Yuan Yuan — the New Landscape of
Contemporary Chinese Art

Gladys Chung

Thirty years elapsed since contemporary Chinese art began to make strides in 1980. In
retrospect, the '85 New Wave Movement, spearheaded by the Xiamen Dada group, Gu Wenda
and Xu Bing, gave emphasis to experiment, ideology and free style, while the 1990s saw
stronger focus on the interrelation between art and society, a motive that prompted artists like
Zhang Xiaogang, Zeng Fengzhi, Fang Lijun and Wang Guangyi to draw on portraiture, realism
and expressionism in exploring and communicating the emotional state and living condition
of their generation, as well as the ethos of the era. Today such notions as experimentalism,
portraiture, realism, sociality and expressionism have become the cornerstones, hence also
the traits, of contemporary Chinese art as known in the international arena. Nevertheless, just
as these styles are getting established and elaborated, the neoteric — and even those born
after the 80s — is arduously looking for new direction of development that might steer the
next orbit of contemporary Chinese art. Expression in cartoon and anime is one of the very
catchy ways adapted by the many ‘post-80s’ artists emerged after 2000. The art of Yuan Yuan
represents yet another innovative mode of expression that encapsulates the inner being of the

new Chinese generation.

The themes Yuan Yuan fixed on have been most unusual: the facade of buildings, the interior of
living spaces, a serpentine corridor, and, as it happens, the hoary wall and shattered window of a
ramshackle structure. The spaces he arrays share in common the apocalyptic aura of bleakness
and desolation; a vacant space, that is to say, becomes the pivot of expression. Such a setting
is, to me, visually stunning in the first place. ‘The person’ has been a key and vivid element
in the history of contemporary Chinese art: the experimentalist art in the 80s, for example, is
often marked by the participation or staging of the artist, and Chinese art since the 90s widely
appeal to portraiture as an expressive icon, like the laughing face of Yue Minjun, the masked
figure of Zeng Fanzhi, and the commrade image of Zhang Xiaogang. Yuan Yuan, however,
sets his sights on a break with his predecessors. He tries to work out a wholly different artistic
language and expression — a thoroughly vacant space devoid of ‘the person’. His ‘space’
looks centripetal and cavernous, vested in an all-swallowing gravitation like that of a black hole.
It trails your point of focus deep inside the canvas, putting you in mind of a bleak, forsaken
space — a bare state of existence that objectifies the air of emptiness and desolation and the
sequestered, penetrating ambience. An icon like this apparently carries the emblem of an age,

wherein China is undergoing rapid and radical changes and new social phenomenon springs

up: old buildings and old districts
are abandoned and knocked down
one after another. Real estate
development becomes the jewel
in the crown which every Chinese
city runs after; reconstruction
schemes, at the same time, explode
in the cause of a more advanced
and stylish city image. It is an age

when the new supersedes the

old. Many architecture bearing the
[Fig.1] legacy of time are falling apart,
Zhang Dall, Demoition, 1998 ke the red-brick buildings and
old houses constructed out of the intimate concourse between China and the West since
1911, in a fusion of traditional Chinese and Victorian styles with Romanesque pillars and
spiral staircases and Baroque motives. Yuan Yuan’s ‘vacant’ space reflects the ache of what
is lost and gone. The abandoned architecture and the forsaken space are reinterpreted as
an abstract symbol implanted with strident political and social criticism; they stand for the
state of China in transformation and, with this signification, recount how China as an open,
newfangled consumerist society is influenced and shaped by the global economic environment.
They point up, moreover, the conflicting impetus of the people — the subjects of the city, who
dither between acceptance and rejection. In China as in the rest of the world this psychological
incongruence or struggle is ubiquitous in the face of national and regional development; it is,
therefore, a significant theme to attend to for both Chinese and Western contemporary artists.
In China, for instance, Zhang Dali’s Demolition (fig.1) features the contrast between the majestic
forbidden city and the crumbling old living quarter, ‘revealing the experience modern Bejing had,
particualrly in the past decade, of the
parallel ventures of “destruction” and
“protection” in  simultaneity  (Wu
Hung, The ‘Dialogue’ of Zhang Dali:
Conversing with the City).” The same
goes to young artists like Ying Xinxun,
a contemporary of Yuan Yuan, who
are solicitous about the disfiguring city
and the perishing living space (fig.2). In
the West, Rachel Whiteread, a British

artist, sculpted a pallid, concrete [Fig.2]
Ying Xinxun, Fragments of the City I, 2009

cast after a to-be demolished old



house in East London (fig.3) as a means to grieve over the
displacement of the old city and its culture by commercial
development. Like all these artists, the strategy of Yuan Yuan
is to transform architecture, or space, into expressive icons
that articulate a peculiar state of sentiment in a peculiar era.
Inheriting the traits of contemporary Chinese art, the artist
has a penchant for a subtle issue from personal experience;
the overtone of Yuan Yuan'’s creation, in other words, is still
‘the person’ and ‘the sentiment’, which vouchsafe his works
a great emotional potency and a spirit symptomatic of his
time. What sets him apart from his predecessors is that,

instead of revolving around the grand narratives of weighty

[Fig.3] history, Yuan Yuan returns to the more secretive living space
Rachel Whiteread, House, 1993,
internal casting of 193 Grove Road,
Bow, East London (destroyed) person’ and ‘the emotion’. It is this nuance that constitutes

and achieves a more reticent and allusive expression of ‘the

Yuan Yuan'’s unique artistic language and iconic expression.

He has, moreover, the ambition to overstep the bounds of
locality, hence his portrayal of architecture in a medley of style: old houses in classical Chinese
decoration, Western structure and Baroque-style spiral staircase found in the Shanghai leased
territory in the past century, and the tenement houses, with their narrow entrance and dark-
green iron gate, common in Hong Kong. An overpowering universality is embedded in his
wistfulness for the vanishing space and city culture. The same phenomenon confronts different

cities at different time.

Painterliness and Formal Aesthetics

Against his ultra-simplistic and vacant space Yuan Yuan gives prominence to two elements:
the texture and spatial structure of the buildings. They are, certainly, the motifs of his works,
but more importantly they mark the artist’s exploration on painterliness and formal aesthetics,
which strings his creation to the global artistic trend, enables dialogue between them and

confers upon his works an artistic subtlety more profound than most of his contemporaries’.

A deserted, unoccupied room is pictured in Museum Il (p. 16-17), where the unbroken expanse
of red-brick walls alone form the pith of expression. The artist, with his delicate and tightly-
packed brushstroke, colors the bricks red tint by tint, allowing us to discern the different
shades of red in transition. In Ground Floor (p. 28-29) and Entrance (p. 22-23) the color gradient
is rendered by the floor and wall tiles in craggy dark green. The mottled, exfoliated wall in
Humid Region (p. 10-11) and the rotted, fractured wooden window frame in Fragments (p. 26-

27) manifest not only the coarse texture of clay and wood but also the painterly property of

ink-wash as a spread and oil as a coating of pigment. All these contribute to the intensely
expressive quality of the works — one might even detect, at closer look, the movement of the

painter’s hands when he is drawing a line or applying a paint.

The concept of ‘repetition’ seems equally appealing to the artist. Yuan Yuan's works is
distinctively rich in repetitive, analogous and spatially continuous elements interior to a
structure: serried rows of identical windows, edifices, bluish floor tiles, spectator seats, and a
series of stair steps, among others. Through this maneuver the artist describes ‘repetition’ as
the general principle by which modern society is constituted, a principle that consumes us and
assimilates our living space. The depiction of these repetitive, spatially continuous architectural
elements also enables the artist to demonstrate the tonal variations of a single color and,
therefore, put across his exploration on painterliness, color and brushwork. His works, which
transmute the most ordinary and familiar material onto the level of color expressionism, nestle
between the figurative and the abstract, between the realistic and the expressive. This, in fact,
is the very idiosyncrasy of Yuan Yuan'’s creations. In Entrance (p. 22-23), for example, the artist
deftly manipulates a virtually photo-realistic technique to reproduce the ceramic floor tiles in
paramount fineness and scrupulosity. The work looks as true as a photograph, but the touch

of a painting and the texture of the pigment remain readily observable.

But what Yuan Yuan tries to represent is more than the texture of architectural material. He is
also keen on showing the intricate, criss-cross structure inside of a building — with his formal
aesthetics. The orderly arrangement of the stairs, the windows, the rectangular wooden doors
and wardrobe, as well as the square-shape motifs on the wardrobe door all play to render the
canvas into different abstract, geometric forms. The artist even goes for a close-up of a room in
Door [ (fig.4), in which we find the floor tiles, alternating
in two different colors, and the light-yellow wood door
and the dark-brown wardrobe stand as a contrast,
and convergence, of geometric patterns. It calls to
mind the contrivance of Piet Mondrian (1872-1944)
as he extracts the geometric structures of the New
York streets and buildings and turns them into creative
elements (fig.5). It seems, in this regard, that Yuan Yuan
has indeed set out to discourse with Western artistic
philosophies like constructivism and abstract formalism.
In Europe and America the quest after pure artistic

expression — the representation of abstract philosophy

and symbolic concept by means of color variations and

[Fig.4]
Yuan Yuan, Door I, 2011 spatial arrangement — had preyed on the minds of two
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