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Speaking of Song Yonghong

Chang Tsong-zung

Preparing for the present exhibition gave me the chance to talk to Song Yonghong
more than I had done in years, even though it was mostly on the phone. I remember
when I first knew him, he gave me the impression that he was a sort of ‘bad boy’,
but with an essentially kind heart: a street-wise survivor who always knew where
his best interests lay, but who in a fight would always look after his pals. Later,
when I heard about his rock band “The Flies,” I thought I knew just how to place

him: as a kid who saw himself as a rebel rocker.

In the aftermath of the student movement of 1989, it became fashionable to speak
about tiao kan, tongue-in-cheek satire. When there is nothing to be done about a
situation, tiao kan is probably the most civilised way to show discontent. It also
suggests that one is on higher moral ground, or in command of broader perspectives.
Song’s paintings, however, do not really fall into the category of tiao kan, even if
they appeared suspiciously cheeky. While he clearly found absurdity in everyday
situations, his interest was not in merely pointing out the laughable. Rather, Song
was concerned with articulating subtly embarrassing truths, and capturing genuine,
though awkward, feelings that reflected a deep-seated uneasiness. By bringing these
psychological states to light in the context of familiar situations, he imbued his images

with unexpected depth.

In the first few years after 1989, Song’s work was characterized by an almost
pubescent obsession with sexual themes. In part, this was a reflection of his youthful
persona as a free-wheeling, self-invented rocker. Yet even here a quality of
psychological depth was apparent: by framing sexual experience in dramatic, and
usually uncomfortable situations, he tied it to more complex existential concerns,

insinuating the inescapability of an awkward, truncated reality stitched up in a kind

of experiential straitjacket by the dominant political authority. Song’s strength as an
artist lay in having found an angle into this existential truth, and to have developed
an appropriate artistic language for it. But he was also a bad boy playing up the
general human situation at a time when biological drive was often his priority. But
then again, Song would not have been a rocker if instinctual drive was not a primary

motivating force.

In the Chinese art world, Song has enjoyed several periods of success. At the China
Art Academy in Hangzhou in the 1980s, Song developed his personal style by taking
the cool detachment of Zhang Peili and Geng Jianyi in a different direction. His
work manifested a strong undercurrent of restlessness and anxiety that was less
pronounced than in the work of his seniors. He employed what he called a sense of
‘unfamiliarity * to keep a distance from reality. By learning from the Surrealists’
magical sense of absurdity, he built up scenes of intriguing suspense. The “Song
style” reigned in the academy for several years, with many younger students following
his direction. Reportedly it was not until Qiu Zhijie arrived that a new idol was

found.

In the 1990s, Song became interested in the ways passion becomes twisted in social
situations. Observing human desire with a cool eye, he mocked the sordidness and
sad inadequacies of real life with his bright palette and theatrical settings. Standing
apart and adopting the detached position of sociological satire, Song in fact hid an
intense loneliness. His art in this period was taken as one of the paradigms of ‘Post-
1989° art, exerting a strong influence on artists interested in ‘new realism” and Pop.
After the mid-1990s, new media started to attract artists’ attention. At the same

time, through a series of international exhibitions featuring Chinese artists, the artistic



taste of international curators also began to play a role in China. The painting circle
felt a constant pressure to renew its creativity. Song mostly kept moving along his line
of exploration, though clearly seeking greater profundity and purer expression in his
art. Looking around China’s art scene at the threshold of the millennium, there were
only several iconic images that caught the eye, and in my opinion one of the most
successful visual imageries from that time was Song’s Consolation of Bathing series,

which started appearing in 2000.

In this series, complex psychological phenomena are explored through a sensual,
visual language that is removed from social life. Consolation of the spirit and cleansing
of the flesh became also the consolation of the flesh and cleansing of the spirit. Song
said he was inspired by a remark made by Zhang Xiaogang, who suggested that
Song simplify his imagery so as to better explore the depth of human emotions. The
Bathing series brings together Song's dual interest in the psychological and the carnal
in an iconic imagery that is at the same time suggestively religious. Ideas surrounding
the indulgence of the flesh, the cleansing of earthly dust, repentance and forgiveness
are all embraced by the experience of ablution, which also touches on the idea of
baptism. A spiritual aura is created by the drenching light and water pouring from
above. If one compares the Bathing series to Song 's paintings of previous years, one
can identify a kind of implicit narrative progression in which the sordid squalor of
daily urban life has now been elevated and purified. One cannot say this purification
is the final destination, but it certainly offers reprieve from society and takes the first
step towards a spiritual source and a primordial sensuality. Here one finds satisfaction
through a momentary merging of mind and body in the context of a simple and
temporary indulgence. In terms of style, in the Bathing series Song has remained

faithful to his taste for the ‘unfamiliar’: by freezing time and motion, even for a

2~ % | The Bath of Consolation

#7HHE | Oil on Canvas
75 x 60 cm | 2001

> | The Bath of Consolation
i | Oil on Canvas
200 x 140 cm | 2001

"

| The Bath of Consolation

#r i E | Oil on Canvas

130 x 95 em | 2004

i | The Bath of Consolation

frm i@ | Oil on Canvas
40 x 30 ¢cm | 2006

moment, a strange aura is brought into the picture. In this series Song has left behind
the visual narration he is known for, and reaches directly for the spiritual implication
in the imagery.

In the past few years the artist has been revisiting his previous compositions through
the lens of this new sensibility. The attempt to extract spiritual truth from absurd
situations has brought new meaning to familiar subjects, and this enterprise serves
as a review, also a summary perhaps, of a stage in life. Song now ceases to make his
art a witness of the psychological complexities of social life; he visits the frozen
imageries created in past works as scenes from memory, and usually meets them in
a twilight zone. Here, time and action are stilled to become an instant that defines an
iconic image. Now the image is not created for the sake of a surreal suspense, nor for
the effect of absurdity. The ‘unfamiliar’ has been Song’s device for pushing back
the pressing immediacy of passion to clear the space for a field of vision; but now
what is being emphasised is no longer the magic of the extraordinary but rather a
compassion for life. His latest works exude a tragic pathos, as though to say neither
redemption nor repentance would make a difference. Beyond resignation and
repentance, normal life goes on, driven by blind passion as it always will be, at

which the artist looks upon with sympathy and sadness.

Emotional, rather than psychological, depth is the new spiritual truth sought by
Song in his recent works. The surreal scenes no longer carry the superior attitude of
the young rebel, but rather the more compassionate mind of one who is now
weathered by experience. The rebel rocker is now reformed, though in truth one

knows he had never gone all ‘bad’.

First Full Moon, 59th Year of the People's Republic
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