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Shanghai, As a Profile
by Li Xiaofeng

Shanghai, which is always unwilling to be the back side, and can hardly be the
front side, either, eventually assumes herself a profile.

The city, once the most important port for foreigners to disembark in China,
has become a starting point for other countries to learn China and for China
to learn others. There was a saying that became widely popular for a time,

“Shanghai is such a place that is very Chinese to westerners and very west
to Chinese.”

It has been for bourgeoisie the Eden of debauchery, and for proletarians
the cradle of revolution. It has been an aren that held both advancement
and backwardness, radicals and conservatives, fashion and tradition, rich
and poor, shiny and filthy, light and darkness, order and chaos-. It always
stands where the storm rages most, prior to carry and try, with courage and
determination, and meanwhile heralds luxuriant nightclubs and hot dates,
a den of evil and vice. It sometimes tends to escape, an evader who hides
in a small place for a misery unification, or an absent man, learning after
doing of course, a minor rather the theme, a forked branch of the backbone,
subplot of the maijor, the secondary or the verge, the Other. It seems always
to be a paradox, an antinomy, a dual identity with two lives, an intersection
for c':onﬂicts, and a lodge for various objections, that often gets into an
embarrassing situation of ambiguity, yet with a graceful urban horizon of sexy
curves and inevitable surprises. It changes always, exceptionally, and renders
its profile in the joint of the conflicts between the front and the back.

The local culture, since the modern times, has been widely known as
Shanghai School with a list of renowned names like Ren Bonian, Wu
Changshuo; Xu Beihong, Liu haishu; Xu Zhimo, Yu Dafu; Lu Xun, Zhang
Alling; Chen Yifei, Chen Danqing--. The concession culture, saloon culture,
piers culture, lane culture, film culture and business culture etc. inhabited in
and accommodated by the city, help take shape a unique complex in China
that has such a huge power to merge. It got low once, however, infamous for
its selfness and meanness, a mockery, shrewd but not wise. Exactly! It would
be so hollow and empty to see herself today again as Shanghai School, a
synonym of narrowness, lockout, impudence and slickness. The noun has
become a mere boring flaunt, a disgraceful joke.

In early 1979, “Art Show of 12 Artists” held in Shanghai Huangpu District
Children’ s Palace sparked a huge response, quite a sensation actually,
with a record-breaking daily and overall visitors in a quite short period. A
small oil painting by a young teacher from Shanghai Theatre Academy, Chen
Junde, became a symbol then. Boldly borrowing from the impressionism, his
unthemed landscape schema, and gorgeous and lyrical alienness, dispelled
the ice of the then dominant soviet realism, a subversion to the visual
authoritarian of creation on a unified theme, a breath of spring after thaw.
Comparing with the strong rebellious and subversive spirit of “Stars
Art Exhibition” (SRE) held in late 1979, “Art Show of 12 Artists” was
prominently gentle, elegant, and particular with its distinctly fine arts. SRE,
held outside of the National Art Museum of China in Beijing, put on a myriad
of tempestuous and radical expressionism works with a stout consciousness
of social critique, including Silence, Idol, and Vivi La by Wang Keping; Rest in
Peace by Ma Desheng; Funeral, The Will and Rebirth by Huang Rui; Daytime
by Bao Pao, etc.

Just like the SRE in Beijing, Art Show of 12 Artists in Shanghai is also
noteworthy historical event. On the one hand, it is the first art exhibition
spontaneously held by civil entities since the Cultural Revolution, or even the
founding of new China, which, so inconsistent with the mainstream ideology
then, was once condemned as evil and heresy. On the other, it, like the
SRE, brings a huge impact, a shock in the heart, a breakthrough of a spirit
taboo, a derailment of thinking, and a bold show of free will, which has ever
since inspired strong resonance and response of frozen bodies and minds,
the excitement of those who have their yokes just cast off, milions of them,
just like the first primrose bloomed after the bitter cold of winter. | remember
when | was young, learning traditional Chinese painting, | would atways feel
an untold warm current running inside of me when each time | leamt to draw
a primrose. It should be the awakening of spring when | recall it nowadays
because, | believe, the primrose painted with traditional rattan yellow is the
color of the sun in winter.

The SRE in Beijing has often been regarded as the beginning of Chinese
contemporary art and the unique significance of “Art Show of 12 Artists”

in Shanghai in progress of Chinese contemporary art has thus been
overlooked. Each as a historical spontaneous breakthrough though by civil



entities, the SRE is featured with tensions and conflicts, a rebel of inhibition,
a roar and revolt with a theme, which holds a pronounced political context.
The *“Art Show of 12 Artists” , on the contrary, with no theme and no
political and ideological context at all, has enabled the transition from modern
to contemporary art in China. As a matter of fact, transition of Shanghai' s
contemporary art has been highlighted with a revolutionary artistic language.
It, deliberately avoiding a strong political context and theme, focuses on pure
visions, which after all diverts the attention back to art itself, back to human.

Indeed, Shanghai, when pursuing the art, tends more to connect with
human. In spring of 1980, The Grass Club (an independent artist group),
advocating the idea of the new generation in 1980s, held a “1980" s
Show” in Shanghai Luwan District House of Culture which clearly puts
forward the idea of “IOU”
and Unique Techniques, which, though pungently criticized by left leaders of
the art society, manages to acquire space for the survival and development
of artistic personalities like Qiu Shude who holds onto the style of Fission

in Art, i.e. Independent Spirits, Original Styles

and Chen Jialeng who becomes a representative of New Shanghai School
ink and wash. The artistic perspective of Shanghai in this aspect does differ
significantly from that of artists in Beijing and artists in southwest who produce
a notable influence later.

One of the Art Show of 12 Artists, Huang Azhong, so inclusive of the ancient
and the modern, the east and the west in decades of his artwork creation,
scrupulously abide by the basic principle of painting for himself rather than
to rebel. Beating around the bush? What' s behind this is the idea that
human can hardly be rendered without political and ideological implications.
Therefore, Shanghai artists like Huang Azhong and Chen Junde focus solely
on landscape and still life rather than human beings. To avoid human is to
avoid identity that once people in Shanghai that took the hardest hit of the
Cultural Revolution had always got so despaired and even terrified on. The
only human figure that may be represented is the beautiful young girl, just
like the main theme of love in literature. It is, though, still about humanity
in the deepest sense. Literature is about human anyway. The theme-ess
landscape and still life paintings both express a direct love to the nature and
human life with no politics and ideologies, and represent in a deeper sense a
personalized preference or even a metaphor involving personal privacy.

“Art for Art” or
entangled with the modern and contemporary Chinese art history. Though
these two seemingly contradictory art forms may both develop in the opposite

“Art for life” ? This is a proposition that has been

way, for example to utilitarianism, opportunism, egoism, or even hegemonism
in betrayal of their own, the original purpose of each is worthy of reflection and
introspection by us all today.

Another key feature of Shanghai artists is their capabilities to accommodate
and synthesize where evident trace of the old and new, the west and the
east could be easily found on them, especially like Huang Azhong and Wang
Jieyin. This kind of synthetism sometimes is taken as eclecticism. Most of
their works, fused with both academic and market, professional and business
elements, are represented with a more flexible modern characteristic of both
ease and verve, perfection and particularity, a modem style of both creativity
and inheritance.

The abstract art, among all, is the most eye-catching group. It is on the top of
the Shanghai billboard of artists in terms of both the number and influence.
One of them is Ding Yi, for his persistent hardworking and sustainability in
the last several decades, has won a rising fame both at home and abroad,
making him a symbolic personality of Shanghai in all kinds of art events.

Wu Dayu, widely known as the Father of Abstract Art in China, has spent
most of his time painting abstract works in a secret way. In 1981, his works
Torrential rain was published on the most renowned official art magazine

“Fine Arts™ (Issue 12) which marked the rebirth of Shanghai
Society” that had been leading the Chinese modern art movement. Thus
it can be seen that abstract art has profound significance in the process of

“Storm

Chinese modern art development.

Another important pioneer in Shanghai abstract art circle after the reform
and opening up is Chen Chuangluo, who is the colleague, mentor and best
friend of Wu Dayu in Shanghai Oil Painting & Sculpture Institute. His works

“CHINA,China” was first published on the local official media Wen Hui Daily
and participated the first China Oil Parting Exhibition held in Shanghai in 1987.

Former Associate Dean of Shanghai Oil Painting & Sculpture Institute, a
graduate of Shanghai Theatre Academy (STA), Zhou Changjiang is the
first artist whose abstract art works won a national level exhibition award.
His Complementary series, No.120 won a silver medal in the 7th National
Fine Arts Exhibition in 1989. Coincidentally, Yang Dongbai, a young sculptor
from Shanghai, won the gold medal in sculpture in the 6th National Fine Arts
Exhibition with his A drinking bear, which was quite rare in a time when there
was usually no winner in sculpture in such exhibitions. The reason behind



may be its abstract and neutral theme that renders the bear and its reflection
with an ingeniously abstract form in an aesthetic and decorative, novel and
modern style. Shanghai seems to have an abstract art immunity right for its
diluted themes, gentle rather than acute, pointless rather than aggressive,
inoffensive rather than rebellious.

At the same time, more rebellious and radical artists include Yu Youhan from
Shanghai School of Arts and Crafts and Li Shan who was teaching in STA
before the Cultural Revolution. Ding Yi, the student of Yu Youhan, rises as
a new force. His name has a strong breath of abstraction itself, very easy to
identify and thus soon becoming a widely known icon. Qing Yifeng and Han
Feng, both classmates of Ding Yi in the College of Fine Arts of Shanghai
University, have been devoted to creation of abstract works during their early
years. Qing Yifeng also worked on street performance arts with Ding Yi in
1980s.

Shen Fan Has been working on abstract works creation for quite a long time
in both dense and sparse forms, depending on the materials. Later he has
been dedicated to abstract installations. His neon light audio installation A
Salute to Huang Binghong gained widespread attentions in Shanghai biennial
exhibition in 2006. His recent works Punctuations, an ingenious combination
of abstract art and conceptual art, symbolizes the concepts of erasure and
retainment, the dotted rest of emotional recovery after the deposition of mind
and language.

Abstract art of Shanghai has developed a myriad of different styles. Huang
Yuanging is the first to focus on and borrow from the artistic calligraphy
feature in painting with an oriental rhythm and blend-in colors. Qu Fengguo
and Chen Qiang tread on a road to mingle the cold and hot abstract with
the cultural identities in the modern process of urbanization in China. Chen
Qiang prefers the fade-n of an oriental mood in his works while Qu Fenagguo
is obsessed with the colorful speed. The dense abstract style of Pan Wei,
always shuttling to and fro between China and Japan, implies strongly a
sense of Zen with gorgeous colors. Li Lei, from his poetic and lyric Flowers of
Zen series before to abstract art at present, has attained to a perfect free will
in creation. Abstract art of Shanghai, for the last 30 year or so, has assembled
a stable group of well-known artists.

As a matter of fact, abstract elements can be seen in the first generation of
contemporary artists in Shanghai. Li Shan, Yu Youhan, Sun Jianjun, and Sun
Liang each has a period of abstract research in their artistic creation process.

Abstract marks, more or less, can also be seen on oil painters like Huang
Azhong, Jiang Jianzhong and even Chen Junde, let alone famous traditional
Chinese painters like Chen Jialeng and Zhang Guiming of New Shanghai
School. The Fission series of Qiu Deshu has often been listed in abstract art
category. A notable cultural and metropolitan characteristic can be found in
the current abstract art in Shanghai that holds to a more persistent target:
polished languages, cultural implications and matured conceptions.

It seems to be a quite logic road for artistic creation in Shanghai to develop
from landscape and still life to abstract art. Former curator of Shanghai Art
Museum, Li Xiangyang, who was formally dedicated to the creative subject
of characters, turns his focus to abstract art creation. Yet he never admits
that, saying what he paints is just non-abstract. It is not hard to see the
lengthening speed of the life path of this man of great influence in Shanghai
biennial exhibitions. Wang Jieyin, famous for his mash-p and cross-border
background of print, designing, craft and oil painting, was awarded the gold
medal with his woodcut The mountain wood hut in the national Print Exhibition
in 1989. He is often regarded as an abstract artist and his works are
considered more abstract icons. For example, his Large floral series are all
conceived of urban and country, culture and history. In recent years, he turns
from canvas to ink and wash, and his Matric of Dots seems to be a return
back to abstract art.

There is also welded steel abstract works of sculptor Yu Jiyong participating
in the *“Chinese Modern Art Exhibition” in 1989 which indicates the starting
point of “85" Artistic New Trend” . Li Shan joined in the event with his rare
performance art Footbath. People now often call him the precedent of the
thriving footbath industry in China. This works of him, though remembered by
people more as a joke, does provide an evocative prediction.

The most popular media of contemporary art in 2000 was video art which
almost took place of the installation that had been very popular before. Many
artists, especially younger generations, have indulged in this art form due to
the quick upgrades of video technologies and seldom look at otherwise. The
most important personality is Yang Fudong vs;ho is also very eye-catching
in west countries. Being the cradle of the Chinese movie industry is also
the most glorious historical memory cherished by a lot of local people. The
dream of Yang Fudong becomes true in a contemporarily artistic way and
he has become so adept in cross referencing movie and contemporary art
languages. He has a sensitive nerve on fashion, advertisement and short
films and his favorite movies include Seven Sages and Day Breaks.
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