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Self-Narration

| was tumning 40, the age to have no more doubt about life in Chinese culture,
when | was painting “The Metropolis Old Shanghai” in the spring of 2002. After its
appearance, the few works based on a theme, rural or watery places seemed to go
abruptly away from me, just to be a dust-laden vague impression. In the following
ten years, the symbols of last century’s civilization, such as cities, wharves and
vessels, repeatedly appeared in my paintings although they are just fleeting clouds
now.

It is a frequent question from others — why are you so interested in, or even
obsessed with these scenes and images? | often meditate for an answer, but I'm
still unable to express it with accurate words. Actually, when facing history or the
past, every one may have his or her own sigh and understanding, or keenness and
complex on the same scene, people and event. | remember | happened to see a
sketch of the Bund in my childhood. The unique buildings and fancy sights left me
quite a deep impression. | didn’t know there was such a wonderful place in the
world, which was entirely distinguished from my surroundings. The concise image

was imprinted in my memory there after. Later on, when | had more idea about

history, | learned that Chinese people had gone through the sort of cultural test last
century. How did the industrial civilization, which was endowed with the qualities of
the time and turned into an unfailing national memory in the form of materialization
and spiritual change, come into being in the communication of eastern and western
cultures? The depiction of it endowed my paintings with a sense of historical
sediment and intensity.

Apperceiving the seemingly gone but actually inerasable sceneries with a current
mind, | am gradually accustomed to gaining power from those ordinary images
that might be easily ignored, the power to affect my feelings and touch my nerves.
As it was stated in “On Cricket”, “Among all things, as long as you are fond of
something, you don’t have to give it up. Why? There are varieties of creatures in the
world, and the favors of people vary as well.” I've never experienced that era, nor
did those ups and downs in that world. There is a wide gap of time and space. But
| consider the gap my preference, which leaves me valuable space and my desire

to express.
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Unique Perspective and Individual Artistic Language

——0On Zhang Xinquan's Art

By Shao Dazhen

The contemporary paintings in our country appear to be with diversity and variety
both in the sense of subjects and forms. The expansion of artistic territory and the
improvement of artistic forms are all based on artists’ independent consciousness
and their assuredness of artistic individuality, as well as their broadened horizon
and improved personality. Seen from another angle, it also reflects the openness
and development of the society, people’s widened and deepened aesthetic desire,
as well as artists’ enriched visual experience and expression. For instance, in the
traditional Chinese paintings or oil paintings of landscape in the past ten years, new
themes emerged apart from those praising the beauty of the land and rurality, such
as the outstanding “city landscape” in traditional Chinese painting and “cityscape”
and “industrial sight” in oil painting and so on. Zhang Xinquan, the artist we will talk
about, is an excellent painter in “cityscape” and “industrial sight”. |

Zhang graduated from the Department of Fine Arts in Qufu Normal University,
and then attended the post-graduates class in China Academy of Art. He sets out
painting natural landscapes and pastoral prospect, but in his stretches to display
rural life, industrial products like motorbikes and jerricans often appear, passing
on the message that the artist is concerned about modern industrial civilization.
Later on, his horizon is broadened to the images of fishing wharf, a corner of a
factory and tractors and so on. If those are just out of his subconsciousness, his
work “The Metropolis Old Shanghai” about the Bund painted in 2002, which won
him a great success after its appearance in the 3rd “Selected Artworks Chinese
Paintings” Exhibition held in the National Art Museum of China in 2003, showed
his great interest in the themes concerning cityscapes of industrial development.
It’s quite interesting that 20 years ago, that is in the 1980s, Zhang has already
sketched the Worldwide Building Complex in Shanghai with a pen. The painting of

“The Metropolis Old Shanghai” seems hazardous, but actually it's the turning point

H3iE L%  60x50cm 2008

of his art course. Once he said, “The Metropolis Old Shanghai might be a milestone
in my art course, which divided my past and future, to revise my exploration course
and pattern. I'm more appealed to cityscape, especially the changes brought to
people’s life and emotions by industrialization.”

Zhang was once again inspired after his another painting “The Signal Tower”
produced in 2004 won the Bronze Prize of “the 10th National Exhibition of
Artworks” and was collected by the National Art Museum of China, which also
strengthened his confidence of his art in the future. The paintings that depict the
old Shanghai, such as “The Watercourse”, “The Beach”, “The Shiliupu Wharf”,
“The Wharf”, “The Tram”, “The Crossroad” and “Beside the Huangpu River”,
appeared one after another in 2005 and 2006 in that context. The long deserted
tram in the street of Shanghai, and the disused steamship ..., which symbolize
the industrialization of China, were seen in his paintings. Industrialization comes
together with the repression of western powers to China, harassing the stability and
tranquility of the agricultural civilization, and waking up and inspiring the Chinese
nation as well. It's a chapter of interlaced sorrow, grief, inspiration and delight in
modern Chinese history, as well as a course that can’t be detoured. His artistic
depiction of this period, never aims to satisfy people’s curiosity, but to present the
images demonstrating the modernization of china, so as to guide people to ponder
Chinese history.

Landscape is definitely the best art form to portray the beauty and strength
of our great land, but the themes should be expanded and the language should
be updated. It's the task of landscapes to express the history and reality filled
with human emotions in an appropriate way. Therefore contemporary landscape
could be endowed with variety. In the realm of art, people’s visual experience and

appreciation are relatively immutable while there is still a desire for novelty and



difference. How to find the proper breakthrough point in the process of innovation
relies on the artist's knowledge of his own individuality and personality. As it is
mentioned above, Zhang's lingering enthusiasm of industrial sight and cityscape,
partly results from the praise he received from the art circles and the audience, and
partly from his interest in the images of industrial civilization since his youthhood.

After his conversion to the industrial topics, his use of bright color changes
accordingly. He uses mild and placid tone to present the weathered cityscape of
Shanghai, and then embellishes it with shining color spots and lumps, together
with his earlier free and neat strokes. It's his original intention to create images
for the industrial civilization, but actually he is increasingly less confined to the
representation of real sights. Instead, he creates the atmosphere and conveys the
artistic conception with the true and false relationship between the lines, shapes
and colors, on the basis of prototype. The subjective schemas strengthen the
strangeness or the novelty of his works, which might be the season why his works
are widely accepted and constantly win national prizes.

Since 2008, Zhang has turned to the topics on the old town of Gusu and the
vessels in the earlier times, with “The Suzhou River”, “The Luxiang Wharf", “The

"

Patrol Vessel”, “Sea Soul” series, “Zhiyuan Vessel” and “The Traditional Gardens in
Suzhou” series as the representatives. His artistic language changes accordingly
- the full layout is replaced by featured “scenes”, the colors become purer or even
primitive, more blankness appears and structure is added to the dilemma of true
and false. These works fully prove, without any doubt, that between his seemingly
free and random strokes, Zhang has his own original conceptive to demonstrate his
keen and unigue knowledge and cognition of the contemporaneity of oil painting.

Which name should we use to describe Zhang's painting style? Expressionism?

Or impressionism? None of these seem to be precise enough. But obviously, both

impressionism and expressionism in traditional Chinese painting have an influence
on his works. When he uses these techniques, he never ignores the characteristics,
spell as well, of oil painting — the structure, the aesthetics and tones of colors, and
dimensional relationship — even in planar portrayal. When oil painting thrives in the
soil of Chinese culture, it inevitably bears the spirit of Chinese culture and influenced
by the Chinese painting techniques, but it should keep its own characteristics
instead of being assimilated and replaced by Chinese painting. In this sense, the
value of Zhang's works is anything but “creating images for industrial civilization”.
It lies in the unique expression with his wisdom and talent for oil painting. Art is
strongly desired because it has the unique visual language to satisfy people’s
aesthetic needs, to provoke people's pursuit of the goodness, and to gain more

self confidence in personality as well.
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Crossing the Meridian and Parallel of History

——On Zhang Xinquan's Works

By Jia Fangzhou

Landscape is the theme favored by many artists, and some of them are even
noted for that. It's the natural harmony between human and nature that accelerates
the development of Chinese landscape. The western landscape was distinguished
from portrait a bit late, but impressionism has undoubtedly dominated the art
history.

Landscape can represent the charms of nature, the dimensions of space, the
richness of colors, and people’s affection and plaint for nature, but its limitation
lies in inability to illustrate the profundity of history and life, which is determined by
the subject of natural scenery itself. Things are different, however, when it tuns to
another vanished “landscape” that is society and history related. That has already
been proved by Zhang's artistic practice. He was neglected in the art circles before
2002 when he handled the landscape in an ordinary way. But when he turned to
history and the vanished cityscapes, with “The Metropolis Old Shanghai” as the
representative, his unique perspective of landscape showed up. The retrospect of
the bygone scenes remind audiences of the uproarious and buzzing old Shanghai
with heavy traffic, as well as an complicated emotions more than nostalgia.
Memories of the rising city in the Far East revive in the painting. The paradise
city for adventurers, once extremely prosperous, rose again after half a century’s
stagnation. How can a landscape take on such a rich connotation of social history?
Zhang's “The Metropolis Old Shanghai” reveals the depth of a landscape.

In the following years of 2003 to 2006, Zhang produced “The Signal Tower”, “The
Tram", “The Suzhou River”, “The Wharf”, “The Watercourse” and “The Shiliupu

Wharf" continuously, all of which are characterized by the historical connotation
and the sense of contemporaneity. The cityscape of Shanghai in the late 30s left
a deep impression on audiences. As the largest metropolis in the Far East of that
age, Shanghai was a symbol of the country’s transformation to an industrialized
country from an agricultural one. Life in this metropolis, totally different from a rural
style, seems to be an opened history book, recording the pursuit and disillusion,
glory and fantasies of generations. In this populous and prosperous city, numerous
cultural elites attended the economic, social, and cultural activities, communicated
information with others frequently, and indulged themselves in the extravagant life.
As Engels commented on Paris, “European civilization peaked in the city, where
the nerve fibers of the whole Europe assembled and the electric shock shaking the
whole world was dispatched regularly.” So was Shanghai in Asia in that period.
Zhang's works are based on that profound social historical background. Despite
a taste of the cityscape, the artist skillfully guided his audiences to the specific
atmosphere of that era with his representative works.

There from, Zhang crossed the meridian and parallel of history, to search for the
lost cityscapes that might be revived. That's the turning point of his art. Starting
from the “The Metropolis Old Shanghai”, he opened a window for the nostalgia of
history, through which we could sense the missing world. The revival of the world
could still affect our emotions and touch our nerves. Zhang senses that those lost
cityscapes could lead to the souls of the audiences, as well as the history, as things

related to existence may survive and haunt everyone's mind no matter what takes



place in the world. In time, they develop into nostalgia and penchant, and eventually
echo with Zhang's paintings. What he portrays is history instead of reality, the “past
tense” rather than the “present tense”. The existence of the urbanites at that time is
depicted without the existence of figures and the “history” in reality is fading. Through
his works, audiences seem to open a dust-laden notebook, and walk into ...

Zhang used to represent a specific historical circumstance in a profound and
dignified style in his works to touch his audiences, but in the last two years, instead
of heightening the historical atmosphere, he chooses some symbols with time
characteristics to recall the memory of that era. When he is producing vessels,
including “The Merchant Ship”, “The Yacht”, “The Patrol Vessel” and “Lying at
Anchor”, he has escaped from the magnificent historical atmosphere, portraying
these “bygone” vehicles in a featured and easy tone. When he is producing “Sea
Soul” series, which are lucid and lively in style, he endeavors to escape from
the unbearable heaviness of the history that appeared in his previous works.
Therefore, he uses some pure and bright colors to depict these historical symbols,
so as to remove the heavy burden of nostalgia. Hence, when audiences meet
the aesthetic symbols, they can appreciate, rather than meditating, the historical
sense in the painting from the distance. His new series “Hermes” also illustrates his
transformation in style. Those sketch style images (such as mail cart, carriage, and
long distance bus), inform us of the contemporary perspective, and the attitude
we should hold toward history. Moreover, his impressionistic techniques derived

from relaxing works should be noted especially. He paints in a more relaxed and

refreshing way gradually. He dilutes the oil paints to meet the aesthetic criteria of
the driental, and the calligraphic characteristics of local Chinese art.

Zhang is a gifted painter for realistic painting, as well as for the ability of
perception and comprehension. He hasn’'t experienced the era himself, but
recreates the historical atmosphere and demonstrates the depth of history merely
on the basis of his comprehension of the era after his investigation of the images

and documents. Therefore, much is expected in his historical connotation.

BE® 30x30cm 1986
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