traditions of political sociology. From Aristotle to the 20" century,
an essential element in the definition on politics is “the governance of the state” . Indeed, in the history of human
civilization, the state is the powerful Leviathan, compared with which the strength of the individual is rather weak. The
traditional state atomizes the individual, and the autocratic state dwarfs the individual. Contemporary political
sociology explores the ways how to empower the individual and expose the state as a paper tiger. Jiang's sculptures
immediately let me link them with contemporary political sociology. The reason is a personal one: after the ending of
the era of hero sculptures which represent the power of the state, sculptures of the individuals can be seen anywhere.
But they are not powerful enough to rival the previous state concept. In Jiang's sculptures [ see a possibility: the
individuals unintentionally become the rival of the powerful state. Of course, this has to happen first on the papers of
political sociology before it can possibly happen on city squares.

Second, the term “expectation” should be a chapter in political sociology. though it is nonexistent in current
books. In current literature, “hierarchy and power” is an essential part, but the expectation to transcend hierarchy
and resist power is seen everywhere in it. The interpretation of the expressions of Jiang's sculptures in this exhibition
as expecting and waiting, is generated from the interaction of the viewers' visual impression and their life experience.
And if projected on the screen of political sociology, these sculptures immediately have muti-layers of meaning: what
is their hierarchical or class status? Is their power real or empty? Are they mobile or static? Are they together with
others or existing alone? Are they types or individulized? Are their desires released or constrained? It is said that the
value of Karl Marx's class theory is in its revealingness. Are these sculptures also revealing in one way or another? By
all means, in the present Chinese social context, “expectation” isnotofa warm note, noris ita decorative whitewash
in New Year's greetings. Rather, it refers to anger and struggle with its linguistic dressing. Threatening to jump off a
high building to retrieve one's long-overdue salary can be interpreted as a kind of expectation, and the citizens of
Xiamen city went out to the streets fora “stroll” isakind of expectation. Expectation is indeed a kind of struggle.

In addition, those who have expectations are the young people. Is it that only the youth are qualified to be
expectants? In the current political sociological textbooks, age is not considered an important aspect of political
struggle. In reality the trials and hardships of real struggles are the witness of growth. How can growth be irrelevant to
age? I personally think Mr. Jiang is sentimentally attached to youthfulness, and this is understandably natural. The
difference is that some people take youthfulness as an advantage of life, while others, like William Wordsworth and
Hermann Hesse, regard being youthful as a fever of passionate devotion to transcendental ideals. But we simply are
more willing to view youth as an antagonism to the hierarchical system, in which only flattery, betrayal and
indifference are allowed. It's a pity that in reality too many innocent young souls have squandered their youth in that
system of morass for no reason. Thus, looking back at these busts and figures of youth in expectant mood. don't you
think they should add a new chapter on youth and political struggle in political sociology?

[ already said in the beginning that these sculptures coincided with what in my mind “ In fact, this is only my
own opinion. Who would associate preserved duck necks with political sociology”™ Who would agree with my wild
ideas? These are not important at all. After all, reading is a very personal thing. I am just a little curious would there be
somebody who shares a bit of my feeling?

Jiang graduated from the Department of Sculpture in the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing, China. He
furthered his study in the UK. He is sincere, honest, hardworking and devoted to art. I think he is one of those people
worthy of our expectation. And 1, with craned neck, sincerely expect some of his works can be used as our future
weapons.

January 2™, 2008
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Looking Around in Expectation
I feel some strangeness when [ face Jiang Jiantao’ s sculpture. His works remind us of those master sculptors that

have long been talked about, but I can’ t seen any relationship between Jiang and them. And then *** my mind wanders

from sculpture to the problem of art - And what is art? On thinking of this issue, [ wake up—being foolish again?
Long time ago Mr. Gombrich had given a lenthy intellectual explanation on art from the pedagogical perspective. Is

it necessary for us to think about it again? What is the nature of the deed of sweeping the street—it is called the job of
cleaning. How about the nature of the act of painting a picture— it is the art job. Then what is the nature of art—

Gombrich said -
Allright, let’ sleave Jiang Jiantao’ s sculptures aside for the moment, and leave also aside the question on

“

art”
Let” sexplore the nature of “money” first, so as to reveal the silliness of our understanding of art.

What is money? It is a piece of paper with colored pattern. But different from other patterned paper, this paper can
be used in exchange for goods. Or to be more specific, money is something called currency, it is made of paper, with
Arabic numbers printed on it, and it can be used to exchange goods of the same value. Please note that it is printed by
the financial department of a country. By the way, here is an example. Upon his return to his homeland after many years
traveling and living in China, an Italian travelor called Marco Polo told his fellow countrymen: “ Fancy that! The
Chinese money is made of paper! ” (To add: Before the advent of paper notes, money was made of a kind of metal
called “gold” . And there was also money made of copper. In ancient times, money was a kind of sea product called

shell--+)
=+ Enough. Stop!
I know that my description of money is quite inadequate and not academic at all. My scholarly concept is not

scrupulous, and the economic issues are not mentioned. So it seems that it is not easy to explain the nature of money
clearly, let alone the nature of art. However, people like Gombrich might have put it clearly, and could be very patient
to devote a whole book as thick as a brick to art. So we are too stupid to be in a position to talk about art. Otherwise we

would be “the ants trying to topple a giant tree.”
But My mind apparently wanders to the nature of art from Jiang Jiantao’ s sculptures. Obviously it has encountered

aproblem. When [ face his works, I can’ t find the understanding path. I fix my attention on those sculptures for a long
time, but I am only able to see a kind of postural state—looking around or looking forward—one after another bodiless
big heads crane their necks to be in the act of looking. Are they expecting something to happen, or waiting for
something to happen? I cannot tell.

After a long while I come to realize that I am too old. A distinguishing mentality of old people is that they do not
look around or ahead in expectation. A person who does not look ahead cannot appreciate the meaning of this posture.
With poor understanding, if we also crane our necks in expectation with disillusioned existence, we must be either as
piteous as those daydreamers or as ridiculous as those feelingless writers writing a song to pretend sadness. However,
if this attempt is done by an arrogant young man, he is worthy of our respect.

So, Jiantao’ s sculptures are young and vigorous. Though [ feel they are fresh and new, I cannot say more about
them except I am enchanted by them. But I do not want to get older and older amid the Bourdelle - like or propaganda
sculptures. Thus I still have the thirst for some identifiable contemporary sculptures, and at last I find them - Jiang

Jiantao’ s works are surnamed “Jiang”
I couldn’ t hold my excitements when [ first saw his sculptures. But ironically, I couldn’ t say much when I got

excited. At this moment, one of Zen Buddhism’ s great stories comes across my mind.
Once a monk asked Zen Master Zhifa of the Dalongshan:
“If the human body is corrupted, how can the spiritual body remain strong?”
“The mountain flowers are in full bloom, and the streams are crystal clear” , answered the Master.
The question was sidestepped, and this is called the “Zen Wisdom” . It is a treasured trick passed down from the

ancient Chinese Zen Buddhism.

Let me mimic the Zen trick here:

On an autumn day in the south of the Five Ridges, a visitor to Jiang Jiantao’ s exhibition asked: “What do you
think of Jiang’ s sculptures?”

My answer is: “Money is made of paper.”

Wang Jian
16th October, 2007
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Remarks on Jiang Jiantao’ s Sculpture Exhibition
By Wu yalin
On 25th October 2007, Jiang Jiantao, a young teacher at our Sculpture department who had disappeared from

public view for quite some time, staged an exciting sculpture exhibition in the art museum of Guangzhou Academy of
Fine Arts. This exhibition, titled Quality - Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts Young Teachers Invitational Exhibition,
was organized By the GAFA art museum, and displayed the artworks of three talented young artists from GAFA, one oil
painter, one sculptor and one engraver respectively. The art museum is a three - storey building, and each of the three
artists’  works occupied one floor. It may be a little bit flattering to call Jiang’ s exhibition a solo one, but his works,
covering hundreds of square meters, presented an unified effect and had the actual significance of a solo. All of the
three artists works are distinctive and in very high “quality” , and Jiang’ s works afford much things for thought. To
be the only artist among the three shew us three - dimensional sculptural works, Jiang had changed the style of past
sculptural exhibitions held by this museum by reinforcing one theme with the recurrent appearance of the same style
image. Thus, this exhibition easily brought out the individuality of his works, and had the effect of a solo exhibition,

which I would like to point out.
The opening ceremony of the exhibition was flooded by enthusiastic visitors. In front of the art museum, hundreds

of flower baskets set off the monumentality of Jiang” s three huge head sculptures which took a big crane with an arm
oven 10 meters to put them into place. These head figures, stunned or numbed, are quite strange and exotic in facial
expression. They formed an interesting contrast with the bustling viewers. Standing amid the crowd, as a fellow

sculptor, I was not only impressed but also deeply touched by them.
Of all the current art subjects, sculpture is the one that is closely linked with social development. As an economically

well - developed province, Guangdong is also one of the birthplaces of the social practice of sculpture. Its booming
economy has nourished commercial sculpture and public sculpture. Unable to resist the commercial temptation, most
sculptors, sometimes involuntarily, are involved. Somehow the value of a sculptor is underlined by various social
projects. But the strange circle formed by commercialism is undermining both the personal development of the artists
and the development of sculpture as an art itself. It is eating away our artistic mind and soul. When commercial
sculptures are claiming most of the time and energy of the artists and alienating their spirit and identity, sculptors seem
to have forgotten the real function and principal power of artistic creation. Most sculptors feel desolate despite the
social and political gains. Jiang’ s sculptures, which took several years of his spare time and some US$ 30000 of his
own money to complete, appeared against such a background. For a young artist, it was an impossible endeavour

without real devotion to art.
[t commands admiration that Jiang Jiantao puts so much energy and strength into creation of sculptures of such a

great amount and such great sizes. His dedication to a great cause really takes him great courage, big drive and
sustained passion to complete it. In such a social environment where most people are impulsive for short - term
personal gains, it is nearly unimaginable for a person to concentrate on one direction and repeat works of the same style
with different sizes, materials, textures and combinations. But Jiang did it, and has done it with success. It is tedious
repetition for an outsider, but for the artist himself it is an indescribably exciting experience and a delightful journey.
The result of the exhibition told it all: all the works, consistent but not without necessary variation, formed an overall
great effect and a thrilling visual symphony.

Standing in front of Jiang’ s works which were like a group of exclamation marks of different sizes, they not only
triggered off my thought on the sculptures but also posed a strong reminder: this is the mission of a sculptor, and this is

the mission of art. Don’ tbe blinded by the current barrier. Return to the spiritual Sukhavati.
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résumé

Jiang Jiantao was born in Zhengzhou city, Henan Province in Oct.1966.
He graduated from the Sculpture Department of the Central Academy of Fine
Arts, Beijing, China, in 1990. In 1994 he received a M.A. degree in Sculpture
Studies from the University of Leeds, UK. He currently works as a lecturer at
the Sculpture Department of the Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts. His
sculpture works have taken part in the 2007 Beijing Contemporary Chinese
Sculpture Nomination Exhibition and many other national and provincial
exhibitions. His works have also been set up in a dozen of Chinese cities'
public squares, for example, the big bronze Sun Yat-sen Statue at Dongguan
city's railway station. His first solo exhibition was held at GAFA'S art
museum in Guangzhou in Oct. 2007.






