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As an artist who developed his art during the era of reform and opening,
Zhou Xianglin shares with his contemporary fellow artists common experiences
and a common cultural psychology, but at the same time he underwent his
own mutation as regards his own cultural awareness and artistic concepts; he
respects tradition, he knows its value, he has an inner understanding of the
majestic contents of tradition and the beauty of eternal form, he even sees it
as the basis of his art, and on the other hand, he has a deep sensation of the
changes of reality, he is conscious of the importance of the fact that art reflects
the characteristics of its time, which enables him to continue enthusiastically his
search and creation. Among contemporary painters, he stands out as one who
shows a continuous effort to invest in a reflection about culture, which seems
to characterize him —in this hectic society’s environment, an artist’s character
might come from his true talent, but perhaps even more from the accumulation
of his own experiences. Zhou Xianglin always makes reflection precede painting,
and he’ll use reflection throughout the process of exploration. It has become a
habit of his artistic career and even in the form of his works that seem completely
visual, his reflective character emerges clearly, as well as his visual acuity based
on his thinking, | daresay that is the general characteristic of Zhou Xianglin’s art.

Among the famous historical themes of Zhou Xianglin, apart from the historical
figures, his objects from the old industrial brands like the portraits of tractors can
also be seen as historical themes, and while he shapes his visual image on these
marks of history, he strives to convey a historical atmosphere through a single
image, and that is what leaves such a strong impression. Later, he went through a
period focusing on contemporary children tales as a theme, reflecting the reality
of life through “Barbie” dolls, conveying particularly the grotesque and fantastic
multiple aspects of the world’s way, something that we can see as a development
of his artistic perceptions, or, more precisely, a conceptual passage. From history
to the present times, from the serious recounting of the solemn past to the
expression of lively feelings, there is a giant step, but the reflections contained in
the works are of the same vein; his works of recent years, showing the features
of history and of the present times, seem to swing between the two extremes of
“recto” and “verso” before integrating both aspects — solemn deconstruction and
a dazzling mix of textures unite to make a new kind of vision, and the narrative
about history is departing from history’s concrete conditions, to be put right into
the language of contemporary images. His bright and colourful language makes
the audience see the presence of history from the present perspective, the traces
of history then fade away and are placed in the contemporary cultural perception,
and in that sense, Zhou Xianglin is indeed most contemporary.

Change is the trend of our era, and while the artistic course of Zhou Xianglin
reflects his own changes of perceptions, his spirit and idea about art have not
changed at all, which is a precious quality among artists of his generation. And
whatever the manner in which the image of the object appears, it can sustain the
depth of the artistic language and the quality of the image as well, and can thus
make the work seem to have a vision that is at once novel and intense.

By looking at a single work of Zhou Xianglin, one can get visual satisfaction,
and by looking at the path he has been treading, one can see a generation of
Chinese artists changing and being constant, mingling and being tenacious within
its contradictory relations, clearing the way as it goes forward in its spiritual
quest.

September 2011, In National Art Museum of China
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In 1991, Zhou Xianglin painted the tableau entitled November 12,
1969, Kaifeng the subject of which is the demise of Liu Shaoqi in
the middle of the Cultural Revolution. This work definitely shows the
painter’s profound conscience of “historical painting”. Zhou Xianglin
contends that “historical painting” and “painting of historical”
subjects are two quite different concepts: the former consists of
the reproduction of some historical scene just like the original, to
replicate as much as possible historical events and reality, and then
to instil in it one’s own thoughts and ideas, and one’s vision about
reality. Itis based on this conscience that Zhou Xianglin started
to use “historical painting” as one of his main creation methods,
to use the past as an example to understand the present, or as a
pretext to develop some idea, integrating his own reflections to give
strength to the conceptual and spiritual content of his work, and thus
strengthening its cultural or realistic accuracy.

In fact, through his “historical paintings” works since the ‘90s,
Zhou Xianglin has been slowly and steadily building his own
personal “conception of history”: leaning on the strong indicative
requirements of “historical painting” to break its records or to
resuscitate the functions of history, he raises his creations up to a
level of cultural responsibility that goes beyond “historical painting”.
At the same time, the so called “conception of history” lets Zhou
Xianglin have a more accurate conscience of his place in the hub of
time, in other words in “the past”, the “present” and even the “future”,
which helps the artist to found the basis of his cultural relation with
his own time.

Even though Zhou Xianglin says in jest that “historical painting” is
merely a pretext, an occasion, he nevertheless carries on its tradition
of “realism”. In November 12, 1969, Kaifeng, “realism” is not only his
way of attaining a certain degree of compatibility between history
and art in his expression, it highlights as well a kind of unusually
“cold” historical attitude: “This is an historical episode, unto which |
throw an historical look, upon which | exercise my rational thinking
to make a judgment; the choice of that very episode is a reflection
upon the destiny of our country and our people, and not a critic of
someone’s faults or merits.” And since the beginning of the series
Red Machine | and Red Machine II, “realism” departs from authentic
“realism”, and gradually evolves into an “historical \}ision" with a
profound reflection. With such a change of direction, Zhou Xianglin
pushes his work to the new stage of “exhibit historical painting”.

As to the definition of “exhibit historical painting”, Zhou Xianglin
holds this view: “By exhibit | mean it is like an exhibition in a
historical museum, in which historical objects are displayed for
people to see, linking history with real objects. | try to use the
displayed real objects to get a physical sense of the contextual
relations, so as to expose the originally hidden historical situation
and make it explicit. This type of historical painting lies somewhere
between historical incidents depiction and still life, it concentrates on
the traces of history that are on the objects to provide the symbols of
the era turning points, so that the existential meaning and the surreal
sense are squeezed in the same space, thus making its value and
significance more obvious.”

From the perspective of the works, the painting Red background -
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typewriter of 1992 is undoubtedly the one that marks the transition i

of the painter from “historical painting” to “exhibit historical
painting”, its place is right between November 12, 1969, Kaifeng,
Red Machine I and Red Machine //. In that painting, the “object”
represents a historical character, its meaning here is that it is “past”
as well as “present”. In other words, the “object” is a historical
symbol, and it penetrates even more into real life. As a result, the
“object” constitutes a unique narrative in the context of history and
reality.

Since the 1993 paintings Red Machine | and Red Machine II, Zhou
Xianglin’s work has gradually been defined by three characteristics:
expression of real things, existential meaning and surreal sensations.
Concretely, Zhou Xianglin starts to use a “detached” approach: The
artist first takes the object he depicts — a tractor — out of its historical
context, then he makes it into an “era symbol” with independent
value, and finally he creates a contemporary “visual effect” based on
the concentration of the “symbol” itself and its historical marks. This
so called “visual effect” corresponds to the contemporary viewing
context: looking at a tractor on a painting seems more like something
displayed in a historical museum, its “historicity” is exposed even
more clearly because of the Red Flag and other small signs and the
deep red colour, while its “reality” is highlighted even more by the
fact that the audience is watching it right now.

In the 1996 painting Red Background II, while maintaining firmly
the coexistence of “existential meaning” and “surreal sensation”,
Zhou Xianglin quite consciously dilutes the subjective value
judgment, and actively avoids the style label of “picturisation”. The
artist starts from “exhibit historical painting”, and stimulates his
inspiration by taking interest in historical fragments: Red Background
Il'is not about achieving a painstakingly detailed description of a
“tractor”, it’s about depicting the details of certain parts of it, just
like the beautiful porcelain fragments displayed in museums; as
Zhou Xianglin laments “History cannot be restored”. As a result,
Red Background Il faces the fate of the “pastness of the past”, and
interprets in a quite down-to-earth manner the historical fragments.

This interpretation process is based on a very detailed analysis,
as well as an archeological approach, and thus it achieves the result
of having “the existential meaning as well as the surreal sensation
in the same place”. And it stimulates the enthusiasm of the artist
and makes the analysis process happy rather than boring. Happy life
(begun in 1996), Visional space (begun in 2004) Red tour (begun in
2005) on the face of it all seems to correspond to the artist's main
line of "historical painting"; yet, seen from a deeper level, they carry
the conclusion of the artist's careful analysis. At the core of the
painting there is still an "object", but this time it's a "Barbie doll" and
not a "tractor’. Zhou Xianglin says his inspiration came directly from
his daughter, but it’s not just the expression of kinship, it is as well a
reflection on “truth and falseness, dream and reality, external beauty
and internal emptiness”. In this decade long analysis, the reflection
on the passing of time in which Zhou Xianglin used “Barbie” as an
object formed a penetrating experience focusing on history and
reality, and in the continuous process of the artist “historicisation” it
formed a strong questioning and continuous judgment of reality.




The “Model” serie from 2007 have a kind of general characteristic,
that is to say they are founded on the basis of the previous works,
rather than being a new branch. The relation between “Model” serie
and “Red machine” is obvious: Zhou Xianglin seems to get back on
the tracks of “historical painting”, and then these works are not so
different from the “Happy life” series, because as the artist starts
to propose the concept of “models”, he draws the attention on
analytical reflections, like he did before. If we observe carefully, we
can easily see that “Model” serie are even closer to “Happy life”, and
more distant from the “Red machine” series. Because “the historical
marks concentrated on the object” have already started to fade and
the “real object” looks brand new.

In fact, what Zhou Xianglin is trying to convey is the idea that
“history cannot be restored nor enlarged after having been reduced”,
and therefore his original works are not an analytical research or a
direct introduction to history, but rather a creation through analytical
research of historical “objects”, the tableau being the final display
of that process.Thus the artist “highlights a model, enlarges it,
makes it look like the original thing, but the ‘vehicle’ is not a ‘vehicle’
anymore, for history cannot be restored. Here, the historical theme
is just a prelude, my view as regard history is precisely what |
want to express."Thus Zhou Xianglin steers clear from the boring
complexities and the painstaking pursuit of history, his work is
concerned about the past but also about the present and the future,
so that the complex entirety is also the entire complexity, forming an
opened structure and an opened conclusion.

September 15, 2011
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Since the main topic of “the Fifth Shenzhen Art Museum seminar”
which opened at the end of the year was “Chinese Contemporary
art and the experience of socialism”, I've been researching lately
materials and documents related to it. Among them were papers
by Chinese and foreign specialists about Post socialism® and New
socialism®. Looking once more at Zhou Xianglin's works in this
context, | could not help realizing that since the nineties he has all
along used “socialist experience” as an important theme, which
enabled him to paint tableaux of historical themes in a very singular
manner, interweaving from his own perspective the relations
between history and reality.

Anyone who has studied a little bit the history of new China (i.e.
the People’s Republic) knows that “the experience of socialism”
refers actually to two distinct historical periods with completely
different contents. In fact the first one goes from the founding of
the People’s Republic in 1949 to the dismantlement of the “Gang
of Four” in 1976; the second one goes from the third plenum of the
eleventh congress of the Chinese Communist Party in 1978 to today;
and in between lies the "Post-Cultural Revolution” period with all its
excesses. As everyone knows, the foremost concepts of the first
one were “class struggle” and “self-reliance”, whereas the second
one was characterized by “economic building” and “reform and
opening”. There are people nowadays who mix up the two, which is
a huge mistake. From this perspective, | think that Zhou Xianglin's
works relate much more to the first of these two periods. Facing the
past directly and reflecting on current practices is undoubtedly very
enlightening as compared to the way many artists of the eighties
were trying to imitate the West. That’s because on one hand it's good
for the artists expression of their real feelings about the reality that
surrounds them; and on the other hand, in the present globalization,
it’s good to highlight the national and cultural characteristics of
the works. More importantly, while this type of works open new
roads and explore new realms, they bring a very great vitality to
the world’s contemporary art. Their main aim is to emphasize the
relevance of art, reality and history, and the pursuit of a meaningful
expression. Indeed, this trend of creation can be seen in a series of
exhibitions and artistic activities in China, as well as in the former
“socialist states” like the Soviet Union, the Democfatic Republic of
Germany or Yugoslavia, or in countries that are still socialist like
Vietnam or Cuba. Moreover, some scholars at home and abroad have
been researching this kind of phenomenon in artistic creation. The
Slovenian scholars Ales Erjavec and Marina Grzini¢ are among the
most influential. In his book The era of image *, the former discusses
related questions. With your permission, I'll discuss these in other
articles.

In a rather short article, Zhou Xianglin makes a very clear
distinction between historical painting and painting of historical
themes. He points out: “Historical painting and the painting of
historical themes are two conceptually different things. The main
focus of historical painting is the restoration of history, mostly for
specific exhibitions and displays; whereas paintings of historical
themes has a much broader scope: in addition to the previously
mentioned aspect, it gives more room to the expression of the
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author ideas and creativity, it highlights his vision of history and his
concerns about reality” °. This shows clearly that Zhou Xianglin's
historical themes painting transcends the mainstream ideology. It
is the result of his own deep personal reflection on history. From
the paintings CD that Zhou Xianglin sent me, | would probably
divide his historical theme paintings into three categories: the first
is the expression of a historical event through traditional realism;
the second is the expression of imaginary scenes related to history
by means of the technique of cartoons; the third is the expression
of cultural objects that accumulate historical sediments by way of
surrealism. For instance, the tableau November 12, 1969, Kaifeng
using the Pincas technique belongs to the first category. Obviously,
the image processing here is supported by a text based on a real
story, and the former President Liu Shaoqi, lying dead and lonely
on the bed is depicted with extreme realism, the composition relies
on the use of horizontal lines and heavy colors, so that it effectively
highlights the dramatic atmosphere of the painting; and because
the scene seems to be happening right before our eyes, it not only
shakes our emotions, it makes us reflect deeply on the “Cultural
Revolution” from a new angle. Whereas Red Tour - Scenery H
belongs to the second category. Unlike the precedent, the image
processing here is supported by a text based on an imaginary story.
In correlation, Zhou Xianglin creates with the cartoon technique a
female tour guide wearing a “Red Army” uniform or placed in the
forefront, while the background is made of the “Red Scenery” and
“Revolutionary Slogans”. This of course has a taste of surrealism,
but it not only mixes together the revolutionary essence with the
consumerism essence, it also highlights very well the following idea,
namely that nowadays, anything can become a merchandise, an
object of consumption, and viewers just should be aware of it, that’s
all. According to my understanding, the use of the cartoon technique
in this painting is to visually highlight the consumer society
specificities, and not to pursue a fashionable form.

Yet from the point of view of the artistic effect, ideological realm
and personal characteristics, | prefer Zhou Xianglin's works of

the third category. Here, when the artist processes the image, he
eliminates the support of any clear story, but uses a text that has a
latent strength, a text that carries deep historical remembrances, a
text that lies deep in the back of the mind of many Chinese, that is
unforgettable for them. It is based on such a concept that the artist
uses extreme realism to paint a meticulous and finely detailed image
of objects symbolic of the fifties and the seventies - like “East is
Red” tractors, Beijing Jeeps, Shanghai limousines or Jiefang trucks.
For many Chinese this is a collective memory that they remember
fondly, and at the same time, from today’s perspective, it is a reason
to reflect on the difficulties of the planned economy era. This will
help the people to reflect from a political, economical, social, cultural
perspective on the transition process in China after the reform and
opening policy, and on the series of sequels left by the first phase

of socialist thought and historical realities. And the treatment of the
characteristically blank background might just produce a beneficial
interaction between the audience and the work. For instance, when
facing the East is Red tractors, the symbol it represents is such that
people will not help thinking about a certain period of history; when
facing the soviet style typewriter, people will think about the sino-
soviet friendship of the fifties, and the hostility between the two
countries from the sixties through the nineties ; and seeing a Beijing
Jeep, an army factories product of a particular time, will remind them
of Chairman Mao meeting the Red Guards... There are too many such
examples, I'll just stop mentioning them. | noticed that the artist in
this type of works uses two radically different methods: one is to
treat the subject by sticking as close as possible to the real thing

- like Red machine |, Red machine Il and Red background, etc; the
other does it by blowing up or enlarging models made from the real
object, like Model 1/18x18 Beijing 212, Model 1/24x24 Jiefang CA10
and Model 1/18x18 Shanghai 760. In the first case, this amounts

to emphasize the link between history and the real object. As the
artist puts it, the idea is to display the object of the painting as if it
were in a museum, thus making the “existential meaning and surreal
experience cohabit in the same space, so as to highlight its value and
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