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Foreword

At the beginning of his painting career, Xu Yanzhou adopted a realistic approach like other oil painters.
Despite the fact that the subject of his works is depicted in a realistic manner, Xu is not content with just

making photo-like replicas.

Xu mainly paints portraits of women, usually just their heads or half portraits. He captures their different
facial expressions — child-like innocence, subtle expressions, a captivating smile or sophisticated charm. The

emotion in these faces is always the centre of attention.

In fact, Xu Yanzhou wants to paint the kind of beauty commonly found only in Chinese women. His subjects
often tie their hair up in scarves of typical Chinese designs and colours. This obviously reveals the intensity of

his love for Chinese culture.

Nevertheless, the figures in his paintings are set against a variety of backgrounds. There are farms, blossoming
trees, the fantasy world of space, the legendary phoenix, a surrealistic setting with hares in birds’ cages or
fishes swimming with butterflies...... Xu juxtaposes creatures from nature in unnatural compositions. This

reveals the artist’s sentiments towards the beauty of nature.

The works of Xu Yanzhou are realistic and yet also expressionistic. He is a master of different painting
techniques. His paintings are not just abstract works; they express more than words are able to do. Xu uses his
realistic paintings to convey abstract concepts, often challenging the audience with questions — Will the
strong always remain strong? Are the weak destined to be weak forever? Can man go against nature? These

are all questions that Xu wishes his viewers to consider.

We are very grateful for the support that so many friends have shown to this exhibition. Xu Yanzhou’s paintings

have special meanings — worthy of your appreciation and to wonder.

Yeung Chun-tong

Director

University Museum and Art Gallery, The University of Hong Kong
11 July 2008
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The World as Seen through the Eyes of Xu Yanzhou

Xu Yanzhou has developed his own style of realism, sometimes referred to as “surreal-realism”. His paintings
are fresh and insightfully challenging. The viewer’s first impressions are pleasant and inviting. The invitation
is to share Xu’s impressions of everyday sights, whether in China or in North America. Once one accepts that
invitation and enters the world of his art, there are always important comments and interpretations of our
modern existence there for our serious reflection. His subject matter can be seen by all, but Xu takes us
beyond our casual observations to inspect interactions of different aspects of the modern world. He presents
an optimistic perspective on everyday encounters, leading us into an area of hope and excitement about the
future and away from the hardships of life so often seen in the work of other artists representing the same

cultural milieu.

From Xu’s beginnings in Shandong Province on the eastern coast of north-central China comes a cultural
perspective which he has maintained as he has developed from a young painter in the beautiful coastal city of
Qingdao and the cities of Ji’nan and Beijing to an experienced and perceptive artist living and painting in
North America. Xu’s early work was greatly influenced by French, Russian and other European realists, with
a touch of traditional Chinese traditionalism. At the tender age of 21, his work brought him acclaim as he
earned broad recognition within the prestigious Chinese Artists” Association in Beijing. As he then continued
his evolving journey as a master artist, his work began to reflect the more exquisite techniques of the ancient
Chinese mural paintings of the Jin Northern Dynasties of the third through the fifth centuries, also being
influenced by the Dutch masters Van Eyck, Bruegel, Vermeer and Holbein.

His years in Regina, Canada provided an opportunity to broaden his scope, and to incorporate many modern
ideas into his work. Moving to the United States, studying for his MFA at Tulane University and painting in
Colorado and New York have provided him with the opportunity to expand his work even further. But to say
that he has developed as an artist in the sense of youth developing into adults would be totally misleading, for
his work has shown maturity and insight from his early emergence as an artist. When Xu was just 19, his
paintings were exhibited in the National Art Museum of China in Beijing and appeared on Chinese Central
Television. At 21, he was the only artist in China to have two oil paintings selected from tens of thousands for

the prestigious Sixth National Art Exhibition, at which he won the excellence award.

Xu Yanzhou is a very perceptive and sensitive artist. He carefully observes the world around him, paying
special attention to the relationships between people, places and items, both real and perceived. He has a
positive and optimistic outlook on life. In his work, he allows us to share in his observations and introduces us

to interpretations that we might have missed without his help. Xu paints beautiful subjects and themes in their



own environment, often superimposing images that seem to be out of place or time, but which provide us with
his view of the relationships that are so important in his world. He might provide us with views of a woman’s
portrait, spring flowers, snowy winter landscapes, birds and insects of summer, or the fruits harvested in
autumn united in disparate ways, yet it all fits and makes sense. One might see in the background of his
paintings a summer plant growing in a snowy landscape, or a large egg in a birdcage suspended in mid air.
Through Xu’s intellect, talent and imagination one can always find a perceptive way of viewing the world that

is both enlightening and intriguing.

Xu constantly displays sensitivity, accuracy and an amazing attention to detail in his work. His often use of
brilliant color and interesting subjects provides him with important tools to tell his story, to describe the
reality of what he sees around him. His subjects seem to step right off the canvas, inviting us to join in new

experiences and challenging our own intellects.

Xu is a talented artist who is not afraid to adopt a different and fresh approach. He has received wide recognition
for the quality of his work, and his paintings can be found in many important art museums and galleries

around the world. Those who have his paintings in their private collections are very fortunate indeed.

Donald O. Wells
President Emeritus, University of Regina

Former President, Mount Allison University

1
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Introduction

In an art world dominated by abstract or conceptual avant-garde art, there are still artists for whom realism is
their main means of expression. While classical realism is often labeled and misunderstood as being “cliché”
or “antique”, there is nevertheless innovation among realist painters, not simply the pure depiction of objects.
Realist painters are also modernist painters; realism is just the language that they choose. Realist paintings in
China have undergone many developments, especially regarding its social functions. Xu Yanzhou has been
searching for a style with which he can express his perception of the world. The technique he uses is realist,
but the ideas conveyed, the composition, structure and colour in his paintings are complex and close to being
surrealist in nature. Although he works in western media and techniques, Xu believes that the ultimate beauty
in art lies in xieyi, literally, “drawing meaning”, which is the essence of traditional Chinese painting. In

contrast, Xu, therefore, brings together the features of Western and Chinese art.

Western realism appears in modern Chinese paintings at the beginning of the 20th century. This was a radical
and transitional period when there was a re-evaluation of traditional feudal ideas in Chinese society and
culture, and new ideas replaced the old. The May Fourth movement of 1919 furthered the revolution in
Chinese literature and art. The introduction of Western art indicated the direction in which Chinese art should
go. At the same time, Chinese students who had travelled abroad to study art in the 1920s and 1930s, were
returning with new knowledge and ideas with which they hoped to transform the existing traditional language
of classical Chinese art. Both realism and modernism movements in Western art influenced Chinese artists,
and they each had their own supporters. A debate regarding which of the two styles should be advocated in
China ensued. Due to the social and political conditions in China, realism became the main trend, although
ironically modernism was widely adopted in the West. Dissatisfied with the apparent detachment from real
life of Chinese literati paintings, it was believed that realism could enlighten people. Another factor is the rise
of realism in China is that art teaching followed the example of the Soviet Union in which realism was widely
practiced. During the Cultural Revolution, realism was used as a tool of political propaganda and became an
official language of the government. From its beginnings in China, realism has never had a solely aesthetic

value; it has always embodied political or social needs.

Xu Yanzhou has always sought themes which may be related questions about the meaning of life, through
which to paint his life experiences. As he has experienced different changes, his choice of topics and even
styles has also changed. When Xu was in high school, he painted in an impressionistic style. Vivid brushstrokes
and complementary hues tell of Xu’s ambition to be an artist of the future. In China, especially in the 1970s
and 1980s, stylistic freedom was restricted due to contextual and institutional factors. Xu could not escape

theme influences and his style gradually shifted from an impressionistic one to a more realistic one around

15
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1984, which also marks the beginning of his career as a realist artist. Xu began to study at the Shandong
Academy of Arts in 1979, and after graduating in 1983, remained there to teach. It was a time when realism
and traditional Western art techniques were widely taught at academic art schools, following the Soviet system.
Xu’s change in style was partly due to the social and political constraints on the artist at that moment, and the

artists’ great admiration for some Western realist artists, especially the French and of course, Russian masters.

“Chatting among the Yimeng Villagers” is typical of Xu Yanzhou’s paintings before 1984. Xu was interested
in the everyday life of rural residents and their relationship to nature. More than a mere static image of
villagers chatting after a day of work, Xu wants to show the beauty of rural villagers who earn their living by
physical labour. Following the Cultural Revolution, scenes of rural realism became popular in China in the
1980s. Artists were drawn to the simplicity of peasant life instead of politics; paintings as pure representation
of reality instead of as a tool of politicians. The French master of realism Gustave Courbet (1819-1877), was
no doubt an influence on Xu at this time. Courbet painted the harsh life of peasants and depicted nature from
direct observation including all its flaws. Another realist French painter, Jules Bastien-Lepage (1848—1884)
and Russian social realist painters such as Valentin Serov (1865-1911) and Arkady Plastov (1893—1972) were
also important influences on Xu. He wished to depict pure human emotions, without social contradiction or
disharmonies. During this period Xu painted with raw brushstrokes and an earthy toned palette. The figures

have a blurry contour suggesting the influence of Impressionism.

After Xu Yanzhou began teaching at the Shandong Academy of Arts, his style had begun to evolve from an
impressionistic one to a classical and realist one. “The Small Mountain Village” shows evidently this shift.
The detailed depiction of the wood grain of the door to the wrinkles on the little girl’s clothes shows a more
refined and delicate technique. Brushstrokes are no longer as coarse as before. The depiction of light from the
exterior shows the influence of the Flemish artist Jan Vermeer (1632—1675) on Xu. Vermeer painted mostly
interior domestic scenes of daily life. Xu is fascinated with Vermeer’s use of light in interior settings and the
reflection of light from objects. The single unchanging element in Xu’s paintings is his subject, which remains
rural China but which now contains more personal and individual depictions of emotion. The audience is
captivated by the gaze of the little girl, who is simultaneously attracted by our gaze. Her trouser legs are
casually folded showing an indifference to the way that she dresses, but this is actually the intelligently
arranged composition and intention of the artist and it can be seen in a number of his drawings of children.

This marks the beginning of Xu painting the “yi” or “meaning” of the composition, instead of simply depicting

figures and landscapes when he incorporated the twenty-four terms of the Chinese solar calendar into his



