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THE SONG OF THE EARTH IN LIGHTS AND COLORS
ON XU XIAOYAN’ S PAINTINGS

JIA FANGZHOU

The Earth: From Mahler, Kiefer, to Xu Xiaoyan

Ever since the early 1990s, the earth has been a consistent theme in Xu

ic creation. As part of nature, the carth is the most close and

land.of b

Xiaoyan s artis

however, this

relevant to human y has been

ruthlessly developed and exploited, or hurt and damaged, by its intelligent

inhabitants. In “Three- racter Verse™, a time-honored classic of Chinese
literature, it is said that only a tenth of the earth should be used to grow crops
while the rest remains mountains and waters as it is. While providing breath-
taking sceneries for humanity to marvel at, the earth has also been bearing
ample amounts of fruits to feed human beings ever since the beginning of

Atiiral civilization; For h

o ity, the earth is a most generous, enduring
gift from Mother Nature.

1
“The Song of the

Earth” (Das Lied von der Erde), the massive six-movement song symphony

not simply for this reason that Xu Xiaoyans solo exhibition was called

th”. The title is borrowed directly from “The Song of the

created by Austrian composer Gustay Mahler (1860-1911) about a century ago.

The gigantic musical composition was inspired by Hans Bethge's translation

of seven Chinese poems from the Tang Dynasty (“A Sorrowful Song”, “The
Banquet at Tao s Pavilion”, “Melody of Gathering Lotus™, and “Upon
Waking up on a Spring Morning” by Li Bai, “A Visit to the Mountain House™
by Meng Haoran, “The Farewell” by Wang Wei, and “An Imitation of Old-
Style Autumn Song™ by Qian Qi, there” s dispute about the last one). Gustav
Mahler was touched by those Chinese poems after a series of misfortunes. Tt
was fateful year for the composer in 1907; shortly after the death of his beloved
daughter who was only three years of age, he was forced to resign from the post
of director at the Vienna Court Opera. It was under such circumstances that he
read the translation of Chinese poetry, the pathos of which moved him
profoundly and inspired onc of his most successful works. In 1998, a visiting
German orchestra performed the work in China to draw wide attention among
the country’s musicians and historians. A number of seminars were held to
locate the exact sources of the seven poems behind Mahler's Song of the Earth,

which was described as an immortal feat in the cultural exchanges between

China and the West. The extensive discussions and research activities was the
first time that the Chinese nation has made a response of historical significance

to the European composer’s acceptance of Chinese culture a century ago.

In the gigantic History of Western Music by Donald Jay Grout and Claude

Palis

Gustav Mahler was described as the last great symphony composer of

Austrian-German late romanticism, the descendant of the whole tradition of
romanticism, who has infinitely expanded the genres of romanticist sympho-
nies and symphonic cantata, which heralded a new era in serious music.

As her exhibition has borrowed the title of the symphony of Gustav Mahler,

the works of the Chinese painter also share certain features in artistic spirit with

those of the Austrian composer; both are filled with pathos of life. We are not

sure why Mahler has titled the song symphony “The Song of the Earch”, but
itis certain that the pathos he perceived in the Chinese poetry corresponded
with something in his reflections about the carth, After all, no human emotions

could survive when kept away from the

arth; it is no exaggeration to say that
all pathos of humanity is derived from the earth on which we live. While talking
about the carth, the image thar first comes to our minds is one of vastness and
grandeur; instead of a mere spectacle that pleases the eye, the carth tends to
inspire the most profound thoughts on history and life in general.

Another artist that Xu Xiaoyan s paintings often reminds us of is the neo-
expressionist painter Anselm Kiefer (1945-), one of the most influential figures
in the contemporary art of Germany. In Kicfer's works, a recurring theme is
also the carth. But in his case, the earth is not simply a representation of his
subjective feelings of nature, but something about the experiences buried deep

in

heart. In his paintings, the earth is depicted as vast and deserted and has

the “sense of scorched soil” created by “technologies of war”, looking like

“burnt sceneries”. Kiefer never believes in the possibi

ty of a kind of “innocent

seeneries”. For him, the scenery is *forever displaying the ravages of history
and war; that reminds us of a line from  “La Marseillaise™ which goes “let
impure blood water our furrows”. Obsessed with the disastrous traumas that
the war had bestowed on the society and culture of Germany, Kiefer can never

get rid of the haunting memories of war. In fact, born in 1945, Kiefer only had



vicarious experiences of the war through historical records and the memories
of his father ' s generation. In his works, however, the war s shadows are still
lingering in the spiritual outlook of his generation, who are burdened with the
memorics of the Holocaust (with imagery taken from Paul Celan's poem
“Death Fugue”), the debris and ruins, as well as the recovery of life force. Asa
result, his works feature an attitude that is “blasphemous yet reverent”  to

nature, and he himself has been described as a landscape painter specializing in

the “dark subject matter”. Kiefer once said that he felt it necessary to awaken
the memory, but not to change the politics, but to transform the self; many of
his works were effectively created for this purpose.

Instead of an earth severely savaged by war, Xu Xiaoyan's paintings
represent the spiritual echoes that the spectacles of the earth in late autumn
have made in the recesses of her mind. The “Autumn Scenery” series, which
won her wide fame as an artist, is a depiction of the sorrow, pathos, and sense
of emptiness in her heart inspired by the bleak view of the crop fields after the
earth has yielded its fruits to humanity. Such a sense of tragedy is purcly a kind
of personalized experience decp in one’s heart, but not a quality of the carth,
which is only an object. In this sense, Xu Xiaoyan's “Song of the Earth” shares
certain spiritual qualities with the works of Mahler and Kiefer; asa result, it is
inevitable for us to involve Kiefer and Mahler while examining those Xu
Xiaoyan's works on the motif of the carth, and thereby discover the spontane-

ous continuation from one artist to another.
Scenery: From Urban Garden, Summer, to Autumn

While quite a number of contemporary Chinese oil painters focus on

apes, few have been single-mindedly dedicated to the subject matter of
the carth like Xu Xiaoyan. Over the decade following Xu Xiaoyan s graduation
from an art academy in the early 1980s, China's contemporary art were
undergoing a series of drastic changes; though not yet involved in the stormy
vortex, she sensed the shapes of things to come in the New Wave of 1985. A
review of her paintings from that period, like “Constructors”, “A God's
Decree”, “The Kiss”, and “Female Sitter and Male Smoker”, will immedi-

ately bring us back to the restiess age when people were craving for novelty.

During the period, she painted in oils as well as made flexible sculptures with
fiber materials. All these tests and explorations, including the landscapes
painted near her residence that now seems somewhat clumsy, have been
necessary preparations for her later success.

Starting in 1992, Xu Xiaoyan began to focus on landscapes. Over two years'
time, she produced the “Urban Garden” series and “Summer Scenery” series.
In “Urban Garden”, the imagery taken from the vegetable ficlds seemed
dense, bold, and idyllic; the deep interest displayed by the artist in the land
stretching into the horizon would come to dominate the “Autumn Scenery”
series years later. In this sense, “Urban Garden” is the overture of Xu
Xiaoyan's “Song of the Earth”. Next came “Summer Scenery”, in which
certain elements of her future style began to manifest themselves. In this stage,
of her ap ill quite lively; there were
farmers working in the fields and the local colors were visibly presented. As the
“Autumn Scenery” was completed, however, a fundamental change had set in:
her landscapes were no longer the simple representations of natural views, as a
quality of spirituality began to permeate throughout her art. Her works themed
on the earth in late autumn have transcended landscapes in the common sense

however, the

of the word, as she began to perceive something buried deep underneath the
scenery. Her paintings would never display such overwhelmingly visceral power
if they were mere celebrations of nature itself.

The *Autumn Scenery” series, which turned out to be the first movement
of Xu Xiaoyan's “Song of the Earth”, made a name for the young woman, who
began to mature as an artist after ten years of explorations. The “Autumn
Scenery” conveys the diverse association and complex psychological experi-
ences of the artist while gazing upon the earth in late autumn. In a review, I once
gave the following description: what the “Autumn Scenery” represents is not
the conventional spectacle of crop fields promising a bumper harvest in
autumn; instead, the theme is the frankness and calmness of the earth after it
has yielded all its fruits to humanity in an act of “robbery”. Before the
beheaded corn stalks and the yellowing straws swaying in the breeze, the artist
found it hard to “calm her troubled mind” and she was touched by the

irreversible truthfulness and “the kind of beauty that beggars description”.



The recurring images of the crop stalks and straws, which are scattered in the
fields like a host of exploited and then abandoned lives, are the artist’s
lamentation about life itself. These tragic images of life, after a brief period of
maturity and glory, seem so dismal, lonely, and pathetic, which is perfectly
captured by the artist who shares similar emotions and experiences of existence.

In terms of maternity, the female is closer to nature in essence. Nature in
its role of the origin of everything is synonymous with the female as the source
of life. Therefore, a female artist's contemplation of nature inevitably leads to
a reflection on her own existence. In her persistent depiction of “the earth”,
or “the mother of everything”, Xu Xiaoyan has been displaying the kind of zest
and impulsc like the artists obsessed with the subject matter of motherhood.
The maternity of the earth, which embraces and provides for all kinds of life,

has given Xu Xiaoyan as a mother a broader space for expression.

Life: From Pathos, Blooming, to Glory

Put on display at the Chinese Female Artists Invitational Exhibition in Aug.

1995. Xu Xitoyan's “Autumn Scenery”  series received wide acclaim in the

country. At the end of the same year, she entered a piece from the series for the
Third Annual Exhibition of Chinese Oil Paintings; the work won recognition
of the jury and carried away the golden award. Seeing her devored artistic
explorations over the past decade recognized at the nationwide show, the artist
was genuinely delighted. However, the excitement turned out to be short-lived
as the sponsors refused to include her work in the official collection on the
ground of her lack of previous fame, Such an act of rudeness both affronted the
authority of the jury and the endeavor of the artist. With no one to turn to at
that time, Xu Xiaoyan was forced to pocket her pride and accepr the unreason-
able request of the sponsors. The depression later found an outlet on the canvas
inher “Paradise” series, which has proved the adagio movement of funeral
march among Xu Xiaoyan s works.

Different from Mahler, Xu Xiaoyan's personal life has been calm and
smooth. The pathos she experienced standing before the carth in Jate autumn
has been generated purely out of her kindness, innocence, and sensitiveness as

an artist. However, things began to change with the “Paradise™ and “Skin of

the Earth” series, into which she infused her thoughts about life and experi-
ences of existence. With the visual elements of earth mounds, canals, burnt
crop stalks and ashes depicted in colors like black, dark yellow, and red, her
paintings began to create a far-away atmosphere and convey a sense of tragedy,
depression, and bitterness. In the “Paradise”, there is no joy; it is the canvas,
or the act of painting, that provides a paradise for in which the artist can express
her true self.

Such a dismal mood, however, didn 't last long in Xu Xiaoyan s art, as she
set out to explore the vastness the earth for a new territory.

The “Blooming” is the only serics in which Xu Xiaoyan has seemed to leave
the motif of earth. However, she was only turning from the depiction of the big
picture to the individual lives thriving on the earth. The “Blooming” is like a
close-up shot of a certain visual element from her carly “Urban Garden” series.
Apparently, her inspirations have come from the process in which a Chinese
cabbage matured like the blooming of a flower. In Xu Xiaoyan's painting, the
cabbage, a most ordinary and cheap vegetable in China, displays a splendid
spectacle of life phenomenon that is rarely beheld in our everyday life. With a
curious eye, the artist has brought into our sight the microscapic process of life
for us to marvel at. For Xu Xiaoyan, that seemingly insignificant phenomenon
of life is a miracle; it is a flower of life springing from the earth, which is
interpreted and presented in different hues to display the magnificence of
existence.

In 2004, Xu Xiaoyan cmployed the same techniques in producing the
“Glory” series. Just like the “Blooming™ is a microscopic variation on the
“Urban Garden”, the “Glory” series can be regarded as a reinterpretation of
the motifin the “Autumn Scenery” series, In the *Autumn Scenery”, the
imagery of the earth is broad, profound, and dignified, with an enduring sense
of solemnity and tragedy; the respect, fear, and gratitude on the part of the artist

tends to move the spectators to tears and make them completely forger

themselves. In the “Glory” series, such pathos is nowhere to be sensed; while
the subject remains the farmland in late autumn full of corn stalks, the wide shot
is replaced by a medium one. As the complex emotional experiences are filtered

in the process, the imagery is purified; in the corn field, the bare stalks stand in



- warm sunlight like mothers newly delivered of their babies, bathed in the
of offering new life to the world. Here “The Song of the Earth” reaches
amidst the lights and colors, in the brightest and most vigorous
movement of the composition.

‘The Fringe: a Finale Filled of Worries

“The Fringe", a recent series of Xu Jiaoyan, can be seen as a meaningful
finale of her “Song of the Earth”. Following a brief respite after the last note
of the most bright and vigorous movement of “Glory”, we are hearing a dark,
low melody played by the bass part of the orchestra, something like what we see
in the painting “The Fringe — Moon Bay”. But after the transition of “Moon
Bay", a series of works like “Jade Bridge”, “Little Brook”, “Butterfly
Springs”, “Great Wangjing”, and *Wangjing Street” arrive one after another
to break our hearts. Falling from the brightness of “Glory” into despairing
darkness, we are forced to join the artist in her worried reflection on the

behavior of humanity.
Since the b of the age of ind; the frenzied exploitation
of natural and ing pollution of the envi has

ruined the harmonious relationship between humanity and nature. The human
i to endanger ity itself, as the deterio-
ration i poses a spiritual p
to reflect on our own behaviors and worry about our future. In creating these
paintings, the artist was driven by overwhelming worrics; she suffers from
seeing those beautiful sceneries being ruined while she can do nothing about it.
Tt is such a stance of criticism that allows the artist to connect with modern

for nature is b

for humanity and forces us

people on the spiritual level.

“The Fringe” by Xu Xiaoyan is revealing a common situation that is
startling, in which the urbanized modern man is living in the midst of the
products and garbage of his own creation. As the urban population keeps
swelling, people are getting more and more alienated from each other as well as
from nature. Humanity is losing its spiritual refuge. Here, the artist's subject
is not merely the environment of human existence, but a spiritual crisis

common among modern people. The crisis is the feeling of homelessness that

often emerges in the recesses of the souls; such of mind h pri

them of the feeling of “being home”. The artist’s concern for nature is actually
a concern for the destiny of humanity, which calls for self-reflection and
criticism on what humanity has been doing. The meaningful lamentation and
caution made by Xu Xiaoyan in the finale of her “Song of the Earth” is the

artistic stance she has adopted in the modern world.

July 17th, 2006
Shangyuan Sanjingju in the north of Beijing
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The “alternativeness” of Xu Xinoyan' s Paintings
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On the “Blooming™ Series
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Xu Xioyan: a Profile
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