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From Zhang Jianhua’s works

Realism and “Nationals”

Li Xianting

It's clear in one glance at Zhang Jianhua’s works that you are
looking at a Chinese farmer, they have the classic characteristics
of farmers from China’s central plains: stocky build, broad faces,
high cheek bones, their lips are a little thick, their noses have a
little meat, single-lidded eye, and their eyes reveal a cluster of fine
lines. Moreover, their expressions, and their modeling reveals a bit

of simplicity, honesty, idiocy and boorishness.

Zhang Jianhua lived in the Henan countryside for so many years,
to use an outdated saying we could say he’s really “lived” (you
shenghuo), this is the main reason why he is able to create and
shape a series of these central plains peasants, and is able of
giving them a sort of “classical” Chinese peasant form. Like in
the countryside teacher, once we see his stocky body wearing
the classic blue Zhongshan jacket, one hand tucked behind him
and the other writing on the board in a “classic gesture,” we know
that this is the image of a rural teacher of many years; he’s not
cultured, but he is confident, conscientious and cautious. Or like
the sitting woman, with her high cheekbones and her tiny eyes,
black toothed and ever parted lips. Her unique posture, her cotton-
padded pants and coat, and the way that she wraps her scarf

around her face is so silly that it makes one laugh.

Zhang Jianhua's sculpture is naturally inspired by the hyper-
realistic American sculptor Duane Hanson, but stylistically
maintains elements of Chinese folkloric toys-in the sense that

in their entirety they stress the stocky and round shape, their

form stresses heaps of plastic and the scars of the pitch axe,
maintaining a brawny feeling. The color schemata of his works
also maintains bright folk colors and leans towards their rich

emotions, highlighting their “earthy” feeling.

The way that Zhang Jianhua makes sculpture could be classified
as realism. When realism was new to China in the May 4th Period
most were limited by its rigors and necessary skill; the images of
peasants and farmers, whatever famous works that era produced
| suddenly cannot call to mind. From the 1950s to the 1970s the
study of Soviet Realism was valued above artist’s personal skill, as
for the representation of farmers, most were highly conceptualized
images far-removed from literature or the model characters of
authors like Zhao Shuli, but were similar to the portrait sketches of
Liu Wenxi in the 1960s. The beginning of the 1980s was the height
of creativity for the realist language, Chen Danging’s paintings of
Tibetans, Luo Zhongli's painting “Father,” and related series of
farmer images, these all initiated the “feelings of affinity” artists
had with reality; realism and the concept of art created on the
individual both have concrete significance of inheriting the past
and ushering in a new era. It's a pity that once the “native soil”
school of painting entered the market it was suddenly fixed as
a kind of “indigenous sentimental commercial style of painting.”
In the middle of the 1980s, at the same time as modernist art
was surging forward, it was the pedagogical adoption of realism,
realism was on the verge of becoming a movement-French

Realism—classical French Academicism and even styles from
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Glass fiber reinforced plastics/Cast bronze/Cast Iron Life size
Photo by Cun Zi

the Italian Renaissance slowly crept back and
produced hyper-realistic, highly skilled works
favored by the market. After experiencing the

baptism of modern art in the 1980s, the 1990s

saw Chinese artists in a broader context. This
was an era where artists began to re-examine
and utilize realism in a new way, for example

Zhang Xiaogang, Fang Lijun, Yu Hong, Xiang

Jing, etc., a whole group of artists began to
show this experimentalism in their works. But it
is obvious that they were selecting elements of
contemporary art and utilizing realist techniques.
-, From classical realism-a certain kind of
objectivity and in a realistic sense, in recent years
Xin Dongwang'’s works have obviously received
a fair share of attention, | am discussing Zhang
Jianhua'’s sculpture works from this angle, they
are similar, artist Liang Shuo is also working in a

similar vein.

Actually, the reality and objectivity of art is an

extremely complex concept that changes with

people and times. Artists in the May 4th Period
were required to take on a mission of economic

and lifesaving proportions.
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The reality and objectivity was a ruthless dissection pointed at
nationalism, such as Lu Xun’s character Ah Q and his “mourning
his misfortunes, anger at his struggle,” or Xu Beihong, Jiang
Zhaohe, Liu Jintang, the suffering compatriots. From the 1950s
to the 1970s, reality and objectivity was the ideal image of
the national government-the peasant hero. As opposed to the
comprehensive heroes of the Cultural Revolution, the reality of
the early 1980s focused on the description of common people.
Including Chen Danging and Luo Zhongli’s expression of common
folk and their “mutual sympathies” (qinhe ganjue), | believe this
is China’s most interesting experimentation with Realism. This
is because to be a mainstream artist in those days-the educated
youth, after experiencing life’s lowest levels it was natural to take
the relationship between the common people and one’s self and
accumulate it into a kind of aesthetic beauty. This consciously or
unconsciously allows the artist to break free from their high-horse

stance looking down on the world.

That the artists live in the ivory tower is at least a little indicative
of their redeemer status. | think as images of migrants increase in
art in recent years, is it not a product of the fashionable topics of
our day-a concern with the weaker classes, | suspect this is the
cause of similar feeling of authenticity with Xin Dongwang, Zhang
Jianhua and related artists. This is not a question of can we or
can’t we focus on weaker populations, but how will we concern
ourselves with them? We look at the past, he image of the migrant

worker, the image of the peasant, in the language of this era’s

realism they commonly carry with them idiocy, numbness, feelings
of sluggishness. Perhaps these artists are correct, Chinese
people, especially peasants are like this. This reminds me of the
heated debate in recent years among literary scholars about the
“national character” of things, this arises from the author Mr. Feng
Jicai's essay “Lu Xun’s Past Works.” | unwittingly participated in
this discussion, and | understand and admire Mr. Lu Xun’s intimate
dissection of the Chinese nation and her nationalist characteristics
as a product of the demand of that current time. What | want to
say is, even if there is something called “nationalism” does the
high-horse attitude of today’s artists have the same meaning as it
did in Lu Xun’s time? The modernism of man, as | understand it,
is the never ending quest for equality and development, of every
person, or one population versus another population’s aesthetic
appreciations, each has its own equal value, and an equally
valuable source; they must appreciate and feel that from each own
particular point of view. My view on this kind of equality of beauty,
almost speculation on a migrant aesthetic, would naturally be
very difficult for migrants themselves to express, even though an
artist emerged from among the migrants themselves, his position
has changed, it's hard to know that he is able of exposing their
deepest despicableness. What | am really concerned with is the
lowest evaluation criteria of realism. What | really care about is the

intimacy of the relationship of the artist with his subjects, and love.

Translation Lee Ambrozy
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