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Forward

“Post-Socialism, a Soft Political or Neutral
Stance”On Ma Baozhong’s Oil Paintings

Zou Yuejin

For any history of art, it is inevitable to include two types of artists: one Is the
founders and representatives of a certain school of painting. the other is
those remarkabie one-of-a-kind artists without any followers. Ma Baozhong
belangs to the latter group, thanks to the unigue position of his achieverments
in the evolution of Chinese art since the 1990s.

Ma Baozhong stands out because his style Is different from any of the three
schools which virtually iniclude all the artists about his age in China. Compared
with the political pop. his paintings are political {a soft or neutral kind) but
nat pop; compared with cynic realism, his realism is free of cynicism, with his
works often being more setious than the most typical realist works, comparel
with the new generation, his attention to reality is bare of mischief and comes
with a respect for universal values.

Perhaps the uniqueness of Ma Baozhong's art is the reason that his works
have rarely appeared at those official nationwide art exhibitions: after all. s
artistic pursuits are impossible to be fitted into the officially established system
of evaluation, aesthetic standards, and political principles, Likewise, we cannot
find Ma’s works in the Complete Oil Paintings of China compiled by the
government-sponsared China Oil Painting Society, which sometimes even
includes mediocre works. To a certain extent. the repulsion for popular outiook
of art, aesthetic standards, and methods of painting indicates a strong
innovative spirit and criticism in the artist, which is the quality known as
intellectual independence. | think it is exactly that character of Ma Baozhong's
art that has carried him so far, though keeping his distance from the
mainstream

It Is for the following reasons that Ma Baozhang occuples a unigue position in
contemporary art of China.

First of all, Ma Baozhong has created a personalized figuration outlook and
methodology: based on the research on and practice of super structuralism,
he has established a language system known as “network figuration” (please
see Super Structuralism — "Network Figuration” and Ma Baozhong 1). In the
practice of artistic figuration theories, | believe, Ma Baozhong is distinguished
by his academic innovation as well as his valuable contributions. His artistic
creation is based on the in-depth research of his own artistic language. That
is the reason why Ma Baozhong has been creating ol paintings on quite a
high academic level from the very beginning.

~ Secondly. as most of us understand. among the contemporary artists in China,

Ma Baozhong was the first to focus on the changes in world politics following
the end of Cold War. His warks, like “Event Series”, “Kalashnikov: AK-47 Assault
Rifie Series™, "Strike Series’. and "Distortion Series”, all of which have come as
drastic reactions [o the violence of the wars, radical political changes, ethnic
killings as well as the various conflicts triggered by geopolitical factors: they
displayed Ma's deep concern about the turbulent. insecure world as an artist
and intellectual. That concem, | believe, mirrors Ma's reflections on the drastic




changes brought by China's social reform. In fact., in the midst of today's
globalization. these so-called “butterfly effects™ have already manifested
themselves here and there. Besides providing the conditions for Ma Banzhong
to create the works themed on the world's upheavals, such a situation has
also prepared far the birth of the cultural significance and artistic value of
Ma's works

Ma Baozhong believes that the reshuffie of the socialist camp marks the
beginning of a new stage in the world's development: he has adopted the
concept of “post-sacialism™ i his artistic creation. According to Ma. the so-
called “post-socialism” began in 1978 when China launched its reform and
opening up program. which, as a response to the changes in the international
arena, has influenced and ultimately changed the world. In this respect. Ma
Baozhong is the first artist to represent the profound influences of a post-
reform China on the world’s many upheavals

Thirdly. for the strong political colors in his paintings, Ma Baozhong has
adopted a stance which he himself chooses to call “soft political or neutral®,
which is similar to the “value neutrallty” of the sociologist Max Weber. It must
be pointed out. however, that the “soft political or neutral” stance of Mac
Baozhong doesn't mean a lack of standards for evaluation. Ma"
more like Weber's “value-relevance™ concept, which aims to allow the
objectively depicted subjects to present their respective values and significances
through association with ane anather.

stance is

In summery. the basic features of Ma Bapzhong's art are as follows: the
adherence 10 a unique, personalized language of painting that is difficult, a
stress on the aesthetic values of loftiness and tragedy as well as the conceptual
expression of art, and a concern for major events and significant individuals
af the-world from both the past and present. The organic trinity of Ma
Baozhong's art, | believe, has secured a distincrive place in China's
contemporary art for his oil paintings. Among Ma’s most representative ojls
are "China/China” and “Volunteer Army's Headquarters™. In “China/China’, he
accurately captured the subtleties In the relationship between the two epoch:
making politicians. In the painting. the images of China's political leaders
were represented with pure objectivity for the first time, which has become a
landmark in the avant-garde art for its non-mainstream methods of depicting
national leaders of China, "Volunteer Army's Headquarters™ restores the
historical events and people to a “neutral” state or a “middle ground™. The
work has surpassed the srereotype of “New China Mistorical Paintings on the
Revolution” in both its concepts and technigues, as a balance was stricken
between objective history and perception of the subject. In other words, a
new tension has been created

To be honest. Ma Baozhong still has ta produce mare forceful works to further
demonstrate the power of his artistic concepts. The art critic Yin Shuangxi
once cbserved, "Ma Baozhong's true value as an artist is not yet fully realized
and discovered. he hasn'l displayed the whole of his wisdom, power, and
talent before the world, .. | expect more new works from him™. But Ma
Baozhong is confident in his art. “IF the world gives me a chance, | will not let
it down’". he once said

We are looking forward to that day.

July 31st, 2006
Wangjing Garden
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as his familiarity with military affairs. The contrast between terrible suf

fering and complete ignorance of such suffering has gnawed at every

mind that ha:

fered in its own way. This may explain why Ma Baozhong
has set himself the task of exploring the theme of war

Jan.1996

[E R ES]
Gult war
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China, China
On Ma Baozhong's Paintings

Jia Fangzhou

Even now, | c2

stifl remember most details of the exhibirtion
Baozhang's Oil Wor
Academy of Fine Arts in 1995. | even remember where they placed the

. which was held ar the gallery of the Centr

madjot paintings at the show. Such genuinely mo»

thought-provoking

paintings are just hard to get out of your mind. They remind me of an

observation by Reed, who said that all categories of art, either idealistic

or realistic, surrealistic or structuralist. must stand & simple test. that is,

wi

ther they can be an object of prolonged. sustained contemplation
otherwise, they cannat be seen as art. According o such a yardstick. I'm

afraid that only a small fraction of artworks deserve 1o be

led art; but

ut doubr Ma Baozhong's paintings are among the small fraction

It was in the €

y 1990s that Ma Baozhong created his first important

paintings, The late 1980s and early 1990s were of special significance to

Ma Baozhong: as the artist himself was wrestling with the first gra\
setbacks in his life, drastic changes were taking p

€ In internatio

politics.: All this experience has matured him greatly. which was reflected

in his artistic creation. By the time he held the 1995 solo exhibition. he

had already created a number of cansidet

rably important paintings. such
Wound™, “Grand Steps”,

and “Gorazdz", among others. At the same

as "China, Chipa”. “The

Headquarters af Volunteers'

time.,

also acquired a formal vocabulary of his own, whic

was best
exemplified by the

ywerful figuration of his drawings. Ma Baozhong's

drawing

r confident and laconic, conveying the

mpression of

a marble statue; he has got a unique feel of structure and can ¢

njure up

vivid Imagery with only a f

n figuration, he has benefite

ng the formal vc

sely from tis study of

bulary on

canvases. he has further strengthened its ified coldness

or, as he

me into contact with the

arpieces of an early Renai

German painter and the waor

i,

me to dominate his works, which helped

ks of contemporary British artist Lucian Fre

psychological

expression ¢

achieve a spirltual transcendence even in his €

rcise drawings like nudes

nudes he painted in the early 1990s ha

and portralts, Thos

surpassed
th

tudy of human figures and exploration of artistic vocabulary: t

Intact spirituality s enough to qualify them as artworks

Since the 1990s, few contemporary artists of China have been so

responsive to the world’s signific:

ng. who has

always been distinguished by a near-obsessi for the fate of

hurmanity in the wake of the Gold War. Sen ogical impact

that those major events

ve had on the general public, he resorted to
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