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Morning of Earth or Disaster of Human
— On Zhanshan’s Works of Black Period

Wu Hung

10

Among those artists | know, zhanshan is a special one, a native Beijing people, yet
not a Beijing citizen. | can never find any foppery on him like other general Beijing
artists. He is a serious person who has boundless love for land and life. Therefore
what we see in his works is internal, simple sense of responsibility and urgency

instead of the popular ridicule and cynical temperament nowadays.

Zhanshan started his perspective from the familiar land of Beijing’s suburbs. He
instinctively felt a choking with grief when he saw those lands which were full of
vigor since childhood increasingly becoming barren and infertile, those creatures
and plants which used to be growing freely increasingly becoming weak and
withered those hills which used to be vigorous becoming craggy rocks. As a result,
in his paintings of Red Period, Zhanshan transformed his feeling into extremely
depressed visual color tone - a kind of psychological and cautionary hint as pink
color pervading in his works. We can see from his works that Zhanshan holds
very solid painting skills. However, due to the strong sense of responsibility
deep in his heart, skills are shown by the way of restraining and reserving
in his paintings. Although faced with a barren home, he still portrays it with
passion. Nevertheless, the fields are no longer quite when the suffocative pink
repressing down from sky. There are both desire spreading and disturbing
hints of danger in the color. These works tell us that human's desires are extend
to lands, hills and rivers like virus, which is a dangerous signal declaring that
people are suffocating themselves while suffocating the nature. This idea refers

to a major value judgment in Zhanshan'’s paintings.

If Zhanshan still unconsciously conveyed a concept to his audience in his pieces of
Red Period, then during the Black Period, his expression became more calm and
subtle: color simplified to black and white; materials simplified to toner and canvas.
This simplification brought him deeper thought about relationship between human

and nature.

In the history of relationship between human and nature, from fear and awe to
nature in early times to nature’s personification and humanization later, human

began to endow nature with sentimental association and metaphor, and also



coexisted with nature in harmony rather than humbly stay under nature. Thus
nature became important scenes for all human activities in agriculture civilization.
And since the beginning of the industrial revolution, with the development of
modern natural science, human sense of self-centered started up with endless
expansion. Human began to disdain nature. While encouraging human to conquer
nature, industrial civilization were also leading to endless desire of mankind. Early
in the Western industrial civilization, sensitive writers and philosophies have already
felt loneliness and sorrow of that times which were results of the further-away
relationship between human and nature. Human cut his relationship with nature
and eventually lost the care of home. Therefore, in European literature, music and
paintings of the late 19th and early 20th century, loneliness and sorrow caused by

loss of home were significant features of that era.

The 20th century was times full of hedonism. To resolve this central loneliness and
sorrow, people tries to dispel the spiritual void with endless material pleasures.
Confucius’s saying “My doctrines make no way. | will get upon a raft, and float about
on the sea”is the very portrayal of the human spirit at these times. Fetishism guided
by hedonism replacing the traditional culture and religious care, human became
lazy, greedy, arrogant, with desires that would never be satisfied. In order to capture

as much materials as possible, human started an unprecedented plunder to nature.

After the Industrial Revolution and the great development of modern industry,
the western world entered the post-industrial era. With the accumulation of a
large number of technical experience and material wealth, they began to review
the environmental problems during period of industrialization, which prompted
their attention to environmental protection in their own countries. However,
the development of modern material civilization is a crazy horse that no one
can stop. These countries started to take environmental protection measures for
their own country, and began to cause serious harm of the environment industry
to less developed countries and regions at the same time. At this very moment,
globalization is a perfect excuse. With the globalization of capital and technology
flowing and transferred, western countries have achieved an effect that can not be

accomplished in the colonial era through gunboats!



China’s reform and opening over the past three decades met this wave of
globalization, and while accepting the funds and technology from developed
countries, it also passively accepted some low-end industries that transferred as a
result of their environmental protection. China now is stepping into a vicious circle

in which environment is sacrificed for rapid economic development.

Globalization has also brought about a worldwide problem, which is the continued
expansion of urbanization. Because of the income gap between urban and
rural areas, backward in public settings as well as the desire for material wealth,
large amount of people rush to big cities in less developed countries during the
developing process. The development of and modern metropolis is a monster
produced by modern civilization, whose huge industrial system and population

base are desperately consuming natural resources.

Beijing’s urban development model is a microcosm of China’s economic
development. Big cities gathered by human desire are quickly and ruthlessly
consuming the surrounding environment, which is already with a fragile
foundation. The rapid expansion of population and abnormal expansion of real
estate development lead to the city’s crazy desire to land and erosion of land
around it. And the ever expanding population base in the city is causing traffic
problems, air quality problems, noise problems. What's more, Beijing's water

resource is also becoming increasingly stretched.

As a person who has lived on this land since childhood, Zhanshan has a stirring
emotion about these. People in cities are now enjoying magnificent life, without
knowing that this has almost cost the surrounding natural resources. They
immersed themselves in the sensual pleasure all the time, yet nobody can notice

the devastation around the city.

Because Zhanshan has spent his childhood in this land of suburbs of Beijing
that used to be prosperous, he can feel better than the common people that
how this change break our hearts. Therefore, in his new work we can see that

the plants are standing alone like lonely trees of news, trying to convey certain



hopeless massage to humans. Mountains are full of cracks, crying with a
helpless sigh; those beds are covered with gully, just as wounds left by natural
human's lashing to natural bodies; and those floating dead twigs are implying

the emptiness and loss of human beings...

However, nature does not resign itself to adversity! In recent years natural disasters
are happening frequently. This may be nature warning to the arrogant human; or
maybe the deterioration of the natural environment has entered the beginning
of irreversible disaster. Therefore, Zhanshan applies black and white with the
extreme crude to demonstrate the scenes, and this seems to imply two black states:
on one hand, we can see the irreparable consequences of natural environment
caused by human; on the other hand, it gives a hint of current situation of human
civilization developed under extreme logic of materialistic fetishism. | am surprised
at this metaphor, because according to the logic of modern material civilization
in Progressivism, human armed with modern material civilization seems to have
entered a long-awaited “free land”. Nevertheless, through those doomsday-like
scenario described by Zhanshan we tends to comprehend that this Black Period

seems to exceed any one in human history.

Hope that the scenes depicted by Zhanshan will not come true...

In Tongzhou Beijing, September 7th, 2010
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