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Making the Familiar Unfamiliar

Ian Findlay-Brown

The art of the Chinese painter Cheng Yajie, now
resident in Singapore, has moved inexorably from the
studied social realism of his early career in the 1980s
to a world of fantasy and then to a deeply personal
social-surrealistic style that better reflects his vision
of the world. He has drawn on a wide range of inter-
national influences and experiences to develop a style

that speaks beyond the limits of cultural boundaries.

The challenges for all artists in developing a personal
visual identity are numerous indeed. It is never a
simple task to unite one’s life experiences and con-
stant changes in society into a coherent whole that
will speak beyond one’s immediate environment, to
societies that are far removed from one’s own cultural
roots and traditions. To make a visual language that
both adheres to one’s own values and art traditions
and yet also embraces a new visual vocabulary and
content is the aspiration of all artists of substance.
To create something of a universal voice that speaks
boldly across cultural boundaries is a supreme artis-
tic challenge in the modern world where art trends
and fads arrive at blinding speed. Making a compre-
hensible narrative of the world through painting has
never been as perplexing as it is at the start of the
215t century. Contemporary art is tormented by the
anxiety of personal and artistic identity, consumerist
art trends, the role of multiculturalism, and the vaga-
ries of the globalization of art. These are things that

the Chinese painter Cheng Yajie understands. Even
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as a young student in China, Cheng’s work suggested
an intuitive artistic sensibility far beyond the confines
of his environment. To break free from the restric-
tions of his early art experiences in China to develop
the unique voice that he has attained has required a
singular effort in harnessing both his artistic abilities

and his world experience.

The history of Chinese art over the past six decades
is a turbulent one in which cultural dogma and the
struggles to break entirely from its constraints
have existed uncomfortably side by side. From the
establishment of the People’s Republic of China on
October 1, 1949, the visual arts were viewed by
the government as a collective propaganda tool in
the service of the masses. The vision of China that
emerged through art was one that was corrupted by
a single political vision. It was only in the immedi-
ate post-Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) period
that the Chinese art world experienced a genuine
loosening of controls and begins to open up. Artists
slowly began to seek their own ways of expressing the
world around them. By the beginning of the 1980s,
Chinese artists, through various art movements and
individual sacrifices, have made images that have had
an extraordinary impact on their nation’s art world,
the Asian art scene generally, and the international
art world. Through biennials, triennials, and major
museum exhibitions, as well as the general gallery

world and auction houses artists from China have

astonished the world with their powerful artistic
voices. Cheng Yajie and many of his contemporaries
haye created a new artistic diaspora during the past
two past decades that has helped to not only change
their own art and inﬂuencg that within the communi-
ties in which they have settled, but have also altered

the content and the course of art history.

Among the most important post-Cultural Revolution
events to change attitudes and ideas were Democracy
Wall (1978-1979), activities by artists who produced
what came to be known as “Scarred Painting”, the
New Spring exhibition at Zhongshan Park, and the
1979 Stars Exhibition at Beihai Park, a show that
ushered in dissident voices through the work of some
20 members of the Stars Group, including artists
such as Wang Keping, Ma Desheng, Qu Leilei, Huang
Rui, and Mao Lizi. At the same time, numerous
underground magazines began to discuss and debate
the role and position of art in a manner never before
seen in the mainland Chinese art press. The impact
of such events, debate, and actions by courageous
artists’ groups divided the official and unofficial art
worlds in a way that made the world of contemporary
Chinese art one of the most exciting throughout Asia

in the 1980s and 1990s.

The plethora of new art movements and exhibitions of
those times sought to redefine China’s cultural iden-

tity and to sweep away Confucian and Communist



orthodoxies. But to break further from the constraints
and turmoil of the new situation artists had to seek out
new experiences that would bring them into contact
with the international art world from which they had
for so long been excluded. Many made their way to
Japan, Europe, Australia, and the United States dur-
ing the 1980s—particularly in the late-1980s after
1989. The experience of the new art communities in
these countries was not always pleasant, indeed many
artists retreated into themselves and gave up their
art for new opportunities in free-market economies.
Yet the experience of travel and education for many
of these artists had an extraordinary impact on their
work. At the same time, the presence of Chinese art-
ists who brought new ideas about the world with them
also had an extraordinary impact on how the world
viewed Chinese contemporary art and society. No lon-
ger does the art world look at contemporary Chinese
art as mainly traditional ink painting or realism or
naturalism dominated by Soviet ideas and styles, but
see powerful new figuration, abstraction, surrealism,
photography, performance art, installation art, and
sculpture. It was in this world of dramatic change in
the late 1970s and 1980s that realist and surrealist
painter Cheng Yajie, born in 1958, found himself as
a student at Tianjin Academy of Art, from which he

graduated in 1985.

While artists in the 1980s were working privately in

every imaginable style and form, subjecting society’s

real and changing conditions and traditional heroes
to scrutiny and often parody—anathema to politi-
cal and cultural officials—their education was still
thoroughly conventional. Yet, however much young
artists of Cheng Yajie’s generation struggled with the
oppressive policies of the educational and cultural es-
tablishment, they did receive a solid grounding in the
fundamentals of painting. One has only look carefully
at Cheng Yajie’s oeuvre of the past two decades to
see this. He quickly moved away from the social real-
ism that had long been the mainstay of many Chinese
artists’ art practice from the early 1950s onwards.
In its place Cheng began to make art marked by a
richness of imagination and luxuriant colors. His
beautifully realized still lives, figuration, fantasy, and
surrealist work has set him apart from those of his
generation whose art has been defined by a singularly
Chinese iconography that retains something of the

old education system’s best painterly qualities.

“After the Communist party had come to power in
1949, everything from conscious form to artistic
style came under Soviet influence and ‘revolution-
ary realism’ became the only style of art. Then in
1979, when China opened up once more, following
the influx of Western modern art, and with Chinese
traditional art stepping once again into the social
arena, the artistic style of revolutionary realism was
redefined,” writes the critic Li Xianting in his ar-

ticle, The Transformation from Realism into Chinese




