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A Vital New Force in the Art Circle of China

Dazhen Shao
Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing
July, 2000

his painting album is entitled "Vanguard of the Modern Art" and it's intended for introducing a group of young artists born in the
1970's. These artists are all below the age of thirty and they are new to the art world. We are interested to know what they are
thinking and doing. And the works collected in this album have, to a great extent, visualized their thoughts and activities. Various
appellations have been applied to those artists who have been active in the art circle for the last three decades. From the late 70's to mid 80's,
the main stream artists were those elite who pursued a profound and sublime way of thinking in their art. Some of them showed exceptional
favor toward the avant-garde art and set up an upsurge of what was later called the "New Wave Art", thus becoming the "New Trend Artists".
The period from the late 80's to the mid 90's saw the rise of the "New Generation". While deviating from the previously recommended
profundity and sublimity, these young artists shifted their focus to the daily life around them. They tried to reveal the real state of people’s life,
without glorification or idealization. This artistic trend they started is called the "Neo-Realism". The following generation of young artists
entered the painting circle in the late 90's. These artists, who were born in the late 60's or during the 70's, are sometimes referred to as the
"Post-New Generation". "Vanguard of the Modern Art" is exactly such an album that presents the works of these "Post-New Generation"
artists. We entitled the album as "Vanguard of the Modern Art" simply because we believe they are the new backups of modern art in China,
Then what are special about these "Post-New Generation" artists? As far as | see, several points are worth mentioning.
1. Receptiveness
Compared with their elder generations, these artists have been living in the social system of reform and opening up started in the late 70's
since their childhood. Thanks to the new media channels developed with the outside world, these young people had the opportunity to learn
more about the changes taking place in other parts of the world. And they began to absorb the best of the modern foreign culture with a
receptive attitude. As these young people are not prejudiced by first impressions, they tend to be fairly impersonal while accepting the artistic
influence from outside. Of course, this may become a disadvantage for them, yet at the same time it endows their art an admirable quality of
tolerance for differences. They are biased against no stylistic elements and as long as they believe the element will contribute to their artistic
production they'll take it and use it. With this receptiveness and tolerance, these artists are very much likely to obtain a wider space for their
artistic creation. As we will see later, the works included in this painting album represent a variety of concepts and styles and are accomplished
through different means of artistic expression, vividly reflecting their free mind in creation.
2. Closeness and Direct Experience
One of the most distinct characteristics of the works of these "Post-New Generation" artists is that they always depict the life around them
and try to express their inner feelings through the art. Among the most distinguished representatives are Xiaodong Liu, Hong Yu, etc. Artists
that followed advanced even further in this direction. If we still consider their previous generation to be attentive to the clearness and integrity
of the painting image, then the images in the works of these "Post-New Generation" artists are often fragmented, fuzzy and ambiguous (here
I'm referring to portrait). They observe their objects in a near distance but they do not focus on them and even deliberately obscure them.
They seem to believe that clear representation of the objects can not convey their rich and complex inner feelings. They often observe a
character or a phenomenon in real life from different perspectives and try to interpret them in different ways. This ambiguity in their art may
make us feel a lack of satisfaction when appreciating their works, yet the thought-provoking quality it carries will surely catch our attention.
3. Non-bias toward Tradition
Prejudice against tradition used to be a prominent problem existing in the artistic ideology of China since the "May Fourth Youth Movement"
in 1919. This prejudice had greatly influenced the practice of arts in China. The shadow of denying tradition had been hanging over the art
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circle of China for a long time and the conflict between tradition and new ideas became even sharper when Western literature and art poured
in. The "New Trend Artists" started an "anti-tradition” campaign in the mid 80's. As a matter of fact, we should treat art as the art is, no
matter what form it takes. In other words, both the Chinese traditional art and the foreign modern art deserve our objective evaluation because
they are both "active soil" containing rich nutrition. This is especially true with the traditional Chinese art. It is like the root of our modern art.
And how can we expect the tree of art to sprout, bloom and bear fruit if there were no root at all? This argument about tradition, however,
seemed to have exerted little significant influence on these artists born in the 70's: they treat the traditional Chinese art with a free mind, in
much the same way as they absorb nourishment from Western art. This spirit is especially embodied in those young artists devoted to the
traditional "Chinese ink painting". They distinguished themselves from the previous generations by paying enormous attention to tradition, and
this zeal for tradition was rarely seen among artists before the 90's. Many of them try to approach the tradition in terms of various aspects of
painting, including design, conception and composition or even the use of brush and ink. They are fully aware that the traditional ink painting
has not yet come to its end and there is still great possibility of further development. In my opinion, in our effort to develop the traditional ink
painting, we should always keep in mind not to discard its advantages. That is, we may employ the traditional way to delicately and directly
express our thoughts and feelings and use the freehand brushwork in traditional ink painting to reproduce the beauty and verve of real objects.
While devoting themselves to the study of tradition and endeavoring to express their feelings with traditional language, the young artists do
not mind including into their creation the profiling techniques of Western painting that appears to be incompatible with the traditional syntax.
What they have done is virtualty a continuation of their predecessor's effort to syncretize the merits of Chinese and Western art.

4, Selectivity on Materials

Compared with their predecessors, the "Post-New Generation" artists are more concerned about the selection of materials for the expression
of art, as they know that the expressive and communicative force of artistic language is inseparable from the utilization of material. This trend
is particularly evident in printmaking and sculpture. The past decade has witnessed the appearance of new art forms in the art circle of China,
including the conceptual setting art and the creation between the level of plane and solid. The traditional art and the avant-garde art add
beauty and radiance to each other in such a way that the modern Chinese art has taken on a bright and colorful appearance.

5. Concern about Artistic Form

Most of these young artists have received good education and professional training. They have studied various elements of the form of art
and they attach great importance to the artistic appeal of their works. The effect is that they rarely imitate others or attempt to preach
through their art. What they want to pursue is some innovation in the form of representation of the art. Apparently their attempt has not
matured and in fact is still in its preliminary stage, but undoubtedly this is a significative start.

Finally | would like to point out that the works of these young artists also bear some realistic characters. They pay close attention to the
environmental problems that face the entire human race and they are also concerned about the undeserved suppression of human nature and
humanistic spirit in this high-tech era. Quite a few works in this album are designed to reflect these themes, and by means of which they hope
to wake up the conscience of the public.

Time makes it inevitable that in every profession the rising generation is worthier than the former one, as in the Changjiang River the Trends
behind always drive on those ahead. These "Post-New Generation" artists are striding toward higher rank of the painting world, and they will

become the main force on Chinese art forum. With a delighted heart, we sincerely wish them the best and more accomplishments in the future.
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Orientation

Naide Shi

he artists in this album were all born after the 1970's. In some sense, this age standard used for the selection of candidates endows
the album a unique perspective to review a certain stage of China's development in the 20th century. For aimost the entire 20th
century, ideology had influenced and set up concrete requirements for the creation of art.

The New Culture Movement (around the time of the May 4th Movement in 1919) was the first to advocate the Western style of oil painting,
which was believed to be more "scientific" than traditional ink painting and should thus exceed the latter. One of the most renowned theorists
at that time was Mr. Yuanpei Cai even though he demanded little of the content of painting. The following Revolutionary Print Art Movement
initiated by Mr. Xun Lu attempted to enhance the "revolutionary" consciousness of the public with the help of print art. During the period
between the time Chairman Mao gave his well-known speech on the forum of literary and cultural work held in Yan'an in 1942 and the late 70's,
the main form of artistic production had been socialistic realism that calls on art to serve people like workers, peasants, and soldiers.

The production of art enjoyed unprecedented freedom since the implementation of reform and opening up policy in the early 80's. The "New
Trend Art" of the 80's copied word for word the artistic language of modern Western art and undisguisedly use it to expatiate on Chinese
topics. The artists of that era were still desirous to reform the society and to create "new men". |f someone came up with the claim that
traditional ink painting has come to its dead end, the whole country would seethe with heated argument. However, this is almost unconceivable
for people nowadays. And it seemed that the artists born in the 70's have not been affected by any force beyond art.

The admission committee of the album consists of the most outstanding critics and artistic experts of the nation. They are wise enough to
have objectively chosen these relatively mature artists whose independent artistic thoughts are already reflected through their works. All the
factors mentioned above have determined that this album deserve our special attention.

Nevertheless, the development of fine arts is not that simple. As a matter of fact, these artists born in the 7Q's grown up in a material world
and they are bound to be influenced by the outside world.

in my understanding, there are two types of artists in this album or there are two trends toward the understanding of art. One group of
artists can be categorized into the traditional type and the other group belongs to the free type. By "traditional” | mean the young artist is
perhaps an apprentice of a certain teacher. The young artist may have gained considerable independence in his or her creation, yet his/her
works still show the influence of the teacher's style. The second group of artists are not necessarily pursuing a traditional medium of art.
Instead, they freely and experimentally utilize various forms of artistic language and material to produce their works. At one extreme there are
traditional ink and wash painters, and at the other there are artists who have combined the classic Western painting with their own body
photographing. Though they are heading toward strikingly different directions, both types of artists have achieved remarkable results.

Though these artists have marched quite far in this field of art, there is still a long way to go before they can qualify as a master. The
difficulties that the two types of artists are facing vary according to their artistic styles. The traditional type learns to paint from a copy. Some
day they will have to clear out of their minds what they have learnt from their teachers. Only in this way, will they be able to discover and
develop their own styles without any restraint. If he failed to do so, he would become a mere artisan. Free artists are confronted with different
problems. He might have produced an excellent piece of work for the first time, but that is not enough. His artistic language must be articulated
in successive works. And he must be able to use his artistic language to respond to different questions. His thoughts can not be expressed
simply in one single piece of work. Otherwise his artistic life will be as short as that of an ephemeron. Nevertheless, | believe all the artists in this

album will eventually find an orientation for their own.
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? il painting as the traditional painting of Europe, has already spread to China for over 100 years.
In the first half of last century ,a flock of pioneers in the field of painting led it into China. And this kind of
painting developed at unexampled speed in the 1950's and 1960's. At that time, tradition of oil painting in
Europe being studied systematically, teaching experience at oil painting of the Soviet Union being drawn

in directly, realistic oil painting reached its unprecedented level, and there came forth a good many
excellent works describing the history of revolution and realistic life. But, in the following ten years of

the Great Cultural Revolution, the development stagnated and regressed so much the worse. After

1976,along with the reforming and opening, restraints in many fields began to be broken, and

people had more and more chances £ interiorly and abroad, to see the original works of European
masters, as made it possible for us to appreciate the glamor of oil painting and perceive the
truth of it. Since 1980's,s0 many painting schools and styles of Europe, which had developed
gradually during several hundreds years, have been varied more or less by Chinese artists
in the space of a few short years. We can say, the growth of oil painting is noticeable in
the development of China contemporary culture.

| Artists who were born in 1970's are undergoing a completely new societyrevolution
and the development of society at full speed. The new epoch grants them rich
information and all the opportunities and probabilities.In the meanwhile, it bestows
them the innovatory ideas that never be contented.So pursuing unique styles
becomes the artists' special spirit character that is indispensable and deferent
/ from others and that it is emphasized and magnified. Therefore,how to hold the
h ) Zeitgeist, how to draw the nutrion from the culture tradition in Europe and
_ ' China and how to express personality in creations are always the subjects

‘ 0 o that everybody faces.

lh». - Weiming Sun




. No Title

L &3]

4
£ L thor Ke Ma

150 x 180cm ( 150 X

180cm
i
[ i @) laterial: Oil on canvas

997 i
199 it Production: 1997




EREE. T Title:  No Title
1EE. o4 Author: Ke Ma

R, 85 > 80cm Size: 65X 80cm
Y. R i Material: Qil on canvas
BIESN]. 1987 Year of Production: 1997




N

HGHBH
90 x 70cm
h i JH 1)

1997

litle Big Bird

\uthor: Chaoyang Yin

Si/7¢ 90 X 70cm

\Material: Oil on canvas

\

\car of Production:1997



waEH M

fE&. FWIA
R 180 X 150em
HH HEHE
BIfFE . 1999

Title: ~ Summer

Author; Chaoyang Yin
Size: 180 X 150cm

Material; Qil on canvas

Year of Production: 1999

15




