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Dj’én Yuhai, Luan Xiavjic and Zhu Fadong were planning the "92 Painting Exhibition
&




KTV 74 A5 / Moon on the Papaya Tree
AfiTfiyE] / Oil on canvas
155 X 135cm

1988 i~



H3R

Contents

1 AlEANEZRRG—RESHEEERR
Coming and Going Freely on the Art Scene

Duan Yuhai’s creative trajectory in oil painting

1 BE®R: HRZAPHRIFTEN

Duan Yuhai: Paternalism in Contemporary Art

32 BABILES]

The Lover’s Diary Series

61 —EBATENMFR XT “REERER"
A Surrealist Poem

On the '92 Painting Exhibition

65 HE“REERRE" FRZA
On the Eve of the '92 Painting Exhibition

68 KEmBRT

The Counterfeit Series

89 “BHAR RAE

Urban Personality Exhibition Statement

90 KERRI—BFXX

The Counterfeit Series—Luxury Cars and Beautiful Women



105

108

121

124

141

144

192

219

288

EMER

A New Starting Point

XERRS—B@EmS51LK

The Counterfeit Series—Famous Paintings and Chinese Landscapes

KT 1@ (KD

About Elegy

HwRRTI

The Elegy Series

(HRAR—ETILE) (ERAR

Artist’s Statement on Landscapes of the Times—Left-behind Children

RRRRII—ETFILE

The Landscapes of the Times Series—Left-behind Children

HRRARRI—&

The Landscapes of the Times Series—Me

FIREMD—BEEBHHROBEGIK
Making Waves at the Edge of the Tide

A discussion of Duan Yuhai’'s contemporary path

REH®

Duan Yuhai



BHEAEZ RIS

—BEEHEEHERH

Coming and Going Freely on the Art Scene
Duan Yuhai’s creative experience in oil painting

Tk
Wang Lin
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I first met Duan Yuhai in the second half year of 1989. His oil paintings The Counterfeit Series left a deep
impression on me, and I often show slides of those works to my students. Another series in that period was

Lover’s Diary. Together, these works made up Duan Yuhai’s first creative period.
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That was the most depressing period for Chinese avant-garde art, and it was also when artists experienced
a transition out of the turbulence of the New Wave movement. When Duan Yuhai graduated from the
Qil Painting Department of Yunnan Art Academy in 1986, new wave art was at its height. We can see the
impression that new wave art left on him in Lover’s Diary. These works were all painted on paper. Yunnan
painters have always had a tradition of painting on paper, from Jiang Tiefeng and Ding Shaoguang to Pan
Dehai and Zhang Xiaogang. This batch of Duan Yuhai’s paintings was strong and impulsive, immediately
revealing the passion of the new wave art youth movement. Ever since this time, Duan Yuhai has enjoyed
painting the female figure, with the juxtaposition of human and fish forms full of passionate symbolism. The
use of the fish to symbolize reproduction and sex is a longstanding Chinese cultural tradition. Wen Yiduo,
the poet assassinated in Kunming, once explored this in an essay entitled On Fish. Duan Yuhai’s works
consist of outlines filled in with smears of color. As he drew from western modern art, he did quite a bit of
self-exploration. The chaotic crowds of screaming, disheveled men and women in these paintings express
a tense, repressive atmosphere, recording the artist’s reaction in this period giving them a very different
historical significance. But Duan Yuhai is, after all, from a new generation. He didn't get very involved in the
unified cultural resistance of the 85 New Wave; instead, he was quite interested in history and tradition as
artistic wellsprings. He was one of the first artists to make use of a “satirical” esthetic in his contemporary
creations. In The Counterfeit Series, from his appropriation of western classical schema to his mischievous take
on traditional Chinese landscapes, and touching on everything from the historicism of political pop to the
problematic nature of pop among the masses, Duan Yuhai used his playful sense of humor to point out the
metamorphosis taking place in traditional literati and the humanist mindset in the midst of China'’s social
transformation into the era of the consumer. His Famous Cars and Beautiful Women series was famous for
the decorative style of advertising painting methods, and its combination of ancient and modern, past and
present, garishness and complexity; it was a keen reaction to the esthetic trends of postmodernism. These
works used multiple methods to dissolve classical image forms, especially western classical realist painting, an
allusion to the constant decay taking place in Chinese social culture. This decay is the inevitable result of the
failure of the revolution. For the artist, the question of shaping his own creative direction and artistic language

in the midst of the pop waves is the most important and most difficult process.
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At Wang Lin’s home in 1994 (from left):
Duan Yuhai, Zhang Xiaogang, Wang Lin,
Mao Xuhui, He Yunchang, Luan Xiaojie

and others.
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Duan painted The Counterfeit Series for a period of ten years. The Chirico-style metaphysical street scenes
from this series also appeared in his Elegy Series. It was basically about the powerful sunshine on the Yunnan-
Guizhou Plateau, but the artist performed a very interesting transformation on it: the clear, bright street scenes
became ruins illuminated by the sun, the destruction forming a stark contrast with the beautiful women
from his Counterfeit Series. The subtle touch of sexy allusions enhances the sense of the absurd in this surreal
scene, expressing the artist’s sense of helplessness and sorrow towards the destruction of history and the
disappearance of memory in the city. In these artworks, Duan Yuhai became the first artist to put mannequins

into the picture.
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Landscapes of the Times-Left-behind
Children

FriTHI J[E] / Oil on canvas

162 % 130cm

2007
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If Duan Yuhai were more interested in money, he would find an image form and stick with it, painting it over
and over until a gallery was willing to push it and the collectors could recognize it. He might have made
quite a bit of money. But he’s never been a formalistic painter. All he can do is listen to his nature, sometimes
retreating into the self, sometimes entering into society, coming and going on the art scene, and basing his
creations on his own experiences and observations. In his Sketches Series, you can see scenes of urban sleep
paralysis and the secrets of private space filled with fanciful enchantment and perception; in his Left-behind
Children series you can get a sense of the artist’s humanist sentiments and inescapable social responsibility,
and get a feel for the art’s realism and directedness. It was in the latter that the artist found a unique creative

method for establishing a true connection to the times.
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Landscapes of the Times-Left-behind
Children

A TH /HE] / Oil on canvas

200 X 162cm

2007
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Left-behind Children series marked the beginning of Duan Yuhai’s
second creative period. Duan painted forty to fifty paintings in this
series, owing to his interest in the subject and his familiarity with life in
Xishuangbanna. He understood that in the Yunnan countryside, as young
labor heads out to the cities, seniors and children are left behind. Children
in impoverished families lack care and education; the golden years of
their lives are wasted. The “Agriculture-countryside-farmer policy” and
“Project Hope” can’t do anything for them. They live beyond the reach
of preferential policies and society. Duan wanted to portray their state
of existence, no doubt out of a caring heart, but as an artist, he was unwilling and unable to do so by merely
continuing with the realist creative methods of the rustic painters from the 1980s. Such images that combine
reportage and exposé are a common sight in the media, but a greater amount of controlled information
conceals these true images, and the omnipresent mass media has made Chinese people numb in the face of
disaster. The artist had to find an individual method for approaching the truth, using the truth of artistic
perception to reveal that which has been concealed in society. These left-behind children were placed in fresh,
bright sunlight. They sit absently, or stand silently, or lead dogs, feed chickens, herd cattle, wash clothes, fill
water buckets, push carts, or do other work, or they play, bathe, swim, ride the see-saw or find other ways to
entertain themselves. The artist unconsciously painted his subjects as pained and dignified; they are in a state
of ignorance, perhaps the source of their happiness. Aside from that, the painter made light use of sign-based
expressions, such as models, apartment buildings, street scenes, roads, shops, airports, cranes, traffic lights,
and words such as “made in China” and “off-license taxis” to subtly allude to the background and social
causes that led to these children being left behind. Duan Yuhai did not set out to point his finger at anyone. All
he did was notice these children who had been forgotten and ignored in the splendor of the mainstream grand
narrative, and depict them. The more these pictures are filled with sunlight, the more they are filled with

joy, the more shocking and moving they become. The artist’s kindness is buried deep in tranquil, silent and
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Sketch in the Classroom I
AT JhiE] / Oil on canvas
80 X 60cm

2009
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Sketch in the Classroom II
FrTEIHE] / Oil on canvas
80 X 60cm

2009

bright depictions, embodied in his pity for innocence, life and time. It makes us remember these portraits of
insignificant children, remember the faces of these people on the bottom rungs of society. This is a folk-based,

unofficial, historical and artistic truth.
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In the Left-behind Children series, Duan Yuhai diluted the symbolism and enhanced the sense of reality,
strengthening the sunlight to highlight its directedness. Here, his creative leanings become clear and definite.
Aside from that, we can get the same sense from the landscape paintings he began painting in 2006. The

works are mostly drawn from life, but are not entirely direct depictions. Aside from that necessitated by form,



little is depicted as being in darkness; everything is illuminated by the noon sun, appearing clear, transparent,
animated. It’s marked a bit by the aesthetic trait of Chinese painting, which ignores shadows. It is also marked
by the artistic transformation of the Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau visual experience. Compared to his first creative
phase, these works have a more mature artistic language and richer individuality. This is no simple task for

the oil painter.
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But Duan Yuhai is not content to rest on his laurels. Recently, he has started shifting his “Landscapes of
the Times” from Left-behind Children to the Me series, of which he has already completed roughly a dozen
paintings. Perhaps it will prove to be the beginning of his third creative period. Looking at the paintings he
has already completed, it appears that the artist has rekindled his interest in the human body. He has taken
the mockery of classical culture from the Counterfeit Series, the allegories of reproduced products from the
Elegy Series, and transferred them to the relationships between man and man, man and self, and self and body.
In the hypothetical scenes or self-organized pictures, each connected by the artist’s self-portrait, the artist is
entertaining, enjoying, playing and appreciating, while depicting the postures and faces of women as they

act, perform and put on airs. This joy of the observed women and the joy brought to the man by observing



FIIE NG / Taking in the Landscape
AT /iHE] / Oil on canvas
50 X 60cm

1983

[ E 7% / Midsummer Night
FiTH/HE| / Oil on canvas
70 X 50cm

1990

the women seem completely meaningless in front of the dull backdrop. This is a waste of interest and sexual
interest; the silly exaggerations make them absurd and a bit strange, bringing doubts upon the self’s “me”.
Is that self really a case of “I consume therefore I am”? The fact that this statement appeared in art history in
the form of words is in itself a farce. “I consume therefore I am” is merely superficial and public, while the
real self is deep inside, in the spiritual dimension, and therefore cannot be further affirmed. Perhaps this is
the real issue that Duan Yuhai has touched on. Such a pursuit just might lead to mutual suspicion between
artist and subject in their relationship of consumption, but the greatest trap is still when consumption as a
source of joy becomes the root for externalization, the result is that the self becomes the subject of empty, inert,
collective mass ideology through that consumption. This is the relationship between man and woman, i.e. self
and subject, in the picture. Duan Yuhai moves forward into risky territory, and it is worth watching how his
creations progress. The dilution of form has been the internal cause of Duan Yuhai’s continuously blooming
creative vitality. How do you widen your expressive language while maintaining your disposition and free
creative spirit? Art will always be a developmental discipline, and when it comes to questions of the spirit, it

will always be probing them. I'm confident that viewers of Duan Yuhai’s works will, like me, be full of hope

for his future creations.

20104E3 H21H
March 21, 2010




