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INTRODUCTION

A recent graduate from the Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts, Cui Xinming is a rising Chinese artist who
creates expansive oil on canvas works that express, in an elaborate and vivid painterly style, the tumultuous
thoughts and reflections of a younger Chinese generation that is living through a period of constant change.
From Xinming's early series Black Hole of Memories to his most recent body of work A Sleepwalker’s World
and Journey to the East, Xinming addresses, in an evolving painterly style, how his peers and compatriots
are casting into oblivion the past and its rich memories as an attempt to relentlessly attain a new stage of
modernity.

Throughout it is identified how, employing a strong focus and gestural strokes, Xinming addresses the
challenges brought on by continual development. Black Hole of Memories, for example, introduced how
Xinming approaches the canvas as an extension of his cognisance, mind and memory. How privy to
Xinming's deepest memories and thoughts, one feels approximate to a trespasser, an infringer upon a
terrain that is very much the artist’s own; these are visions from his childhood, a collage of his youth, laced
with personal tremors and inveterate hauntings. Yet, Xinming's work very much lends itself for observation
by virtue of its monumental scale and panoramic composition. Indeed, true to the Greek roots of the word
“panorama”, Xinming places all (pan) on view (horama): we are witnesses to every infinite detail. And
although the subject of Xinming’s work may not oblige to the strict tradition of panoramas, that of depicting
national military battlefields or public events, one immediately recognises that these are the scenes of a
much more personal conflictual history.

“A Sleepwalker’s World” emphasises how each painting captures Xinming’s inner turmoils with regards to
constant political, societal and personal change. A highly introspective artist, Xinming observes himself, his
position with regards to society and the values of those who surround him. Where words do not capture
his sentiments, Xinming approaches the canvas with incredible vigour and treats it as an extension of his
visions and internal tensions. The scenes depicted are not figments of a strict universal reality; rather,
they are dramatic and subliminal visions that Xinming’s mind has conjured. The series crucially does bear,
however, a real-world relevance; each work is laced with secondary meaning, ranging from political to
religious commentary. Indeed, this series brings out the narrative quality of Cui Xinming’s paintings, which
pervades his previous “Black Hole of Memories” series and his later “‘Journey to the East” series, too; we are
not but viewers to his work but also omniscient readers of an insightful socio-political commentary.

‘Journey to the East” follows from Xinming's previous practice yet displays a remarkably luminous
development in his painting technique. The vibrant, red-toned glow that permeates these new works
heightens how, at the heart of Xinming's oeuvre, there is a sense of hope. Whilst their mnemomic themes
and distinct literary qualities seem to openly invite an aura of darkness, Xinming conversely finishes each of
his istorias with a more hopeful twist: each narrative that draws on the emptiness of humanity, the animality
of our society and breaks down perceived illusions of grandeur, is not destined for absolute disillusion.

Cui Xinming is a highly lauded emerging contemporary Chinese artist based in Chongqging. Recently
selectedfor the prestigious 2015 “Luo Zhongli10 Years Review Exhibition” at the Chongging MOMA, he has
previously held solo shows in Hong Kong and has been exhibited in Istanbul, Berlin, Beijing and Chengdu,
amongst other locations. In 2010 he was nominated for the 1st Zhang Xiaogang Graduate Contemporary
Art Scholarship and came in third place at the 2nd Chinese Institute Annual Art Exhibition. His work has
been featuredin multiple publications, including the South ChinaMorning Post, Art Info, The Art Newspaper,
Oriental Daily News, Flash/On, and Artron.
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If the task of the classical painter is descriptive persuasion, by which nature could be represented in a
picture with an almost immersive accuracy, the five contemporary painters presented in this exhibition take
the opposite approach, achieving the illusion of nature by describing that which cannot be described but
spells out the relations between man and the world. Varying in style and concept, the works on display -
equally subjective and experimental in nature - testify to the vitality of the genre in their seeming lack of
curatorial connection. Untethered from the shackles of technique and style, these artists permit subtle
hints of criticism, metaphor and eccentricity to grace their work, providing an articulation for a plethora of
considerations.

Beyond a prolific painter across traditional ink, colour powder and woodcuts, Sun Xun is more often
considered a film director. On display is an ink on silkscreen installation, replete with Sun’s signature
ambiguity and phantasmagoriawhereinintransigent conflicts and tensions fuse the line between deception
andreality, scraping the uncontested surface of politicised truth. Sun's art thus acts as atheatre of the power
play between authority, government, media and, crucially, those outside of its periphery.

Zheng Zhou is a painter of instinct: straddling an epistemological outlet and what Zheng calls “the divine
will” beyond technical, aesthetic and moral considerations, each painting acts as a canvased portal unto a
segment of observations from the world. Presented is imagery of death and monstrosity conceived from
The Legend of the White Snake, a Chinese romantic tragedy through which Zheng articulates tales of
humanity, desire and fateful causality.

At a distance, Yuan Yuan's elaborate oil on canvas paintings nearly resemble in their visual authority
a photograph. His works, however, crucially do not represent reality per se. Rather, his protagonists -
sumptuousyetdepopulatedinteriorsranging between states of wealthand abandonment —are explorations
of details, narrative threads rediscovered in the remembrance of things past. Charged by such sheer desire,
or need to understand, Yuan's paintings evoke the sensorial organisation of the glitches or shifts between
actualities: what could have been, could still be, or will eventually be. Akin to the process of tidying one’s
household, they reference the Dusseldorf School of Photography, in particular Candida Hofer, and French
writer Alain Robbe-Girillet’s work, in the sense that finality is never fully achieved. One grasps that Yuan's
paintings are struck not with the sense of luxury and shock they appear to offer, but with the harmony
between its subjective and objective actualities.

Marked by gesturalvivacity, Cui Xinming's phantasmal paintings resemble displaced news stories or filmsstills
as if recalled from distant mnemonic incidents. Permeating Cui’s works is a pervasive sense of subjectivity
and critique - a distinct pulse from Zheng and Yuan'’s practice - augmented by a series of historical, social
and art historical references. As such, Cui captures the spirit of an environment we are familiar with, but one
that is under the undefined auspices of political and ideological flux.

Thereisthisexperience, whenwe stare longenough at anobjectandits formunnervingly blurs. It represents
the variances of our visual experiences when we approach Wang Zhibo’s paintings, whose protagonists,
upon closer examination, are never depicted quite as they are. The two still life paintings which capture
two distinct moments in an anonymous kitchen, for instance, present a compositional practice through
which Wang explores the meta-language of painting, whilst The history of body, the history of sprite (2019)
experiments with, and challenges, multiple manifolds of the body according to spatial, light and emotional
variances.

Ultimately, Sans Soleilis a pictorial travelogue, bringing together Edouard Malingue Gallery’s five painters
to weave a meditative visual essay that harks back to French writer and director Chris Marker’s seminal
piece of the same title. Taking subjectivity and fiction as a departure point, as does Marker, one is left privy
to the nature and nuances of contemporary painting and how, as a result, the perception of personal and
collective histories is affected.
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Genre Painting Study 10 - Surrender
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2019

Oiloncanvas
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Festival- Zoo 3
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2019

Mixed media on canvas
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Differentiation
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Edouard Malingue Gallery, Hong Kong
08.02.2018-21.03.2018

(®) Exhibition Documentation


https://edouardmalingue.com/video/cui-xinming-solo-exhibition-edouard-malingue-gallery-hong-kong/
https://edouardmalingue.com/video/cui-xinming-solo-exhibition-edouard-malingue-gallery-hong-kong/

Swarms of ochred colour flush the canvases; figures huddle in the foreground, conversant, anonymous;
spectral homes occupy the painterly surfaces. As if recalled from distant mnemonic incidents, the various
elements populate Differentiation, the new series of works by Cui Xinming (b. 1985, China), presented
for the first time at Edouard Malingue Gallery, Hong Kong. Marked by shifts in tone and gestural vivacity,
Cui’s latest paintings are defined by a fine balance between distant observation, atmospheric flushes and
intimate delving. As such, the viewer is privy to oscillations, alterations between dynamic gest and stillness.

Differentiationhas a distinct pulse from Cui’s previous series, which over the last years have been mounting
atonal crescendotowards brightness and fluorescence. The aurais conversely more somber, the vivid reds
of prior comparatively burnt (see Genre Painting Study 1& 2(2017)), the impressions overall earthy rather
than flash. Indeed, there seems to be an atmospheric hark back to several earlier works albeit with changes
of form; an increasingly abstract swarm prevalils, the filamentesque strokes giving way to a comparatively
aqueous melding of form and detail. Upon firstimpression the pictorial range is wider, the spectrumbetween
interpretational expression and depiction, expanded.

Despite the shift in aura there are various recurring characters and encounters in Cui’s rich visual narrative.
Punctuated by bouts of nostalgia, one notices the familiar scenario of two figures interacting - crouched,
conversant, in motion. Similarly, a domestic structure reappears, fractured, resembling through its tweaked
edges the delineations of a temple. A couple of works, however, such as Portrait Study 6 (How to explain
painting to my hometown) (2017) introduce a novel and curious scenario, which seems to hint at European
art history, in particular the emblematic image of a reclining female nude: a nod to Titian’s romantic Venus
(1548-9); a reference to Manet’s controversial Olympia (1863). Cui's lounging figures, however, are
conversely clad and visually indistinguishable, his responsive characters dashed with protective anonymity.

The voice running through Differentiation is ultimately an omniscient one: the reflections of an observer,
one whois somehow close to the subjects portrayed yet vaguely distant, able at once to straddle objective
deliberation and sentimental evocation through melanges of subject, technique and tone. Whilst an element
of outworldliness still prevails, the depicted visions seem to be grounded in a darker world, one inflicted by
ruminations, shifts, changes. As such, Cui captures the spirit of an environment we are familiar with, one we
describe and live through everyday, but one that is under the undefined auspices of flux.
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Genre Painting Study 5
(RIAEHZER)
2017

Left £ : Oil on canvas
mEHE
70x60cm

Right 75: Oil on wood panel
ARhE
50x40cm



Portrait Study 1 (Meat)
(EG&E— (A))
2017

Oiloncanvas
EHE
1211x92cmeach/ &3k



Portrait Study 3 (Hometown)
HE&BZE= (R40)
2017

Oilon wood panel
AiRHE
40x50cmeach/ &5k




Genre Painting Study 2
(RIAEHIET)
2017

Left Z£: Oil on canvas
REHE
70x60cm

Right £5: Oil on wood panel
AR HE
50x40cm



Portrait Study 8 (Pamper)
CH B3R\ (1) )
2017

Oiloncanvas
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216 x163.2¢cm



Portrait Study 5 (Espionage)

(HE&MzRAE (ER)D)
2017

Left /£: Oilon PVC
PVC ik _EHE
17.7x15.8cm

Right 7: Oil on wood panel
AiRCHE
20 x24cm



Genre Painting Study 4-L
(RfaSAEm-A)
2017

Oiloncanvas
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Portrait Studly 6 (How to explain painting to my hometown)-R
(H BRI ZER QTR R R REEE)-5)
2017

Oiloncanvas
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203.3x326.5¢cm




The Solo Exhibition of Cui Xinming - ‘Differentiation’:
Binary Dialectics under Pluralistic Perspective

by Eddie Cheung Wai Sum

Artist Cui Xinming held his latest solo exhibition, “Differentiation” at Edouard Malingue Gallery, Hong Kong.
In contrast with his previous exhibition, “Journey to the East”, you can find subtle changes in the artworks
presented at “Differentiation”: The oeuvres have adopted the diptych approach comprising of pairs of
paintings, such as “Genre Painting Study 5” (2017). In this diptych, two miners are depicted on each of the
canvases with different dominant tones; one painting in shades of purple and another in shades of brown.
To juxtapose the two contrasting paintings, you shall find the lighthearted brushstrokes filled with dramatic
scenes. Relinquishing such details as the characters’ facial expression and leaving only their contour, the
paintings exude an air of mystery. In addition to setting the ambience, more visibly, his usage of colours bear
implicit referential information elements. “Portrait Study 6 (How to explain painting to my hometown) - R”
made reference to and borrowed “Maja” from Francisco Goya’s masterpiece, “La Maja Desnuda” (c1797-
1800), onto the artwork. The category, art history as well as various materials of the painting had all been
applied and transformed into the visual presentation of artist.

If painting appreciation can be regarded as visual cognition to a certain extent, it can equally be regarded
as a subjective and intimate journey. Cui Xinming’s paintings radiate to its viewers a bizarre feeling. Be it
his lighthearted brushstrokes on the canvas, his unique scratches on the drawing board, or the interaction
of the borrowed characters from various masterpieces, all of which demonstrate that his skillful painting
technique has reached the artistic style of the artworks produced in the Renaissance and Baroque period.
Judging through the contemporary aesthetic lens, his artworks may carry a hint of old style; it may even be
said that his painting style and techniques are conservative. On the other hand, in terms of the research
spectrum, Cui Xinming often combines visual elements in a symbolic and fragmented manner by breaking
up the whole into pieces in his paintings and incorporating such elements as his personal experience,
news images, information, memory and history. This arrangement and alignment is closely related to
the contemporary information consumption era. All things considered, hidden behind the creation of his
artworks manifest a dialectical coexistence of the visual “oldness” and the ideological “youthfulness”.



Thebinarydialecticalhandlingtechnique and theintegration of various visual elements are usually exercised
after meticulous consideration and due arrangement of the artists. Althoughitis not a simple task to clarify
the complex visual narrations, with the distinctive use of the frame’s physical and visual arrangement, Cui
Xinming manages to create the boundaries between multiple layers and binary separation that can also
be interpreted as a parallel visual presentation to create tension by juxtaposing visual elements that are
unrelated to or even fragmented from each other. The clearest example of this is that the majority of the
artworks presented at this exhibition have adopted the diptych approach. The two paintings of “Genre
Painting Study 5” are physically separated. The long-pole that the miner holds in his hands has not only
created a horizontal separation of the painting into upper and lower halves, but also created a vertical visual
boundary to prevent the audience from emerging into the world that has been portrayed in the painting.
Although “Portrait Study 8 (Pamper)” (2017) is not a diptych painting, the visual elements in the painting
are displayed in a parallel fashion, which can be interpreted as a wrestle between different states. The
inspiration of the rear view of the female figure originated from the daughter who had been admonished by
her family in “Gallant Conversation”, a work created by Dutch painter, Gerard ter Borch (1617-1681). Another
figure in the painting is dressed in a Chinese emperor’s costume with roses in his hand. This surreal scene
creates amurmuring worldview, subtly and freely presented the message on the wrestle between genders,
power relationship, and the choice between religion and politics through symbolic visual elements.

Inaddition, “Genre Painting Research 4 - L’ (2017) made reference to the painting of Monet the impressionist.
In this painting, you can find water lilies and a tiger in the same pool. The character and scenes in “Portrait
Study 1 (meat)” (2017) had been taken from embellished news photos. The painting on the left originated
from a news photo of a Chinese senior officer who had committed a crime and was detained by two prison
guards, while the one on the right depicted two migrant workers taking the “pork” from the leader’s hands,
which was provided as comfort relief. However, in this painting, the original senior officials were replaced
by a chunk of meat. “Portrait Study 3 (hometown)” (2017) demonstrates the psychological reflection of
the memory of rural life back home; the two nearly monochromatic paintings depicted the same village
house. One of the village houses has a mural painting of rural landscape hanging in front of the house, while
the other one has an advertising slogan bearing four Chinese characters with the meaning of “curing the
pain” hanging on the same place. From private to societal topics, Cui Xinming always makes reference to
masterpieces, the interaction between news photos and the contrast between the past and the present,
etc. Atthe sametime, uncoordinated elements such as the unexpected chunk of “meat” and the advertising
sloganof “curing the pain” are alsoincorporatedin the paintings. The stark contrast and differences between
his artworks are quite reserved, and yet bizarre and motley.

ltis true that this creative pattern of opposing relationship created through the collage of various information
elements such as history, news, daily lives cannot only be traced back to the artist’s creative approach, but
its long history also allows Cui Xinming to travel in time and enter into the arteries and values of Western art
history in the name of painting. With regards to the artist’s creative approach, evenif itis a personal memory
or experience, many artists would choose to record it by taking photographs. In other words, this viewing or
creative approach through the process of reviewing the artist's own memory and photo records is actually
a de-personalisation process. The same applies to Western art history and all news and information. In
the absence of artists, artistic atmosphere or the cultivation of such factors as history and environment,
both the artists and audience can only be bystanders. Another aspect of the artwork is to demonstrate
its awareness to the outside world and aspiration to the surrealism. These elements add to the feeling of
alienation. Even if the artists consciously establish the boundaries of binary dialectic as mentioned above,
they can still be read under the combination of the pluralistic visualisation. Nevertheless, they often remain
at the viewing level and may not produce a profound relationship or reach the reading level. This situation
is similar to gravitational pull between planets and satellites; this pull is not immediately relevant tous and is
hard to be noticed.

Placed in the contemporary context, there is almost no expilicit rules or ideology for creation and reading
under the current multiplex landscape. However, Cui Xinming uses different categories of painting as the
tone and spectrum of artistic practice or research. At the level of the public cognition, each category owns
itsown structure and condition, which means the artist has specific objects and backgrounds to correspond
toandoverturn. Thisalso means that the artist’s visual world cannot transcend the recognition of the various
categories. As for the reserved elements, including the artists’ usage and variation of art history, news and
information, as well as the visual materials are all based on certain grounds. We can also recognise different
views about people, society, politics, and so on in those artworks, where the personal and public fields and
issues can coexist. The visual world in the artworksis not a cautionary tale nor a stranger to us, and perhaps
this approach will face the formulaic crisis, but at the same time, it will be the most powerful cultural support
and source of the artists.
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https://edouardmalingue.com/video/cui-xinming-solo-exhibition-video/
https://edouardmalingue.com/video/cui-xinming-solo-exhibition-video/

Edouard Malingue Gallery openedits space in Shanghaiin 2016 with a solo exhibition ‘Festival by emerging
Chongging-based artist Cui Xinming (b. 1986). A recent graduate from the Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts,
Cuiis arising Chinese artist who creates expansive oil on canvas works that express, in an elaborate and
vivid painterly style, the tumultuous thoughts and reflections of a younger Chinese generation that is living
through a period of constant change. From Cui's early series ‘Black Hole of Memories' to his most recent
bodies of work ‘A Sleepwalker’s World’ and Journey to the East’, Cui continually addresses, in an evolving
painterly style, how his peers and compatriots are casting into oblivion the past along with its rich memories
in an attempt to relentlessly attain a new stage of modernity.

Featuring an entirely new series of works, ‘Festival’ presented the artist’s apprehension of the self and his
perception of a shifting reality over the past two years. Taking inspiration from the four distinct seasons
of Northern China, and the memories Cui harbours of his hometown, the paintings point to the forgotten
corners of China’'s second and third tier cities. Through the use of vivid imagery and bright tonal varieties,
Cuireflects onhow these towns, ever more prevalent, have been hesitantly turned into bizarre, near surreal
scenes by the repercussions of an era, embedded in development. Stemming from Cui’s position as a now
distant onlooker, the viewer becomes privy to his personal perspective regarding his hometown, fleshing
out at once a state of recollection as well as one of discontinuity.

Old friends, ceremonies and celebrations set against empty, desolate backgrounds; human life, or the
shifting nature of, highlighted through the emphasised dimensions of plants and domestic settings; the
pervasive use of fluorescent greenthroughout the paintings, heightening the festival atmosphere; animplied
vigilance regards the notions of momentary glory and success. These are but snippets of the visual cues
pervading Cui's recent works: assuming the role of film director, Cui writes scripts, draws rough sketches
and undergoes a regular selection of ‘actors’. Replete with coincidence, his works detach elements from
their traditional meanings, seeking to unravel the fringe where reality and imagination coincide. “Capturing
moments at a specific point in time to reflect the real world” - this is Cui’s expressive platform or channel of
exchange with the outside world.

Such dialogue between the instant and the actual provides Cui with a focus that he continually develops.
The chief protagonists are working class, yet, he rarely depicts their facial features, opting rather for general
anonymity. Indeed, the subjects of his paintings often have their backs turned or faces blurred, leaving solely
their dress and movements as sources of reveal regards their background and identity. For example, the
people depictedin ‘Glory - 201512’ are based on a photograph, in which Cui accidentally captured a cluster
of motorcycle-taxi drivers. Since, as individuals or as a group, these figures reappear throughout his work,
continual actors in his evolving visual play. Cui's obsession with fable-style narratives may be traced back
to his hometown of Qingzhou, where ancestral folk tales placed background roles in centre stage. Lacing
an ambiguous mix of animals, gods and everyday objects into each story, itis possible that these influenced
Cui's notion of the ‘real’.

By comparison to his previous works in ‘A Sleepwalker’s World’ (2013) and Journey to the East’ (2014), the
recent paintings in ‘Festival appear to behold a sense of restraint. Acomplex storyline continues to pervade
them but there is an increased emphasis on delicate strokes. By building layers of paint and subsequently
scraping them away, Cui is able to transform an expansive monochromatic waterfall into a cluster of rosy
clouds, for example. Additionally, whilst Cui’'s works continue to include religious elements - his manner
of emphasising mankind’s sense of helplessness via entrusting hope in Gods - the scenes of shrines and
sacrifice, which were easily recognisable in his earlier paintings, are now hidden amidst the details. They
have rather become symbols, such as the bishop’s red hat in ‘Glory - 201602’ or the characters’ clothingin
‘Untitled (Watering the Tree)’. The overall painting process, however, has still been overall shortened, with
traces being left of each layer rather than complete coverage, an effect that gives each painting a feeling of
slow movement and real time.

Ultimately, Cui unwaveringly depicts notions of recollections and stories from Northern China. His works
are tools for self expression and reflection in times of confusion and conflict, carrying with them an inherent
sense of weight and consciousness. The real world in which we live is so distant and absurd that it feels
akin to facing a ‘living fossil'. Dramatic and allegorical, Cui’'s works are inadvertently extensions of social
observations and analysis - forms of verification regards the absurdity of existence. As surmised by Cui:
“I hope to present an independent, parallel and alternative world, which allows you to imagine rather than
recollect a painting.”
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Festival - 201606
(&7 H -201606)
2016

Acrylic and oil on canvas
MERE HE
210x252cm




Festival- Zoo 1
(&8 - A 1)
2016

Acrylic and oil on canvas
WERAG HE
Left ££: 150 x 120 cm, Right £5: 180 x 150 cm




Festival - Zoo 2
(EiE - A =)
2016

Acrylic and oil on canvas
MERE HE
200X 300cm



Festival - Man sitting in chair
(&R - #27ER/F LA
2016

Oiloncanvas
mEHE
155x100cm



Glory - 201512
(BB - 201512)
2015

Acrylic and oil on canvas
FEAW HE
120x90cm



Glory - 201602
(BB -201602)
2016

Acrylic and oil on canvas
MERE HE
200x150cm



Glory - 201507
(& -201507)
2015

Oiloncanvas
EHE
200x150cm



Selfportrait lying on the ground
(GRfE Lt ERVBER)
2016

Oiloncanvas
EHE
150x180cm




Untitled (water trees)
(R (=)
2016

Acrylic and oil on canvas
WEREHE
180 x150cm




Journey to the East
Vi

Edouard Malingue Gallery, Shanghai

0810.2014 -1511.2014



Edouard Malingue Gallery presented Journey to the East’, a solo show with the emerging Chinese artist
Cui Xinming (b. 1986, lives in Chonggqing). A recent graduate from the Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts, Cui
Xinming creates expansive oil on canvas works that express, in an elaborate and vivid painterly style, the
tumultuous thoughts and reflections of a younger Chinese generation. Presenting a new body of work, the
exhibition follows from Xinming’s previous practice yet displays a remarkably luminous development in his
painting technique. The vibrant, red-toned glow that permeates these new works heightens how, at the
heart of Xinming's oeuvre, is his unique ability in capturing the inner turmoils experienced when undergoing
aphase of personal development. Indeed, Xinming is an observer, ahighly introspective artist who examines
himself, his position with regards to society and the values of those who surround him. Where words do not
capture his sentiments, Xinming approaches the canvas with incredible vigour and treats it as an extension
of his visions and internal tensions, casting upon it incredulous scenarios and hypnagogic happenings.

Although Xinming’s paintings borrow elements from the quotidian, these scenes are not figments of a
universal reality; rather, they are dramatic and subliminal visions that Xinming’'s mind has conjured. This is
not to say, however, that his works do not bear a real-world relevance; on the contrary, each work is laced
with secondary meaning, ranging from political to religious commentary. In Empire is a dream (2014), for
example, Xinming depicts three figures in ornamental Empirical dress standing behind an altar upon which
incense sticks have been placed as well as a red card bearing the sign of luck. Despite the details of their
robes, thefacesof eachofthe figuresare concealed, creatingasense of eeriness, afeeling thatisheightened
by the surrounding monkeys, which given their animated postures, seem even more alive than the figures
themselves. As such, Xinming comments on the emptiness of humanity, the animality of our society and
breaks down perceived illusions of grandeur.

Privy to Xinming’s thoughts and visual narrative, one feels approximate to a trespasser, an infringer upon a
terrene that is very much the artist’s own, for these are visions that stand on the border of personal tremors
and inveterate hauntings. The painting Don't hurt me (2014), for example, follows from Xinming'’s interest
in capturing an altered domestic and shows to the left of the canvas what seems to be a commonplace
home interior; an ornate dark sofa, faced by a low-rise wooden coffee table. As your gaze traverses to
the centre of the canvas, however, it becomes fixated on a fiery glow and the profiled outline of a kneeling
figure. Face turned, it is uncertain whether the character is seeking to put out the mounting blaze, trying to
protect himself, or is indeed caught in a limbo between the two acts. From the title of the oeuvre though,
one can deduce the existence of a threat, a state that seems all the more peculiar given the usual comforts
of a homely interior. Xinming thereby addresses the challenges of the domestic, the flame both acting and
symbolising the variety of possible perils.

Overall, Journey to the East’ presents a series of narrative paintings that are omniscient in quality and
insightful in their socio-political commentary. Following from Xinming'’s previous works, these oeuvres have
a distinct literary angle in their visual recounting of a story. Fraught with complexity, Xinming's paintings
voice the qualms of his generation - its evolving relationship with traditions, values and beliefs.

HEREMR204FEMPEFZEMRENA(1986F HE - RENRBE) RMEAR(RLE)
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Don't Hurt Me |
2014

Oiloncanvas
HE Ef
140 x 180 cm




Black Hole of Memories No. 4 - Permitted Memories
(GRIERAMmE - W AFFHIEEED
2014

Oil on canvas on PVC foam board
REHERIIPVCEFRIR
135x100cm



Sleepwalker No.5
(SEHERTRD
2014

Oiloncanvas
H¥ B2
150 x200cm




Sleepwalker No.6
(BERE7 5D
2014

Oiloncanvas
% B
150 x110cm



Sleepwalker No.7 - Permitted Space
(B BEFETIHR-- X A FTRIZE R
2014

Oiloncanvas
HE B2
200x120cm



Sleepwalker No.9 - Observation
( BBIENSE - LD
2014

Oiloncanvas
HE Ef
120x150cm




Railway No.2

(PR —5%)
2013

Mixed media on canvas
HECRMERS
60x70cm




Journey to the East -Confucius’ Hometown
(st - FLFHE)
2014

Mixed media on canvas
HECRMERS
60x70cm




Journey to the East -Confucius’ Hometown Il
(REC - FLFHE 2D
2014

Mixed media on canvas
HECRMERS
120x150cm




Nightwalk
(&K
2014

Oiloncanvas
mEHE
140x180cm
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EmpireisaDream Il
(BRR—%E 2)
2013

Oiloncanvas
mEHE
150 x200cm




The Recent Works of Cui Xinming

by SuWei

At first glance, one is engrossed in the revealing light amid the dismal images that comprise
Cui Xinming's (b. 1986 in Qingzhou, Shandong) latest body of work. Such light does not appear as a
decorative aperture or spot; it is always centralised somewhere in the painting, manifesting various
senses of volume and weight pertaining to the environment, or rather, the artist's creation of a
discourse. We are unable to identify the source of light; at times it rises from the surface of the earth
(“Noctambulism - Call”, 2013), at others it entices the figures like a black hole (“Night Watch”, 2014), or
positions itself as the centre piece in the crowd (“Sleepwalker No. 8 - Consecrating for this Land” 2014).
The existence of the light confers on the image a sense of exposure, which, by defying the rules of
photography, draws a paradoxical relationship between brightness, human, and object. The light does
not simply diffuse itself over the depicted people and objects - it seems to transform the constructed
connotation, thus permeating the texture of figures, changing their original statuses as the core of the
painting. Simultaneously, its presence largely weakens the transparency of the image - evidently, in
the act of expression, the artist is also experimenting with a unique language of his own. What is the
symbolic significance of this light? What kind of position does it hold in the artist’s ideological system?

Born in Qingzhou, Shandong province, Cui Xinming received his MFA from the prestigious Oil
Painting Department at Sichuan Fine Arts Institute, and has since then resided in Chongqing, one
of the national central cities in China. Qingzhou was once the capital of Southern Yan during the
Eastern Jin Dynasty, as well as the centre of the Buddhist clan of Xianbei Murong. In 1996, the
discovery of the Long Xing Temple ruins from the Tang Dynasty and the excavation of hundreds
of Buddha figures sublimated the unknown city in Central Plains China to a hub of ancient culture.

Being the largest city in Southwest China, Chongqging served as the cradle of such voices as Pan
Dehai, Mao Xuhui, Zhang Xiaogang and Ye Yongqging, who established the “Southwest Art Group” in the
1980s to celebrate the idiosyncratic culture of the Southwest that is distinguished from the Central
Plains, thus rapidly raising themselves as the essence of Chinese contemporary art history. Rather than
blending the trajectories of his life and art seamlessly, Cui Xinming, seeks to challenge the ancient and
contemporary traditions - his artistic practice, in that sense, takes scepticism as a point of departure.



In CuiXinming's colossal painting, “Memory Hole -Hometown Autumn” (200 x500 cm,2012), distinctimages
of wheat fields, mountains and the firmament comprise the landscape of his memory. Sombre and slightly
sterile colours stretch up to five metres in width, devoid of dramatic juxtapositions whilst defining the top,
centre and bottom layers as three distinct sections of anatural scene inits most original texture. Contrary to
the title of the painting, history and time cease to exist whereas personal memories are buried in the depths
of void: such is the standard form of a black hole. Cui Xinming’s mastery lies in his creation of premonition:
it may seem that the wheat fields are conspiring to disguise a path to the mountains, or that the clouds are
concealing something ominous, whilst the detailed wheat leaves in the foreground connect to the distant
mountains in dissonance. The painting in its entirety manipulates one’s sense of anxiety and rage, which
speaks to the emotional discourse that is spinning amid China’s social context - one of transformations
and uncertainty. This context has, on the one hand, resulted in a historical narrative that seems singularly
vulnerable in the monochronic tautology of modernisation, a historical perspective conducting areas of
social life to fulfil political ideologies.

Ontheotherhand,individuals are unableto positionthemselvesinthefast-pacedandferocious metropolitan
life; the deeper one ventures into its crux, the more anxious he feels as an outsider. These sentiments in
“Memory Hole” point towards a much wider implication of the social and historical circumstances, whose
various forms are difficult to hold in their totality. At this time, Cui Xinming, has yet to experiment witha more
microscopic and specific enquiry into paintings, but rather presents an instinctive sense of scepticism
towards the existing histoire.

This scepticism already emerges in Cui Xinming’s work from the previous year, “Memory Hole I” (2011), in
which the artist depicts a dark interior. The narrative of this scene begins on the left, where a middle-aged
woman, whilst clutching a letter, rests her head against the bed leg. The projected triangle between the
bed, the woman and the adjoining debris thus transcends beyond the nominal perspective point. As the
narrative extendsitself towards the centre of the painting, it abruptly meets arail that leads to alarge rupture
in the wall. Beyond the hole is an everyday railroad scene: tracks lie amidst overgrown weeds, clusters of
scarlet clouds gather, half enshrouded, half exposed. Beneath the railway are pieces of common furniture:
vintage sofa, coffee table, kettle, vanity mirror and so on. These simple, domestic furnishings speak of a
mechanic existence, and by this the artist seems toimply a certain decadent consciousness of the ordinary;,
accentuated by atowering Confucian statue on theright side of the scene. Anindistinct figure kneels before
the statue (characteristic of Cui Xinming's paintings is the ambiguity of human faces), seemingly concerned
with that which also preoccupies the woman by the bed leg. We cannot interpret this painting, however,
by explaining dreams - as it obviously lacks the necessary elements of incredulous scenarios to surpass
common logic.

Rather, one may say the connection between the scenery beyond the east wall and the interior space
implies a conceptual inevitability: no possibility to escape from the repressive and distressed life, whilst the
outlet is merely a deception. The dramatic social transformation has caused no alternation to individual
consciousness, or family ethics or worldview, for the modern thinking pattern of pursuing speed and spatial
sense creates only a social illusion. Futile is the attempt to elude the degenerate notions of morality and
vulgar aesthetic cognisance. Through his efforts at the composition of this painting, Cui Xinming uproots
the very piece of flesh that is most common yet most difficult to confront in our body.

Thisisnottosaythat Cui Xinming’s paintings exist merelyinametaphorical realmtoreflectanage. Inhislatest
series, presented by Edouard Malingue Gallery, Cui Xinming attentively explores the theme of absurdism.
This absurdism is not merely a satire of real life, nor an unconscious labyrinth to imitate surrealism. Rather,
Cui Xinming seeks to construct a semi-mythical atmosphere in the scenes and to create a metaphor for
absurdismasalife-transcending medium of expression - akind of absurdismthatis at once artisticand more
engaging with the production of scenes. At this point, Cui Xinming seems quite traditional in his treatment
of scenes as an extension of the artist’s body: by deconstructing their imagery, one can catch a voyeuristic
glimpse of the artist’s creative process - this mysterious instant is, to Cui Xinming, a metonymy of creation.

This new series of paintings, in the artist’s own words, is the product of tyrannical control. Inspired by the
late Sigmar Polke, Cui Xinming attempts to explore the transforming relationship between sculpture and
graphics through the language of painting, and at the same time, questions how to deal with the emotional
intensity of scenic narratives. These two focal points organically combine in his works “Lucian Freud I” and
“Lucian Freud II”, in homage to Freud. What fascinates the artist is the tension between Freudian images’
simultaneously nervous and powerful characterisation and the symbolic narrative of everyday scenes,
whose emotionalintensity materialises in the images’ elements of formulation. Such Freudian creative form
lends itself to Cui Xinming's unique methods, but before proceeding to analyse these two works, one must
first examine the influence of Freud on Chinese contemporary painting.

In fact, Freud’s impact on Chinese painting can be observed as far back as from the late 1980s. In 1989, Fan
Dian published the article “Lucian Freud”in “World Art” (April 1989) and soon after the journal also published
a large number of papers taking Freud as the focus of their analyses. The full force and directness in
Freud's approach to depicting the human body, alongside his acute inspection of everyday reality,imposed
a remarkable impact on enlightening artists from the naivety and idealisation of the 80s. To them, Freud
seemed to offer a point of reference as regards the implementation of such archetypical aspirations of the
80s as ultimacy, humanity and mystique on more microscopic and experimental planes of creation, as well
as the reinterpretation of the realism forsaken by post-Cultural Revolution artists.



Yet it was also these arts practitioners, in the spirit of such strong demands from Chinese experimental
art itself, who dismissed Freud'’s work as a cultural critique. This had also, to a certain extent, affected the
Chinese Pop Art and “Cynical realism” as they rose to prominence in the 90s.

Cui Xinming should have some knowledge about this history; discontent and sceptic towards such cultural
reading of Freud, he attempts to flesh out the bowels of Freud’s paintings that belong to artists. In “Lucian
Freud I”, the confined space is filled with three colours: red, black and white. An indistinct woman, sat on
the bed on the left, seems fascinated by a lump that is casting a white flame in the centre of the painting.
The flame faces the door, but owing to the deliberately flattened shapes and wiped strokes, the perceived
depth of the painting appears vague and ambiguous. Meanwhile, “filthy colours” constitute a recurrent
theme in the series. This “filth” has various detailed changes: the fume, the woman, and the blurred images
of plants behind the woman are all products of strong and vigorous brushes, creating a distinct contrast
with the door on the left side, the door, wire and wall sockets, which are angular and solid: the mystique
and uncertainty of the female protagonist in this environment represent precisely the kind of emotions
that the artist is desperate to express. Through the transformation of ordinary space (the transforming
relationship between sculpture and graphics as Cui Xinming explains), as well as the organic control over
colours, colour lumps and lines, Cui Xinming creates anidiosyncratic emotional intensity and integrates into
the painting his own creative experience (the appearance and the hidden moment of mystery as he says). A
similar approach also appears in “Lucian Freud II” which is based on cool tones. At the centre of the painting
remains a similar massin the shape of awhite and purple flame. The door is left ajar; adramatic plot emerges
in the form of a portrait hung on the left of the door, presenting a work scene of Freud and a female model.

Cui Xinming's interpretation of Freud is inseparable from his contemplation of painting creation over the
years. His acute observation of the works by his predecessors is manifested in his exhibition at Edouard
Malingue Gallery, featuring a set of personal notes and sketches as a fragmentary presentation of his
understanding of some important painters from Mainland China. These two years have seen heated
discussions on the notion of the “painterly” in Mainland China, wherein certain arts practitioners attempt
to describe works emerging from the 90s, 10 years after 2000, as well as some recent works, from the
perspective of “painting ontology”.

As adeparture point, these discussions are keen on distancing themselves from the discourse of Political
Pop and Cynical Realism, and to unearth new historical clues from the “bowels” of paintings. Whilst the
desire to defy the existing arts histoire is quite understandable, its vision of the “bowels” remains unsettled,
and is therefore much less adequate. Departing from the obsolete perspective of cultural criticism does
not necessarily imply a sound foundation of contemporary painting creation. As regards the cases studied
inthese discussions, one rarely encounters in-depth analyses on the tension between the historical
experience and the contemporary experience, or new subjective possibilities for creation and criticism.
Guided by their zeal for the ordinary and the artisanship of the representation of everyday scenes,
participants seem to believe their approach can dissolve the sociological readings emanating from the
exterior of scenes, as well as hollow discussions on “presentation,” “representation”, and “abstraction”.

Yet one may note in these specific case studies that many creations have merely opened up new areas of
enquiry mostly associated with the visual language and narrative of scenes, that paintings are still treated
as a “medium” for studies. As such, the discussions’ lack of awareness weakens the force of individual

and human experience that is characteristic of art as a medium of existence, as well as the potential of its
radicalism and historical imagination when confronted with new social contexts.

Observing Cui Xinming's work in parallel with this background, one will notice the intention to experiment
with a more microscopic mode. Pertaining to the scepticism as mentioned earlier, Cui Xinming does not
concur with the independence of paintings as a medium. Rather, he seeks to find out the limits of depths
that art can continue to reach, and to excavate the necessity of art from art itself. Certainly, this requires a
long-term project, which Cui Xinming has just commenced.

This series of paintings centres on ritualistic sacrifice and “circuses”’, implying the artist’s reflection on
historical and everyday experiences. The scenes show an abundance of overlayed details, which integrate
into the artist’s well-designed compositions and manifest the attempt to flesh out the rich connections
between painting’'slanguage and expression, as well as the dynamic balance between the two. Cui Xinming's
work “ The Bewitched Years” (2013) revives the living room scene in “Memory Hole I”, except that recurrent
objects such as the sofa, coffee table and TV cabinet now seem to have been coated with paint, hence their
much cruder and richer details. Using charcoal, Cui Xinming puts in the foreground random strokes that
vaguely resemble weeds, and wipes with cloth the passive light and its surrounding crowd at a distance.
On the edge of the crowd stands a weasel - symbolic of the nocturnal and insidious - watching the crowd
engrossed in the light.



Whilst the same image also appears in “ Sleepwalker No. 5 “ (2014), “Empire is a dream” (2013) conversely
focuses on an altar. Unexpectedly though, three emperors with indistinct faces replace the Buddhist
iconography as the subject of worship. Animals are still indispensable to the imagery; this time, a monkey,
signifying the evolutionary ancestor of humanity, satirises history’s absurdity. In exploring the degenerate
cognisance of morality, the mindless idolisation of power and the seduced consciousness to evade reality
in Chinese people’s everyday life.

Cui Xinming tries to avoid putting his own criticism above the scene itself, thus the traditional binary system
of form and content retain their significance as the centrality in his practice. Itis based on this notion that one
may decipher the inter-textual relationship between the trees and the group of ordinary people heading
into the depths of the woods as depicted in “Sleepwalker - Summons” (2013), or the correlation between
the bridge, the pavilion, the water and the sky - inanimate objects of hardness and volume functioning as
the only protagonists in “Hometown of Confucius” (2014).

Undoubtedly, Cui Xinming’s new series of paintings may cause some discomfort and reflection on the
viewer's part. Speaking of colours, these scenes are filthy, dark and mottled; composition-wise, the artist
underscores the marked proportional relationships and the physical modelling of perspective distinguished
from the usual approach. The lump of light that appearsin the centre from a distance, on the ground or from
the outside of the room, is like a catalyst for the organic collision between the symbolic significance and
formal sense of the creative language. This light serves at once as the entrance to our interpretation of the
scene, the unknown and formidable black hole in depths, the outlet through which we escape from the
corrupt world created by the artist, and the opportunity to, at the same time, reflect on the world that we
inhabit. From the artist’s personal experience, this light is ominous, ironically reminiscent of the gloom of
childhood memories and theiraccompanying accumulation of actual experiences. Yet,once deconstructed
to the realm of artistic practice, this light appears to suggest a political attitude of artistic creation — one that
relates to scepticism, loneliness and profundity. This is only the beginning, and we look forward to what lies
in store hereafter.
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Cui Xinming's solo exhibition entitled ‘A Sleepwalker’s World' features a series of new works, which capture
the inner turmoils experienced when undergoing a phase of personal development. A highly introspective
artist, Xinming observes himself, his position with regards to society and the values of those who surround
him. Where words do not capture his sentiments, Xinming approaches the canvas with incredible vigour
and treats it as an extension of his visions and internal tensions, casting upon it incredulous scenarios and
hypnagogic happenings.

Indeed, these scenes are not figments of a universal reality; rather, they are dramatic and subliminal visions
that Xinming’s mind has conjured. This is not to say, however, that Xinming's works do not bear a real-world
relevance; on the contrary, each work is laced with secondary meaning, ranging from political to religious
commentary. For example, in ‘Story (2)’ (2013), Xinming depicts two dogs approaching an offering stand
in a highly vegetated setting, which two Buddha's overlook. While one dog seems incredulous to the site’s
sanctity and chews onthe presented fruit, the other stands aback and overlooks his compatriot’s animalistic
urges. Xinming thereby creates, and depicts, an allegory for the disparate respect of religion amongst living
beings.

Privy to Xinming’s thoughts and opinions, one feels approximate to a trespasser, aninfringer upon aterrene
that is very much the artists own for these are visions that stand on the border of personal tremors and
inveterate hauntings. Yet, Xinming's work very much lends itself for observation by virtue of its monumental
scale and panoramic composition. Indeed, true to the Greek roots of the word ‘panorama’, Xinming places
all (pan) on view (horama): we are witnesses to every in nite detail, from the vibrant crepuscular sky in ‘The
Bewitched Years' (2013) to the delineated face of the threatened buddha in “Taboo Game’ (2013). Although
Xinming does not oblige to the strict tradition of panoramas, that of depicting past national military battle
elds or public events, he does depict a conflicted world of high contemporary relevance.

‘A Sleepwalker’s World' therefore presents a series of narrative paintings that are omniscient in quality and
insightful in their socio-political commentary. Indeed, Xinming’s works have a distinct literary quality and
openly share an affinity with Franz Kafka’s fictional novella Metamorphosis that follows the inexplicable
transformation and subsequent alienation of the lead character Gregor Samsa. While Kafka and Xinming’s
works share adistressregardsisolation, society and change, Xinming conversely nishes each of hisistorias
with a more hopeful twist: by virtue of his deliberate depiction of vivid skies, each luminescent and radiating,
Xinming re ects that behind his troubles, and those of a young Chinese generation, there is a sense of hope.
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“A group of young people, their backs turned to the viewer, stand huddled in a familiar room minimally
adorned by a large sofa and a coffee table. The focus of this painting is not on the domestic, however, but
rather the supernatural red cloud that has caught these persons attention. Completely mesmerised, the
group looks upon awindow into a colourful and shiny world. Xinming creates a commentary on their naivety
andblindness by depicting the presence of ayellow weasel, whichin Chinese culture has an evilconnotation
due to its ability to fool those who are weak or sick. Xinming therefore prompts a reflection upon members
of China’s young generation who have fallen for a world that seems full of promise but is in fact created by
slyness.”
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“A military-clad man stands with his back turned to the viewer and authoritatively raises his hand against a
giant Buddha, which appears caught in blue flames. Insouciant to the man’s dictatorial stance, the Buddha
appears to be releasing its shackles and taking on an animate form. Xinming hereby depicts the conflict
between religion and state control, while simultaneously addressing where the true balance of power
between the two axes lies.”
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“In an interview conducted with Cui Xinming, he expressed his admiration for artists in the West, such as
Lucian Freud, who have a conviction vis-a-vis their painting technique and have plowed ahead, fuelled
by their determination and foresight. In this painting Cui Xinming casts his hand at a subliminal genre of
portraiture. The painting depicts a painter sitting on his bed, hands held together between his knees, looking
intently at everything in his studio; all that he has is in that painting of him. The entire scene is depicted in vivid
shades of burgundy red, that are interrupted by bursts of white light that add a spectral element.”
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“Anotherreverence to the great British painter Lucian Freud,
this painting pays homage to the artist’s genius by depicting
a room solely inhabited by a canvas that stands atop an
easel. Now that the artist is gone, Xinming remarks that all
we are able to admire or criticise is what he has left.”
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“A panoramic work, Cui Xinming adheres to the Greek etymology of the word and puts all (pan) on view
(horama). Here we witness different generations working by a railroad against the backdrop of a gigantic
tree. A direct reference to industrialisation, Xinming prompts us to reflect on the contrast between nature
and what has been man made, as well as the significance of those who have built the world we currently live

in.”
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“A dog, which looks directly at the viewer, sits atop a coffee table in the middle of the highly familiar domestic
setting of a living room. The dog is not afraid of the human arrangements; on the contrary, he is centrally
placed and dominates the space. This painting reflects Xinming's Kafka-esque interest in the absurd as well
as that of creating a clash between the strange and the familiar, the ridiculous and the cohesive.”
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“In a dark and tenebrous yet highly vegetated setting, two dogs approach an offering stand, which two
Buddha's overlook. While one dog seems incredulous to the site’s sanctity and seemingly chews on the
presented fruit, the other stands aback and overlooks his compatriot’s animalistic urges. Xinming thereby
creates, and depicts, an allegory for the disparate respect of religion amongst living beings.”
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Sleepers Awake!
A Sleepwalker’s World: Allegory in the work of Cui Xinming
by Luise Guest

“Somnambulism (noun) also called sleepwalking: a disorder which falls under the parasomnia group: a condlition
that is characterised by walking while asleep or in a hypnotic trance.”

Sleepwalking is a phenomenon at once a part of the everyday world, and separate from it. Acts are
performed - walking, talking, even eating - of which the sleepwalker, once awake, has no memory. The acts
themselves are quotidian, yet the notion of sleepwalking makes us profoundly uncomfortable. It shakes our
assumption that we understand our world and operate comfortably within it. Perhaps sleepwalkingis a little
like the experience of growing up and living in China today. The world you see when you wake is absolutely
unlike the world you knew when you fell asleep. Everything is different, and continually changing, in ways
both subtle and profound.

Cui Xinming'’s exhibition, ‘A Sleepwalker’s World', reveals an artist with an unexpected perspective and a
dark vision of this brave new world. Allis not as it seems, and the world seems to have shifted onits axis. The
viewer will “gain experiences from this realm that are strange and remote to them,” he says. The place that
Cui Xinming presents to us is indeed a strange and unsettling one. Human and animal forms emerge out of
deep shadow, positioned within the everyday - a sofa, a coffee table, a living room painted with a technical
virtuosity that commands attention. Cui Xinming, born in 1986 in Shandong Province and only recently
graduated from the Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts, acknowledges that Chinese and Western viewers will
approach his work with different understandings; but painting is a form of communication, he says, that
“provides a window that allows people under the same blue sky to have a peek at how others live.”

Like artists everywhere, Chinese painters today seek a visual language with which they can express their
responses to contemporary life. The dislocations of social transformation, demolition and urban renewal
which have sweptaway the past, usheringinaworldfilled with uncertainty, have rendered many of the tropes
of the first wave of contemporary painting irrelevant. A new pictorial language is emerging. In recent years
two major directions in contemporary Chinese painting have become evident: those artists whose practice
is grounded in their love for the traditions of literati painting, ‘gong bi’ realism and the scholarly traditions of
‘Shan Shui’ painting;and asecond group who have absorbed the lessons of Westernacademic painting from
the earliest days of Chinese modernism andits revivalin the 1980s after thirty years of Socialist Realism. Cui
Xinming’s practice places himin this latter group, although his work also evidences his deep knowledge of
ink painting and other traditional forms, particularly through his dynamic and gestural brush marks.

Cui Xinming is representative of a rising generation who have little interest in, or direct experience of,
the Cultural Revolution that provided so much of the imagery of the painters who gained international
recognition in the 1990s - imagery that was avidly consumed by western audiences hungry for art that
appeared ‘exotically’ Chinese. Instead, these younger artists are forging a new path, grounded in their
own realities. They are living in a world in which great prosperity coexists with appalling poverty; where the
considerable personal freedoms of ‘Socialism with Chinese characteristics’ co-exist with censorship and
authoritarian social control; a world in which public awareness of greed and corruption breeds cynicism
and akind of moral malaise.

At first sight Cui Xinming’s paintings appear to depict a virtual world; the dystopian universe of a bleak video
game in which his protagonists operate in a darkness both literal and metaphoric. There is a sense of deep
foreboding - if these are allegories, they hint at the most dreadful of outcomes. This is a world of desolation
in which anything could happen. One thinks of Goya, of Saturn devouring his children. Wild dogs, foxes,
and rats lurk in the darkest corners of a liminal zone where human life is eked out in the ruins of civilisation.
Crumbling buildings are overtaken by plants, and grass grows through the bricks. We remember that this
artist has emerged from his studies in the megalopolis of Chongaqing, the largest and fastest growing city
on the planet, where the impact of the dislocating waves of change that have utterly transformed Chinese
cities in the last twenty years is even more dramatic than elsewhere. This ‘Rip Van Winkle' experience of
awakening to an unrecognisable world, is apparent in Cui Xinming's dream-like vistas. “Where l live,” he says,
“human morals are disappearing and there is a clash between people and a soulless system.” His paintings
immerse usinapost-apocalyptic universe where at times even the laws of physics appear to be temporarily
suspended; where solid forms liquefy through the painter’s ability to effect magical transformations. These
are paintings in which childhood memories and nightmares collide with the fears of a generation facing the
contradictions of today’s China.

Cui Xinming’s practice may be understood as the new embodiment of a particular tradition in Chinese
painting. In the early years of the 20th century, a number of Chinese artists studied in Europe and returned
to take up teaching positions in Chinese art schools. Later, during the 1930s and 1940s, artists such as Wu
Guanzhong returned from studies overseas filled with the utopian idealism of early Modernism. Wanting
to move away from fliterati’ painting, they saw Western painting techniques as a form which could convey
new ideas for a new society. In the Reform period after 1976, and through the 1980s and 1990s, significant
experimentationin figurative painting occurred in different urban loci. The extraordinary degree of technical
accomplishment resulting from the rigorous academic training of Chinese art schools produced new forms
of painting in a realist idiom. Young artists such as Cui Xinming are the inheritors of this tradition, with its
emphasis on moral and psychological truth.



A difference between this earlier generation of artists and their younger counterparts is the unapologetic
subjectivity and introspection of the emerging generation. This may well be a global feature of Generations
X and Y, but in a context still dominated by discourses of collectivism, this scrutiny of the inner world of
the individual artist is initially surprising. However, further investigation will show that this tendency is not
entirely unprecedented, particularly with painters from Sichuan Province. Wu Hung has noted that Sichuan
oil painters of the post-Cultural Revolution ‘Scar Painting’ movement focused on a ‘lost generation’ of
Chinese youth, expressing their melancholy as well as a new hopefulness. In 1981 one of these artists,
Wang Chuan, wrote in Meishu Magazine, “I, along with my peers, continue to fervently explore the question
of how we should live our lives... When | follow the meandering trail of thoughts looking for my future | am
confused, distraught and hesitant.” This intensity of soul searching and the desire to find a visual language
which would allow artists to express new truths in what they imagined would be an entirely different China
continues today in the practice of a new generation of painters. He Sen, who himself graduated from the
Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts a generation earlier than Cui Xinming, said, “Why should we deal only with
what we see on the surface? In traditional Chinese art, meaning is not always on the surface; it involves the
imagination andideas.”

Today, inresponse to the absurdities and cruelties he sees in his world, Cui Xinming'’s practice searches the
deepest recesses of the subconscious. In works such as ‘Story (2)’ and ‘Taboo Game’ the artist’s technical
command of his medium reveals figures emerging from a deep chiaroscuro, illuminated by ambiguous
light sources, in mysterious environments - part decaying urban ruin, part mystical temple. In ‘Story (2)’ a
stray dog stands in front of two statues of Buddha, alert, observing carefully. Another dog, half hidden in
the shadows behind burning joss sticks, slinks in the background, apparently eating the food intended as
temple offerings. The location seems to be an abandoned ruin, yet the burning incense hints at an unseen
human presence. Painterly, gestural and powerful, the work is an allegory of the position of religion in an
authoritarian state.

In “Taboo Game’ a uniformed figure stands with arm raised in salute (or is it in warning?) to a large statue of
Buddha, which shimmers and appears to be about to dissolve. He has his back to us. We do not know if this
manis a soldier, a police officer,or maybe a security guard, but he clearly represents authority. The artist has
said heis anintruder, “attempting to control everything”. It is possible to read this image in different ways: as
the state attempting to control the dreams, aspirations and spiritual longings of its citizens; or as the futility
of human political systems in the face of the eternal. Hungry-looking dogs lurk in the foreground, observing
the action. One of them turns around and engages us with his baleful gaze. In the foreground, rich red paint
suggestive of pools and drips of blood echoes the red of the smoking joss sticks. Cui Xinming’'s mastery
of translucent veils of oil paint allows him to dissolve the solid architectural forms of the space in which
this mysterious confrontation is taking place. Light is filtered through clouds of vapour and dust particles,
creating a Tiepolo-like vision of another world beyond, inaccessible to the denizens of this one. “Behind the
dark clouds, still some light is shining” says the artist.

‘The Bewitched Years' depicts a group of young people. They stand with their backs to us, apparently in a
domestic setting with an ornate sofa and a coffee table. However the far wall of the room appears to have
exploded outwards and they are facing towards a glowing red light. Is it transcendent or terrifying? The
artist very deliberately leaves us guessing. The sense of unreality is heightened by the over-sized ferret-
or marsupial-like creature which incongruously stands beside the figures, observing the scene. Once
again this ambitious figurative composition may be read in many ways. Are his figures bewitched by the
hollow promises of material wealth and glamour, a consequence of China’s position as a global economic
powerhouse? Is the red sky a false dawn? Perhaps they stare longingly back towards a past vision of China,
when the East was Red. Or does the red atmosphere signal something even more disquieting? This is
an age in which people queue to buy milk powder from Hong Kong, doubting the safety of their own food
supply. People are living with catastrophic levels of pollution and environmental destruction, the unsought
consequence of industrialisation. From here it is only a short step to fears of complete annihilation.

Cui Xinming admires painters such as Lucian Freud and Gerhard Richter, who themselves turn an uninching
gaze on people in order to convey truths deeper than surface appearances. His practice is exhaustive,
involving many preparatory drawings, arranging what the artist calls his “protagonists and props” before
he develops larger drawings and colour studies. Finally he is ready to start working on the canvas, which
he begins by compiling a structural, linear composition of formal relationships. The artist describes this
process as a form of text. “l use the basic language and structural relationships of painting as an attempt to
construct a narrative that is similar to a ‘graphical text’,” he says. Like many of the painters he admires, Cui
Xinming uses photographs as reference material; pointing out that even in the 19th century innovators such
as Courbet did the same. He sees the amount of visual information available to artists today - through the
internet, newspapers, and magazines - as a rich source of ideas and imagery. However, these sources are
combined, recombined and transformed in order to create his mysterious narratives.

Hisinfuences andideas may be eclectic, but Cui Xinming’s creation of powerful allegories speaks of his lived
experience - the pain as well as the exhilaration of China's emergence as a powerful market economy. The
creation of a coded language of symbolism and allegory is a feature of much contemporary art in China. It
harks back to arich tradition, as well as to the necessity at times to veil harsh truth in metaphor. At the same
time, he is painting for a global audience, and his work is absolutely universal. We are all prey to the sense
of dislocation resulting from the too rapid pace of change, of the overthrowing of past values and beliefs.
A sense, in fact, of being ‘sleepwalkers’ in an unfamiliar universe. “I cannot change how reality is,” says Cui
Xinming, “l can only expressit.”
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With a strong focus and gestural strokes, Cui Xinming has created two particular series that address the
challenges brought on by continual development. In his previous ‘Black Hole of Memories’ series, Cui
Xinming approaches the canvas as an extension of his cognisance, mind and memory. At the centre of this
series is ‘Black Hole of Memories - Hometown in Autumn’ (2012) in which Cui Xinming depicts an endless
sea of grass blades that jab and lead to a procumbent mountain in the far distance; a reference to where he
grew up, a stark contrast from the city of Chongqing, where he currently works and resides.

Pervading through this series and later ones is a sense of domestic nostalgia; the places he has known,
where lots of time has been spent, and which have changed with the tests of time. He casts these scenes
of the familiar, however, with sightings of the incredulous or hypnagogic. ‘Black Hole of Memories I' (2011),
for example, portrays a forlorn individual, who bowing his head and clutching a letter, is surrounded by the
detritus of what would seem to be home. Similarly, ‘Black Hole of Memories II' (2011) reveals an older ladly,
cocooned in bed, solely accompanied by the traces of adjoining natural debris.
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“A vision from his youth, a ‘Black Hole of Memories — Autumn in Hometown’ (2012) is a panoramic painting
laced with nostalgia that depicts an endless sea of grass blades that jab and lead to a procumbent mountain
inthe far distance. Presented as an antithesis to his current abode, the painting presents a sharp contrast to
his residence in the rapidly developing metropolis that is Chongqing.”
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“An example of Cui Xinming's thematic focus on domesticity and religion, ‘Black Hole of Memories I (2011)
portrays a forlorn individual, who bowing his head and clutching a letter, is surrounded by the detritus of

what would seem to be home.”
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“A lady lies cocooned in bed, solely accompanied by the traces of adjoining natural debris. A contrasting

vivid light shines in the background; a running motif throughout his work.”
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“A seemingly endless rock wall, adorned by mythological lionesque creatures, Cui Xinming depicts a
remaining section of tradition. The landscape, devoid of buildings but covered in dark light, hints to the

ominous passing of time.”
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