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China's New Art, Post-1989 | 5 \JLFEFEAR
Hanart T Z Gallery | JHEAFHEIEE 1993

ZENG FANZHI
(b. 1964, Wuhan, Hebei Province)

gE

Zeng Fanzhi graduated in 1991 from the Oil Painting Department of the Hubei Academy of Fine
Arts. He is currently a full time professional painter.

Zeng Fanzhi utilises variations on the doctor-patient relationship to express his own view of reality.
His cold-blooded and cutting Expressionist technique twists and transforms the original relationship
of the scientific saviour and the saved into a sado-masochistic relationship of molestor and
molested. Hidden just below the surface of these disturbing images is the artist’s skepticism toward
the possibility of human freedom and dignity.

“Painting is a painful process; it forces the human figures in my painting into a state of pain and
anxiety. | paint images of people in tragic situations, and they express everything that | want to
express.

| don’t want to paint everything | see. | only want to paint what appears in the depths of my soul. |
firmly believe that | can only reproduce my own image; actually, this is my only choice.”

— Zeng Fanzhi






Contemporary Chinese Oil Paintings | 244X E v H
University Museum and Art Gallery - University of Hong Kong | #F ik K226 RIsiE 1995

Zeng Fanzhi'a idiom comes from expressionism and his choice of
subject matter is hospital scenes, in which the distress of life is brought to
Zeng's limelight. “Human flesh” features with a vengeance the

psychological condition of man in a mise en scéne that is arresting to ERPBwE
Zeng Fanzhi betold Contemporary
Chinese Oil Paintings
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China! Zeitgenossische Malerel
Kunstmuseum Bonn, Germany 1996

ZENG FANZHI

Peking

1964 geb. in Wuhan,
Provinz Hubei

1991 Abschlup an der
Akademie fir Bildende
Kunst Hubei

—— Von der Serie »Harmonie« bis zur
=N

A Serie »Mensch und Fleische drehte

sich in meinem Kopf alles um die
Erinnerung an eine bestimmte Zeit in
Wuhan. Diese Werke driickten den
physischen Schmerz und die Unge-
duld eines Menschen aus. Seit der
Serie der Masken ist dies anders
geworden. Die Erkenntnis, daf psy-
chische Verletzungen dem Menschen
ebenso Schmerzen zufugen, hat mich
zu einer Neubewertung der voin der
Umwelt verursachten physischen Pro-
bleme bewogen.

Durch die Verwendung der
Maske versuche ich, einen bestimmten
Abstand zu anderen Menschen zu
wahren und mogliche Formen von
Selbstbetrug aufzudecken. Es gibt im
Leben viele verschiedene Masken. Der
Mensch hat in so einer Umgebung
gar keine andere Wahl, als selbst
unter einer Maske zu leben. Der
maskierte Mensch ist der Gegenstand
meiner Malerei.

ZENG FANZHI
164



Aus der Serle sbaskes. Nr. 12, 1994. Of aul Leinwand, 180 x 200 em ZENG FANZHI
165

Aus der Serie sMaskes, Nr. 20, 1994. Ol auf Leinwand, 150 x 130 cm

Aus der Serie sMaskes, Nr. 11 1994, O auf Lesnwand. 180 150 em ZENG FANIHI
w67



8+8-1 Selected Paintings by 15 Conporary Artists
Manfred Schoeni 1997

One, Tong Yi Street Primary School in the summer of 1970. The little red

soldiers, Zhi Zhi, Yong Yong and Chao Chao responded to the call from
the school to join in the social activities after close. Once, during a story telling
meeting Zhi Zhi discovered that his classmate little Lilai's father, Jin Yinbao,
was a historic counter-revolutionary who was under surveillance and that he
propagandised thoughts on the exploited class to little Lilai. Zhi
Zhi remembered that under no circumstances should we forget the class
struggles and with the help of members of the Workers Propaganda Team, he
fought the enemy tit for tat in a life or death situation until the bad person was
finally arrested.

T his series of paintings tells the stories of the third year students of Class

These paintings depict the heroic images of little red soldier Zhi Zhi and all the
students of class one in the third year of primary school.




Futuro e: Chinese Contemporary Art
Contemporary Art Centre of Macau 2000

« 1994
« 150 x 130cm

+ Mask 19-9A

Zeng Fanzhi
0il on canvas

“Painting is a painful process; it forces the human figures in my painting into a state
of pain and anxiety. I paint images of people in tragic situations, and they express
everything that I want to express.

I don’t want to paint everything I see. I only want to paint what appears in the
depths of my soul. I firmly believe that I can only reproduce my own image; actually,

this is my only choice.”

Zeng Fanzhi

1994

+« Self portrait with dog -«
« 165 x 180cm

Zeng Fanzhi
0il on canvas
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90's Art China | FEZJRZARE 1990-1999 s
Hunan Fine Art Publishing House | #iF§3¢ AR kit 2000 90‘ o
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Chinese Walls | 14
Gasunie, The Netherlands 2000

i HZ (% A)  Zeng Fanzhi, Mask no. 4 {man), 1995, oil on canvas, 150 X130 cm
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Zeng Fanzhi, Mask no. 8 (woman), 1995, oll on canvas, 150 x 130 ecm T2 A (4 N) fo ]
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Chinese Art at the End of the Millennium | FERKHEZAR
New Art Media Limited, Hongkong 1997

CHINESE ART: AT 3
NDIOF THE IMILLEN

Nine Chinese Artists (Wang Guangyi, Yu Youhan, Li Shan, Yue Minjun,
Yang Shaobin, Liu Wei, Qi Zhilong, Zeng Fanzhi, Guo Jin)

Leng Lin

vol. 1, no. 5

As we look back over the last hundred years as China has moved into the modern
era, it is clear the 1990s marks a period of particularly momentous change. This
change can be seen in two respects.

Firstly, whereas modern art in China over the last fifty years has struggled 1o
“catch up” with Western modern art, reflecting a certain time dimension in its
thinking about that relationship, recent art seeks to establish a dialogue, if not a
co-existence, with Western modern art, reflecting more of a spatial dimension
with regard to this relationship.

Within this spatial dimension, Chinese modern art has stepped out from its self-
debasing position of “catching up with the West"” into a spatial dimension that
resulted in a self that was fundamentally altered. From this self-differentiated
position, Chinese modern art began to conscientiously undergo a period of large-
scale introspection (self-reflection or self-identification). This kind of introspec-
tion was not simply, as in the past, a re-presentation of its history, rather, it is
based on the needs of an increasingly global existence, an identification and dif-
ferentiation of “the self” and “the other” in the increasingly intertwined relation-
ship with the West.

25. Wang Guangyi, "Coca Cola,” 1990 -1994, 26. Li Shan, “Mao and the Artist No, 2 (Rouge No. 69)," 1994,
200 = 200 em, oil on canvas 150 x 180 cm, oil on canvas



32. Zeng Fanzhi, "“Self Portrait,” 1996, 180 x 200 cm,
oil on canvas

ng, Untitled, 1998, 65 x 44 cm, oil on canvas

lattening) of objective history. Contemporary life re-establishes itself based
 principle of necessity. In this sense, Yue Minjun's paintings clearly reflect
ividual, as well as the practicality of China's new generation of artists.

Shaobin has gone even further down the road of individualism. He em-
kind of self-destructive technique to express his individuality. In Yang
n's works, self-portrait busts combine with expressive brushwork. This
ation takes the desire for self salvation and almost resignedly places it in
ious position in which the image of the self constantly seems on the verge
llapsing or going to pieces. Searching for balance in the chaos, searching
ace in the violence, it is this search that connects Yang Shaobin's art to the
ridden outer world of everyday contemporary life.

Wei, by comparison seems more intent on focusing on the non rational ani-
alinside man. He uses short, palsied, strokes along with vivid colors in imagi-
'Settings. In this respect, Liu Wei is a prototypical realist painter. It's just that
€ality is always mixed with a relaxed joke of sorts. This is perhaps how many
€Se approach reality. He deals with difficulties and danger in a contrary man-
most randomly changing it into something it's not. Liu Wei likes to employ
Ly and sex as well as nauseating or revolting images, basically anything scato-
al that can have a powerful psychological effect. Even so, his paintings are
ted in such a way that the overall look can be strikingly vivid, colorful, bright,
ngagingly beautiful. In his works, he employs a highly individualized tech-
€ in an effort to deal with, in his own uniquely Chinese manner, many of the
{ 'halienges born out of the complexity of contemporary Chinese culture.

£r



' gecondly, Chinese modern art's search for a contemporary Chinese art in the
West has led to a re-evaluation of its own views of history and those of the West.
This new view attempts to integrate history and the West into a socialist eco-
nomic framework based on new market theories and principles in what is essen-
tially an “inner search for a contemporary Chinese art.” Artin China in the 1990's
is in fact an art created jointly by China and the West. It emphasizes common
issues facing both, while taking an almost anti-modern critical stance with regard
to China's drive to economic modernization. It is full of angst and has lost any
clearly defined goals. Yet, it contains a complex, sensitive, if not a somewhat
neurotic and enthusiastic response to the interaction of inseparable societies
caught up in the process of globalization. We can see these responses clearly in
the works of Wang Guangyi, Yu Youhan, Li Shan, Yue Minjun, Yang Shaobin, Liu
Wei, Qi Zhilong, Zeng Fanzhi, Guo Jin, amongst others.

In Wang Guangyi's paintings we regard the utopian images of the proletariat com-
monly seen in the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s and 1970s, and mixed with the
enormous influence of Western culture so ubiquitous today. The object of criti-
cism in the past has now become an essential component of the contemporary
social scene, a seemingly unstoppable force. Wang Guangyi attempts a kind of
cultural criticism employing images of mass/popular culture from both China and
the West. Without providing us with any knowledge of who or what is being
criticized (the Western barnd name or the proletarian images), his deconstructive
compositions are critical in as much as they present us with the mere possibility
that Chinese and Western cultures may in the end only cannibalize each other.

By comparison, Yu Youhan focuses his energy on interpreting the enormously
Symbolic image of Mao Zedong in a modern and sometimes misguided national-
istic context. He takes images of Mao which were popular from the propaganda

”
i 1ﬂl"‘.(H-IHIJ'I, "Double Mao: Cultural Revolution,™ 1994, 28. Yue Minjun, Untitled, 1997, 120 x 100 cm,
1

118 x 166 cm), acrylic on canvas oil on canvas




art of the 1960s and 1970s (especially those meant to symbolize China's reaching
out to the people of the world or leading them) and combines them with florg)
motifs from Chinese folk dress. From the standpoint of 1990s pluralism, he re.
evaluates the relationship between such a totalitarian authority, which was at the
same time nationalist and globalist, and the society that created and sustaineq
such an authority. Yu Youhan has been said to be taking a deconstructivist stance
whereas in fact it would be more accurate to describe him as seeking to reinforce
certain pluralistic values.

If Wang Guangyi and Yu Youhan are artists who look at changing realities in China
from a larger cultural perspective, then Li Shan is an artist who looks at modern
China's development from the standpoint of his own personal spiritual experience.

In Li Shan's works, Mao is often depicted with a lotus flower in his mouth. This
sexual depiction of Mao deconstructs the public persona of the outside world, the
Mao icon, transforming it instead into an everyday image of Mao dwelling in his
own private world of feelings and emotions. Such re-reading and deconstruction
of the mythical construction of Mao was particularly common in China of the
1990s. In ad'dition, Li Shan also painted a large number of animals and political
icons. These images, often deliberately misogynist or misplaced politically, sym-
bolize a kind of spiritual confusion in China.

The works of Yue Minjun, Yang Shaobin and Liu Wei express the individual. This
re-affi'rming personal values, even if extreme, in a somewhat exaggerated
sense of individualism. Yue Minjun repeatedly uses himself as the subject of his
paintings. He employs a variety of techniques, which are self-effacing, yet still
somehow narcissistic, to express the optimistic outlook of China's young and
upwardiy mobile generation. On his canvases, “the foolish smile” already as-
sumes the deconstructing function of post-modernism. On the one hand, it dis-
pels the notion of subjectivity while at the same time it deals with the simplifica-

29. Yang Shaobin, Untitled, 1997-1998, 260 x 360 crm, 30. Liu Wei, “Swimmers,” 1994, 150 x 200 cm,
oil on canvas oil on canvas



Chinese Art at the Crossroads: Between Past and Future, Between East and West | +%#

AR EZAR: B EFARRZE, TERGTMIETTZE
New Art Media Limited

2001

explores the way in which Feng Mengbo
appropriates a Cultural Revolution revolutionary
opera to create a work of computer art, part of
which is a shooting game.

In his “Putting On and Taking Off: How the Mao
Suit Became Art,” Zhu Qi examines Zhan Wang's
and Sui Jianguo's use of the form of the Mao suit
in their sculptures. As the essay makes clear, the
Mao suit, originally worn by Sun Yat-sen (and
named for him rather than Mao in Chinese), is a
symbol whose implications extend through the
Mao years up to the present. It is interesting to
note that Zhan Wang and Sui Jianguo are
teachers in the same division of the Central
Academy of Fine Arts’ Sculpture Department.

Martina Koeppel-Yang looks at Yang Jiechang's
1999 installation, Remaking Dong Cunrui, in her
“Remoulding a Hero; Remolding Icons.” Yang
Jiechang, noting the rise of nationalism in China,
built an installation around the recently reinstated
hero, Dong Cunrui, to highlight some negative
qualities of nationali He took images from a
serial picture book about the hero, and clips from
a film about him, emphasizing the reduction of

2. Zeng Fanzhi % : _

e Dong Cunrui’s life to the moment in which he held up a packet of

Mask Senes No, 16 @xplosives to the underside of a bridge, immediately before they

1997 {and he) exploded.

150 %130 cm

oil on canvas Finally, we have a t lated press rel “The Rent Collectit

Courtyard Copyright Breached Overseas: Sichuan Academy of Fine

& e Arts Sues Venice Biennale”—paired with an introduction and

(below) 3 ; i 5

Mao Zed of the that pre the Sichuan Academy

VWeaaring & Red Scarf of Fine Arts to issue such a stat it. The ptual artist Cai

1998 Guo-Qiang's highly acclaimed copy of an iconic Cultural Revolution
p Ipture, the Rent Collection Courtyard, has lyzed numerous

manipulated T i ranging from the proposed | it, to the production

photograph

of pricey replicas of the original, to Song Dong'’s Award for Winning
18

Chinese Art at the Crossroads:

without Making an Effort, intended for Cai Guo-Qiang—for winning
at Venice “without making an effort.” Song Dong's piece appeared
on the Chinese-art.com website earlier this year.

Other les of artists king with Cultural Revolution visual
language, or art theory, or techniques abound. The paintings of
Guo Jian, who was an army artist before emigrating to Australia,
are executed in a crude style suitable for propaganda art. Their
surfaces seem rough and unschooled, but the effect is a deliberate
homage to the realities of propaganda painting. Guo Jian combines
motifs from Cultural Revolution revolutionary ballets with poses
and props glorifying violence. In the background geysers gush
hi d, tive of the ¢ ic thrill he and other soldiers
have found in the violent acts they are trained to commit-something
Guo Jian is working to exorcize from his system via his paintings.
Zeng Fanzhi's paintings, by contrast, have a smooth, perfect surface

conveying a sense of emotional detachment. He paints images of
himself as a child, crying because although he yearned to wear
the red scarf of the Little Red Guards, he was one of only two
children in his school denied the privilege. Erupting through the
smooth surface of the painting, and the boy’s mask, the pain
Cultural Revolution policies caused children is apparent.

Image manipulation is a standard technique of Cultural Revolution
visual culture. During that time, both photographs and paintings

4. Xu Bing

{raft)

Art for the People
banner

1999

5. Liu Fenghua
{right}

Studying Lei Feng
1998
performance



Towards a New Image: Twenty Years of Contemporary Chinese Painting | #i/E%
Beijing Contemporary Visual Art Development | Jb3t 4R EAR K EEH R AH 2001
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ZENG

Born in Wuhan, Hubei Province,
Graduated frorm OIl Painting
Department, Hubei Academy of
Fine Arfs, Wuhan

Current: Lives in Beijing, China,

Professional Arist

FANZHI

Zeng Fanzhi expresses individual's
feelings for surviving the modern
society in the symbolic views of his
“Mask” series. His expressive works
invoke a balanced power that
combines grace and violence,
sweetness and cruelty, affection and
force. His painting language is
delicate but reserved, taking the
audience from enchantment and
indulgence, to excitement and
amazement, As a member of the new
force in art that emerged in the early
1990s, Zeng Fanzhi has infroduced an
enduring charm to Chinese modern

art.






The First Guangzhou Triennial - Reinterpretation: A Decade of Experimental Chinese Art
(1990-2000) | HE MARER=ZFER - EFfEE: FEEERZARTH(1990-2000)
Macao Publishing House | [ k4E 2002
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Modernites Chinoises

Skira

Zeng Fanzhi

110

2003

Logé prés d’'un hopital dont il utilise les salles
de bain, Zeng y cotoie journellement

les cadavres et les écorchés. Ici se rasant

en saignant devant la glace.

Puis, dans sa série des masgues, commencee
en 1994, le corps vétu et lisse contraste avec
la force d'expression des mains et des visages
masqués, témoins d'un univers intérieur qui
bouillonne. Ce couple moderne, habillé tendance
— elle castratrice et possessive, lui passif et
timoré — crient leur difficulté a vivre ensemble.

A la recherche de corps et de |'identité : Who Am /7

INITES CHINOISES

Chitiatine Fuci-Glucksrman:

96

Zheng Fanzhi

Mask 1996-1 (Couple), 1996
Huile sur roile, 200 x 180 cm



Dr

Zheng Fanzhi

Autoportrait au Chien, 1994
Huile sur toile, 165 x 180 cm

98

Zheng Fanzhi

Mao, 1993

Huile sur toile, 60 x 50 cm

Zeng Fanzhi 111



The Chinese Contemporary
Zeit-Foto Co., Ltd, Japan 2006
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Zeng Fanzhi

i No 9
Unilitied Mo.9
2004 150x150crm oil on canvas

B o1
Portrait No.1
2004 100x100cm  oil on canvas



Art in motion | {E3): BT AXE
Shanghai Fine Arts Publisher | i 40m Hi ¢t 2006
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Portrait No. 7
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Qil on Canvas
50x70 cm
2004
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Swimming

HEHE

Oil on Canvas
215x330 cm
2006

STt Bz =
This Land So Rich In Beauty No.3

HERE

Qll on Canvas
215x330¢cm
2006



China's Neo Painting, A Triumph Over Images: 2007 Art China Painting Nomination

Exhibition | BB EHLE: 2007 (ERUMR) L EERERELE

MODERN ART/Shanghai Art Gallery/Nanjing Qing He Modern Art Museum |
AR CH A9 ASERE 2007
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China’s Km Painting,
A Triumph Over Im: aw
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The Visual Epos of Zeng Fanzhi

Lérand Hegyi

Although a historical reconstruction of the language of Zeng Fanzhi’s ocuvre
would certainly provide occasion for numerous legitimate comments and observations
on the development of his painting, his historical preferences in art and his chosen in-
fluences, it scems to me that a more fruitful approach will be to focus on the concrete,
unique phenomenon ol his painting and the question of the contextualisation of the
visual references employed by Zeng Fanzhi in our radical here and now. This also
means that rather than attempting to reconstruct his individual development as a
painter within the Chinese culture of contemporary painting, it will be preferable to (ry
to perceive the concrete, sensual, visual actuality of a Zeng [Fanzhi’s painting and to
describe its specific, immediate impact mechanism. Zeng Fanzhi’s paintings are
cvocative, powerful and dynamic; they invoke a sense of constant, unending evolution
and transformation without foreseeable results. This makes them exhilarating and
exclting, suggestive of hidden, complex stories that could be continued in all possible
directions, so that the painting becomes an adventure, its surface a map for an expedition
into terra incognita. By adventure 1 mean the humorous, vivid, spontancous unfolding
of unforeseen events within the composition of the painting, in other words, the fertile
evolution of its implicit potential, which is embodied in various imaginative contexts,
in various emotional and associational ¢cnvironments, by the scnsual structuring of the
painting on the canvas. This concretisation of the primary acts of visual and plastic
composition in painting puts the different thematic links and the various references in
the foreground and draws atiention to the narrative which thus evolves.

In this light, it is understandable that Zeng Fanzhi’s painting first and foremost,
at least offers us content that is rich and exciting, linked with history, politics, emotions
and memories, psychology and fantasy, and somewhat anecdotal and didactic, so that
the painter becomes a storyteller, a commentator. But the true narrative is to be found
behind the storyteller’s tales, behind the commentator’s observations: it is the narrative
of the painting’s creation, which makes it plain that the unceasing transfiguration of
the visual figure is the only true condition, the only immediate reality, the true dramatic
and, for us, relevant event. The process of becoming is the actual narrative here,
manifested in the various connotative contexts of the embodiment of the act of
painting.

The dynamics of Zeng Fanzhi’s manifold pictorial events, the rich structuring of
his sometimes gigantic canvases with their hidden , yet extremely significant,
multifaceted, fictively three-dimensional, imaginative, almost illusionistic spatial
dimensions, the complexity of the light effects which not only animate and emo-
tionalise his paintings but also, in another, one might almost say quasi-mythical,
sublime context, give them the transcendental character of epic narratives, exhort us to

contemplate his works in the context of a painting discourse that is contemporary per



s¢. Paradoxically, it is precisely this apparent divergence between the newly found
sublime context and the mtellectual strategies of deconstruction in visual language,
with their connotations and methods, that characterises the discourse of contemporary
painting practice, with the new narrative clearly secking to be integrated, -albeit
cautiously and somewhat covertly, into the radical contemporary context. Remarkably,
Zeng Fanzhi’s paintings manifest an idiosyncratic combination of deconstructivist
methods and picturesque painted stories, so that the creation of the painting, as such,
becomes the actual narrative.

Thus we can avoid the danger of an oversimplified, pscudo-historical, anecdotal
approach and an cven less interesting psychological analysis, those [requent,
comprehensible but ultimately useless attendant phenomena of discussions of Chinese
contemporary art by Western art critics, which, however, do draw attention to exactly
what is lacking in the Western context. namely sound knowledge of the intellectual,
philosophical and historical background, social structures. politico-cultural con-
stellations and development perspectives ol various disciplines and cultural fields.

Zeng Fanzhi’s oeuvre provokes a different answer; it demands another form of
perception based on a direct aesthetic examination of the quiddities of his painting,
which of course have been developed and moulded by real historical situations and
specific mental constellations. For me, the questions of why and under what
circumstances, under what psychological or emotional and moral constraints, under
what influence he painted his hospital paintings, or his “Mask™ series, and which
Europcan masters of expressionism provided him with formal mfluences, concrete
models and certain methodological guidelines, or which classical modern masters had
an impact on him, arc less interesting than the fundamental question of the creative en-
ergy that is constantly manifest in his various artistic periods, the highly concentrated
intensity of the dynamic lorce of his painting. This is where I see his authentic, specific
contribution to contemporary painting; this is where he sets his special mark, all the
more distinctive due to the path he has followed, his Chinese background and
orientation.

In other words. for me the important questions pertain to the quiddities of his
painting as such, which have characterised his work more or less from the beginning
and have affected the process of form creation, irrespective of whether they have to do
with an oriental unavoidably generalised and probably simplified tradition or a psy-
chological/personal or political/collective perception strategy. Of course the devel-
opment and the methodological evolution of these quidditics must be scen against the
backdrop of specific historical, politico-cultural situations with their concomitant
Weltanschauung, and ol course his artistic path can only be interpreted in this in-
tellectual and historical context, but the quiddities of his painting, as such, can no
more be fully explained by or deduced from these historical conditions than they can
be forgotten or ignored in presenting an overall view of his ocuvre.

Constantly changing, [luid formations filled with movement, vigour and power,
cvincing partly mimetic characteristics and partly criture-like, gestural, motoric im-

provisations or physical, tangible structuring, fill the dynamic canvases of Zeng Fanzhi



today. The elementary, unbridled intensity of this robust, unceasing movement gives
none of the presented constellations the chance to become truly consolidated; this
painting is essentially unconsolidated, and thus it is not localisable or identifiable,
either methodologically, formally, or at the narrative level. This narrative changes and
evolves as a matter of course, as does the methodology of the structuring on the
canvas. In this specific eclectic methodology, Zeng Fanzhi’s style of painting resembles
the strategies of deconstruction, but nevertheless his paintings present provocative
stories that communicate the narrative of the painting’s creation. Painting techniques
which in one painting create space and depth, a complex, fictive, almost illusionistic
spatial stage, in another painting create totally different effects, a different narrative,
letting the painting tell a different story, although the directions taken in their in-
terpretation are not altogether mutually preclusive. There always remains free space in
which to follow different courses concurrently, and there is always an intensive in-
terweaving, a confusing reciprocal exchange of effects to be observed.

In this state of ephemerality, of fluidity, of unconcludedness, lies, perhaps, one of
the most important and most specific elements of his art. Just as the swirling
brushstrokes, through their division and separation, concentration and diffusion,
accompanied by dramatic-emotional, connotative-narrative light and shadow effects,
freely, inexorably and unceasingly bring new formations into being, introduce new
stories and create landscape visions, human bodies or portraits out of the paint he puts
on the canvas, only to melt them down and transform them again, so, too, do Zeng
Fanzhi’s pictorial situations evolve, as if a large-scale visual epos with many parallel
strands were unfolding, continually weaving new subplots into the central storyline
and incorporating new particulars and new details into an opulent, all-encompassing
whole.

This gigantic visual epos, unfolding in numerous picturesque details, repeating
certain main motifs as leitmotifs and continually creating different pictorial situations,
flows like a huge, broad, deep river that passes through flat and hilly landscapes,
familiar and unknown countries, exotic cultures and well-known, familiar communi-
ties before it reaches the sea. Zeng Fanzhi’s paintings tell stories, reveal unexpected
situations and report unforeseen events, all of which were brought into being by the
artist’s act of painting on canvas. In this lies the unique quality of this artist’s
painting: his art does not illustrate stories that already exist outside of the painting, but
rather shows the creation of all the possible stories contained in the painting, as a
painting event, as the capacity to create something narrative out of complex painting
processes. For this reason, his stories have no intrinsic boundaries; the structure of the
painting, with its changing contexts, specifies no particular directions in which
possible connotations must unfold.

Radical and irrevocable ephemerality is the state in which it exists: this is its
essence and this is the key to understanding the surprising questions it poses, its
unforeseen connotations, its unexpected turns and transmutations, which can suddenly
let the gestural composition suggest illusionistic spaces, or transform expressive,

emotional improvisations into mimetic associations. This gives rise to a rich, complex,



unlimited aura of fantasy and remembrance, of poetry and emotion, which offers all
possible associations with various experiences and unlimited expansion of the scope of
the painted picture.

Ephemerality, mutability, flow, irregularity, openness and mysteriousness char-
acterise Zeng Fanzhi’s paintings. In this context, the titles of his works are apposite
and relevant.  “This Land So Rich In Beauty” is the title of a series of paintings
which evince an almost abstract expressionist, calligraphic gesticulation, then again
an almost touching, dynamic, explosive, monumental landscape portrayal, here again
a human figure F and Mao, at that, arisen out of memory and in all this, the
dynamics of the painting and the unceasing transmutation of the connotations of the
massive gestural composition reveal an inner coherence. The continuous meta-
morphosis of connotations is the existential form of the painting’s vital structures.
Fluid, irrepressible, unchannelable transmutation is the quasi-biological, spontaneous,
intuitive content, and at the same time describes the quintessence of Zeng Fanzhi’s
painting: it is the legitimation of the painting hic ¢t nunc.

Zeng Fanzhi scems to cultivate and radicalisc the hic et nunc character of
painting, and yet is it probably not his intention to deal with the entire question of
creation in painting and identification strategies in great depth or from an ethical
perspective. He lives in his work, he articulates in the midst of a chaotic, anarchic
examination of positions and questions, and in spite of his vigorous, fresh, adventur-
ous innocence, he imparts an existential sensibility, a courageous openness, a dramatic
emotionality.

This emotionality accompanies his entirc ocuvre, from the early, expressive
hospital paintings to the dramatic “Meat” serics, from the psychologically oriented
portraits and the self-portraits in search of self to the socially critical “Mask”™ series,
and in the last monumental, almost automatic, gestural paintings, which open up in
various connotative directions, it takes on a quasi-mystic dimension. These paintings
are dominated by a gigantic, fundamental, universal turbulence that never comes to
rest, never bridles its extreme intensity, and yet never imposes upon us any kind of
dramatic, pathetic or spectacular theatricality.

This means, for example, that the unceasing, vigorous, dynamic movement in his
paintings is not nccessarily or directly associated with clearly calculated aesthetic or
ethical objectives, nor is it exclusively bound up with specifically planned effects or
stylised effect mechanisms, and even less is it interlaced with formal patterns and
logos, but instcad manifests a capacity for unending transmutation, a constant state of
fluidity and flexibility, its substance being the inexorable transformation of materials
and their association with various aesthetic, psychological, allegoric, semantic
systems, which at the same time are, themselves, emotionalised and relativised. It is
not these semantic systems that interest Zeng Fanzhi, but rather the possibilities for
enabling pictures to emerge, cven though the various semantic systems play a part in
intensifying the poetic diversity of the narrative.

Zeng Fanzhi’s paintings offer a permanent, pathos-less, natural, unassuming,

fundamental resistance not loudly declared, but quietly asserted in the daily practice of



his art F against simplistic, reductive, one-sided, easily found classifications, above
all against formal rules of style and conventional forms of communication, against his-
torically formed, traditional sign systems that are irrelevant outside of their own con-
text and which characterise certain artistic elements and methodological processes. His
ephemeral, fluid, flexible referentiality is the fabric of his work.

Even though a significant number of critical commentaries on Zeng Fanzhi’s
work place his relation to abstraction or expressionism in the foreground, that is,
explain his work solely on the basis of Western categories, the imposing, massive
outpouring of his paintings seems to communicate a different artistic quiddity that lies,
perhaps, outside the conventional aesthetic categories and historical contexts of
Western modernism: namely, the constant, irrepressible creation of ever-new constel-
lations of images, which at the same time diffuse and reabsorb their referentiality,
simultaneously expand and relativise the scope of the painting. Thus, this dramatic,
coherent, massive oeuvre lives within an unending, unlimited, fluid, unconsolidated
process of becoming, which, unfolding behind the picturesque exoticism of the

painting on the canvas, is the actual, underlying, essential and relevant narrative.

Translation: Beverley Blaschke, Vienna
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Zeng Fanzhi, as an artist of China, insists that socialistic ideological education is not only embodied in life, but also
deeply influences an artist's creation. These artists are the new generation who grew up under the socialistic ideological
education. The socialistic realistic article method is the very beginning of their self-expression, and also the beginning
of their expectations of the future of art. But more importantly is that these artists experienced a reform and opening-up
and great changes in political thinking over the past twenty years. Now they live in a period of fransformation in China,
they are experiencing a great social reform which is not understandable by outsiders. It is these circumstances in which
they live and the objects around them which they want to express in arl. If the arlists say that there is some energy and
vigor in their art, then the real essential cause comes from the above-mentioned.

In the historic changes and article representations, the arlists choose the realily facing the society and the feelings
endowed them by the reality. It is the education foundation they have ever taken and the weapon with which they can
exceed such education. It is the unique social background of China and its ideology which have enriched the creation
of the artists. While many artists apply themselves, or are concerned, with society and its paolitical problems, others care
more about the day to day survival in a harsh world. Maybe the first one can give more clues to the reality of 'China’,

or of 'the contemporary art of China', but Zeng says that he is more inclined to the latter one; he pays more attention

to the survival experience. Perhaps, in his creations, the natural outpouring of the thoughts and feelings

of the contemporary person is more important than the symbols and methods of China, as a whole, which are
intentionally used.
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