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Foreword

My acquaintance with Duan Zhengqu dates back to the end of 2013, when | was preparing towards the From the Issue
of Art to the Issue of Position: Echoes of Socialist Realism exhibition as curator and invited him to take part. Initiating
the research project in 2013 was an endeavor fo reflect on the legacies of socialist realism and their ideological

influences on artistic creations and the writing of art history today.

Part of the research project examines the connection between art practices and the evaluation system deriving from
institutions. From the late 1980s on, the polarization between official art, academic art, and contemporary art outside
of the official systems gradually widened, and came to the point that eventually turned into a clear demarcation
between the three camps. Artists, like the majority of the art world, gradually fostered and accepted the art scene in
the mid-1990s, although their own practices were not always confined by this structural limitation. Yet researchers are
more easily blinded when such framework has since integrated into the universal value system, and tend to ignore the
fundamental importance of artwork itself. Precisely from such limitations can we say that Duan Zhengqu’s work has
long been absent from the contemporary art world. Moreover, there is also an absence in understanding and critical
evaluation of his work, which might obstruct from finding more inspiration within his ceuvre, which might obstruct us

from benefiting from the inspirations within his work.

When | reached out to Duan Zhengqu for this exhibition and visited his studio at Capital Normal University, he seemed
reasonably surprised. Though we never met before, we almost immediately started to look at his works and discuss his art
practice. This marked my first time seeing Duan’s originals, and instantly | was attracted by his extensive use of black and

brown palettes.

My research interest in Duan Zhengqu’s work originates both from my art history-oriented thoughts and my practice
as an artist. On the one side, | am deeply attracted by his cultivation of refined artistic language and the recurring

themes in his paintings, recognizing that the motif he has always stuck with has opened up new dimensions in the
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contemporary art world. On the other side, | find a deep resonance with his continuous exploration and even
struggles on painting, and that as an artist who is senior fo me, his insistence on questioning and practicing creations
exhibits an ideal state | would aspire to achieve. Consistent with my curatorial approach in every other exhibition, |
took the perspective of an artist in understanding Duan Zhengqu'’s work, remaining truthful to his artistic practices, in
the same spirit as an artist stays always truthful to his own practice. | believe, to some extent, art in itself could surpass

the arbitrarily imposed boundaries and divisions.

In the majority of Duan Zhengqu's paintings, the hues of dusk run continually throughout the canvas of the artist
regardless of whether it is a setting or landscape. There is a lyrical allusion, as well as a heroic temperament to the
vision of dusk evoked within his work. When the conversation turns fo influences informing his choice of dark colors,
Duan Zhengqu mentions the shock felt, the first time hearing a local villager sing a folk love song during his trip to
Mizhi County: The tune was full of sorrow even though the singer was jolly as they sang. There was a mournful tone throughout,
from beginning to the end of the song. Although | couldn’t completely understand the meaning of the lyrics, there was so much
sorrow and mystery fo the words. So it was really this song that showed a dark and thick emotional color to me. This made me think
back to if my paintings were to hang on the walls of these cave dwellings, they should be as sturdy with the signs of ageing like the
doors and windows to this place, or like a dried-up weed in the ground, these are the true colors that represent the Loess Plateau.

It should be serene, solemn and unaltered. | was painting the skin of life and | ought to be searching for its soul. Therefore, | soon

started to take the colors towards an unaltered state of darkness in order to paint. '

This heavy sense of humanism was my inspiration incubating the exhibition Hello, Dusk! at Magician Space.

In preparing towards the exhibition, Duan Zhengqu suggested his preference towards a presentation of his new works
since 2015, while the group of works were much smoother in appearance. Taking on his thoughts, | expanded the
narrative space of the exhibition, brought together three different perspectives to outline the remarkable humanism
characterizing Duan Zhengqu'’s work and the main focus of the exhibition is placed on new works dated from 2015

onwards.

As an infroduction to the entire exhibition, it begins with three watercolor works on paper, painted between 2012 and
2015: there are two landscape sketches Mountains Behind Weita (2012) and Anya (2012) as well as a painting of person
looking into the reflection of a pond Reflection (2015). Beginning in the 1980s, this first chapter describes the early stages
of Duan'’s career and focuses on a collection of sketches and oil painting — this body of work spans an extensive period
to present exploratory forms of liberation for the artist. Amongst the earlier works by the artist is a watercolor created in
1980, which features two headless male figures, formally dressed and a floating cloud in a Magritte-esque blue sky. This
chapter also includes a group of sketches in an expressionist style created in the period between the mid-1980s and the
year 2001, along with an oil painting dated to the year 1984, depicting a walnut tree, fallen leaves and bare branches,
inferweaving with one another in the air — a child appears below the walnut tree as it plays on a swing. It is a scene full

of lyrical meaning, reminiscent of the pictorial language of the Japanese painter Yoshio Hirayama, an artist who has

"'Duan Zhengqu,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengqu [M].
(Chengdu: Sichuan
Academy of Fine Arts
Publication, 2016),
p.291.
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held solo exhibitions here and has travelled frequently to China since 1975.

The second chapter displays a series of 15 works created around the period of 2016. Comprising of watercolor and
pastel on paper, each has an enigmatic aura to them. These post-2000 paintings elaborate on his style of magic
realism. Unlike in the past, he relinquished the use of a narrative plot entirely. Earthly hues of red, yellow, ultra-marine
blue and dark greys, repeatedly appear throughout the series. Spirits, deformed figurative portraits, and gloomy
landscapes, combine together in the picture plane and into a dreamlike space. In the last few years, the artist has
been trying to search for new breakthroughs with his work by painstakingly weaving together these scenes within the
canvas. For the painting language used throughout this body of work, he adopts the techniques found in tomb murals
dated to the Song and Yuan Dynasties, and uses a large number of their elegant lines in the canvas to make the entire

picture ethereal and soothing.

The third chapter takes two different styles to highlight the major significance landscapes have had throughout

the artist’s life. The first set is a group of landscapes with solemn hues and imposing images such as the work The
Billowy Yellow River (2014); while the other group has more of a mild soberness to them. Rather than presenting a
“retrospective” per se, this small-scale exhibition looks to offer reflection into the artist’s comprehensive body of work
— what is noticeable is the recurring threads as they persist within his practice, while also overlapping with one another.
There is seemingly an uninterrupted flow and indefatigable energy to his continued observation into reality since the

beginning of his career.

| would like to thank wholeheartedly for Duan Zhengqu's trust in passing on his precious works to me, and endowing
me with an enormous freedom to arrange. | would also like to thank Mr. Kejie Qu and Ms. Baohui Pan from Magician
Space for providing me with their new exhibition space and for their respects toward and cooperation with both the
artist and curator, exhibiting fully their mission in centering their works around art and artists — as well as my wife,

Ms. Carol Yinghua Lu, in drafting a long piece and clearly outlining the interactions between Duan Zhenqu's creative
career and developments of the Chinese art world. Last but not least, | would like to thank all friends who have

contributed to this exhibition.

The editing and publishing of this catalogue carries on threads of thoughts in the exhibition while further extending
them in presenting some of the works of Mr. Duan Zhengqu. The edition also witnesses the smooth and intimate

cooperation between the three parties of us.

Liv Ding
27 October, 2018 in Beijing
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Hello, Dusk!

Text by Carol Yinghua Lu

“ always think dusk causes a sadness in people and that the night is deeply mysterious. Looking back fo my
childhood, it had a special significance to me and it seemed to imply an overpowering yet indefinable melancholic
feeling. Furthermore, there is an immense sense of the ‘unknown’ — with everything seemingly hidden along with
their unrevealed possibilities. Dusk turns into something that captivates us because of this unknowable feeling. This is
1

precisely the reason why issues relating fo expressions of this ‘mystery’ continue fo captivate me.”

Duan Zhengqu

In order to understand Duan Zhengqu and the path taken in his work, we must first return to the mid-1980s, a formative
period where the outlines of Chinese contemporary art, its discourse and value judgements intersect together. At the
same fime, it is this very historical context that also provided a vital backdrop for the artist as he formulated a unique
way of making work. Duan Zhengqu had recently graduated from the Qil Painting Department at the Guangzhou
Academy of Fine Arts, and voluntarily decided against the opportunity to stay there in favor of returning home to work

at the Zhengzhou Painting Academy. Reflecting on his creative state during this time, Duan Zhengqu wrote:

The New Wave spreads wave-by-wave fo even the local cities such as Zhengzhou. It is not a hard wave as such, but a soft wave that
drops and seeps info the easy life here. Perhaps due fo my own sense of self-importance, my fantasies never seem fo match up with
my life. It is hard staying with something mediocre and far more difficult sticking with this new wave, even if we are at the tail-end

of its lively stage. But there are actions of mine that resonate to this New Wave and ofher actions that have no relevance ot all. Like
when | use a big bucket fo splash paint into so-called “abstract” work; or fiddlle with some materials fo create so-called “installation”
work, or apply some concepts to my drawings fo create “avant-garde” work, etc.. Out of this placid stafe that surrounds me, there is
something hard to put your finger on in regards to these so-called works made foday — they also work as a cathartic release fo me.
Amongst the sounding of people’s reactions to these works and of my own minor acts of resistance fo this — and due to this poor life
where these issues have been going on now for years and accumulated to a point | can no longer counteract nor make them go away

entirely with — it is this situation that gives rise to another helplessness and form of release to me.

" Duan Zhengqu,
“Living Colors:
Conversation Between
Yin Shuangxi and Duan
Zhengqu”, Huayuan
Village Art Talk:

Duan Zhengqu [M].
(Chengdu: Sichuan
Academy of Fine Arts
Publication, 2016),
p.291.

2 Duan Zhengqu,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengqu
(Chengdu: Sichuan
Academy of Fine Arts
Publication, 2016),
p.86-87.
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The 6th National Fine Art Exhibition, which opened in October 1984, and the Chinese Youth Art in Progress Exhibition,
which was held in 1985, were two large-scale high profile exhibitions that emerged after the “Eliminate Spiritual
Pollution” ended in 1984, which itself was the culmination of an “ideological liberation” first put forward in 1978. A
series of discussions were centered not only on these two national exhibitions, but also on many of the related events
from the same period, which tore open the once invisible cracks that lay between middle-age to more senior artists,
younger artists, as well as the different models they used to work under. Essentially with all of these artists, they in fact
shared the same ideological origins and developed out of the same form that offered their emancipation. Taking the
Cultural Revolution as a reference, the senior artists tended towards affirming and opening up the myriad possibilities
of individuality heralded by a new era of free and autonomous formal exploration. They tended to be more inclined
towards throwing themselves into a search within the underlying elements of China’s own cultural context in order

to “activate” them once again. With the young artists who entered into education after the Cultural Revolution, the
more adept members who gradually emerged out of this group were enthusiastically more receptive to the large
influx of publications, opinions and wave of artistic and philosophical thought, which entered into China from the
West after the Reform and Opening period. They simply chose to favor the “idea” as the sole indicator in discerning
contemporary art as a formal exploration: using this to separate themselves from the constraints of realist formalism;
circumnavigating the old-fashioned calls from conservative factions to return art back to their Chinese cultural roots;

and also the one-size-fits-all formal experiments and artistic language officially “chosen” by the conservative academy.

Although there was a group of senior and middle-age artists who were subversive to these rules through a discreet
artistic language internalized within the works on display at the 6th National Fine Art Exhibition, overall the official
ideology still remained as the dominant criteria for the participating artists due to the residing influence of the
“Eliminate Spiritual Pollution” political campaign. This led to a situation where a convergence of various themes and
styles occurred within many of the works that entered into the exhibition.” Many of the works persisted to follow the
principles and techniques of realism, or they derived themselves from or reflected upon the substance of life itself. In
the eyes of the young students who were either graduated or only recently enrolled into the school, the 6th National
Fine Art Exhibition was a dominant example of a sustained intervention and interference by the official ideology into
the field of art. Less than a year later, the Chinese Youth Art in Progress exhibition also opened. At the same time,
graduate works emerged from various major art academies and groups of young artists from across the country who
would go on to establish their own art collectives one after another, bringing to the forefront a new era underlined by
a youthful new generation of trailblazers. During this period, the magazine “Art” changed its editor-in-chief and the
critic Shao Dazhen arrived at its helm to actively steer it towards the promotion of modern art. “Art News of China”
and “The Trend of Art Thoughts” were newly established, while the “Jiangsu Pictorial” revised the direction of its
magazine structure — each of these publications worked to successively promote the New Wave as its main goal in art.
Meanwhile, the proponents and participants of the New Wave also began to encounter political challenges from the
art system, which was perceived as being possessed by a conservative force that lay internally within the system itself.
Due to this dynamic, a tension began to develop between the New Wave and the official art system, which happened
despite the fact that the New Wave movement itself had from the beginning, emerged out of this very system. This

tension between the conservative forces within the official art system gradually led to a blurred boundary between the
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New Wave art, and in this way, the arguments and frictions resulted in a greater polarization, coming to the point of

eventually turning info a rigid divide between the two sides.

In April 1984, Duan Zhengqu was selected by the provincial art association to complete within three months the oil
paintings Noon Break and New Horizon in order to inaugurate the opening of the 6th National Fine Art Exhibition. The
former work was selected for the National Fine Art Exhibition, however, it was unsuccessful in entfering the exhibition.
After this work, New Horizon was selected by the art association for the Chinese Youth Art in Progress exhibition and
was also not selected in the final list of works. From his time at school to the years after graduation, Duan Zhengqu
had been in continual pursuit of a work that he calls “belonging to himself”. After entering school, he focused on
improving the fundamentals of his sketching ability, which he considered as his weakness. At the same time, he also
turned towards assiduously studying all the books he could borrow from the school library in order to imitate and
learn from these drawings. For example, Chagall, Rouault and Rousseau were some of the artists Duan Zhengqu
studied using the books he found in the school library. “At certain moments | would study expressionism, then to the
style of Wyeth, or | might paint the surrealism of Dali and Magritte, every day | would switch between different painting
styles. Whenever | couldn’t think of anything to paint, | would either look at the mirror to paint a self-portrait or follow
what was happening on the television to paint either from memory or something imaginary.” * In terms of reading and
in comparison to the books on philosophy or aesthetics, Duan Zhengqu had a penchant for modernist literature found
in the West. “I would buy absurdist plays, stream of consciousness novels, black comedies... and also read books

by William Faulkner, Saul Bellow, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Margaret Duras, D.H. Lawrence, Franz Kafka, Gabriel Garcia

Marquez, and others.”*

In 1982, Duan Zhengqu visited Beijing a year before his graduation to see the exhibition Expressionist Oil Paintings
from East Germany held at the National Art Museum of China. While preparing for his graduation, Duan Zhengqu
returned to his hometown in Yanshi County and everyday would wander around the villages surrounding the county.
He would look at the temple fairs, animal markets and put himself among the people, language, and ways of living he
was most familiar with. He became aware of the gap between the Magritte-style things he painted at school in relation
to the reality that he trusted the most, which compelled him to think for the first time in his life the relationship between
life and art. He had therefore decided upon what should be the subject of his work, which was that his paintings
should come from his experience of this land — to “paint towards the land”® . He was eager to paint the things familiar
to him by using a traditional language. This eagerness also prompted him to return and borrow a number of books

from his school related to ancient Chinese murals, including those at Dunhuang, and the Eastern Han Mural Tombs

“'Duan Zhengqu,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengqu,
p.52.

“Duan Zhengqu,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengqu,
p.53

' Duan Zhengqu,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengqu,
p.56.
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in Horinger. The thoughts he developed during these studies were then incorporated into his graduation work. He
created two paintings, one of which was a vegetable market, which adopted the “flash technique” often employed by
Soviet painting; the other painting depicted a market of horses and mules, which incorporated the flatness of Horinger
murals, where a background is painted using flat earth colors and the composition is created by using a scattered
perspective. A free-hand form evokes the figure of a farmer, which dispersed itself across the scene. These figures
come from quick sketches made during his frequent trips to the countryside and between them there is no overall
narrative that connects them together. However, the gaze of these different figures appears to correlate to one another

in order to lend an overall sense of completeness to the entire picture.

Duan Zhengqu's artistic explorations were driven by his dissatisfaction of never truly being fully satisfied with merely
reproducing styles related to Western modernism. On the one hand, he had attempted to explore the formal
capacities of expressionism, surrealism, and ancient Chinese mural painting. Whilst another side of his work came
from unearthing the portrayal of familiar objects from the local milieu of his surroundings. Elaborating on this further,
he also sought to establish a method of closely joining these two facets together within his work. Whether it was

with the works included for his graduation exhibition or with the works selected for the submissions to both the 6"
National Fine Art Exhibition and the Chinese Youth Art in Progress exhibition — his achievements were not immediately
recognized. His work lacked the realism tendency that was widespread and prevalent throughout the 6" National
Fine Art Exhibition, and it also lacked the overt conceptual consciousness or the penchant for social issues that was

predominant with the majority of works included in Chinese Youth Art in Progress.

Since the beginning of his life, Duan Zhengqu was raised in the countryside and his trajectory never left its confines
until he entered college in 1979. He was naturally at ease with the friendly disposition of the Central Plains way of

life in the countryside. In his view, this way of life is the embodiment of truth itself. For Duan Zhengqu, this sense of
authenticity is the premise that gives him the steady ground to create. It is a kind of foothold and it is what he cares
for and concerns himself with in the maijority of his work. The truth he looks for is not purely factual nor is it the kind
of faithfulness to reality as espoused by the genre of realism. Rather, it is related to how aspects of the outside world
can be incorporated within his heart in order to become part of his own internal world: rural farmhouses, households,
markets, trails, barns, mountain ranges, fields, games, festivals, ceremonies, and the entire life journey of a peasant.
These are the scenes he grew up with, which have always fascinated him, shaking him through to his soul, and it has

been the enduring object of his indefatigable will to paint.

In criticizing the 6" National Fine Art Exhibition, while at the same time praising Chinese Youth Art in Progress, the
young artists had also delineated a guideline to focus on concepts and criticality. It was during this time that Duan
Zhengqu also embarked on a search of his own to pursue the idea of truth based on his own internal world. “Henan
is a place that | was too familiar with... so | went to school far away in Guangzhou, but | was averse to the over-the-
top lushness and bright colors in the South. I’'m not sure who brought it up to me about the North during this time...

but the topic soon stuck to Shaanbei for a while.”  For Duan Zhengqu at the time, “Shaanbei” was like any other
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strange name of a place that could have been anywhere.®

Since the Reform and Opening-up policies, there has been an influx of western modern art and waves of thought that
have introduced new artistic styles, models of working and resources for new ways of thinking. This situation prompted
some practitioners with a strong desire to look inward once again for answers and also to rethink issues more broadly
in relation to Chinese culture as a whole. Similarly to traditional culture, Shaanbei has become a fertile place for
many artists, writers and filmmakers to base their work on as well as being the ground to distinguish themselves from
others. It is a place rich in cultural symbolism and meaning. Shaanbei stands for the northwestern part of Shaanxi,
which includes the old revolutionary domains such as Yulin City and Yan’an City. The area is situated at the center of
the Loess Plateau and has many unique geological characteristics. It has layers of red soil with thick yellow ground soil
from the Cenozoic period that covers an ancient terrain of Mesozoic bedrock. Caused by the flow of water, cuts into
the surface and the erosion of soil together give form to topographical features such as the plateaus, ridges, mounds

and ravines.

By the mid-1980s, Duan Zhengqu had already discovered through publications the paintings of Shaanxi based artists
such as Cai Liang and Zhang Ziwei who have been using Shaanbei as a subject for their work since the 50s. This also
includes the oil paintings on Shaanbei by Shang Yang, which were featured in the Art magazine. He then traveled

to Wuhan, visiting Shang Yang's house in order to borrow and study a large oil painting by the artist on a scroll of
Korean paper. At the time, the common characteristic often described in texts about Shaanbei would be filled with
imagery of the desert, frontier villages, “winds blowing on a long ancient path”, or “shining spears and armored
horses”. Often films of this time also used the desolate landscapes of Shaanbei as a backdrop. For example, with the
masterpiece by Chen Kaige's Yellow Land (1984) which tells a story based on the rural ramparts in this region. This
was in fact another reason that drove Duan Zhengqu to this area, which was to reflect on the prevailing fendencies

of the time. During the 6" and 7" edition of the Fine Art Exhibition shows, he observed how the majority of works
seemed only to pay attention towards technique or were crowded with ornamental flourishes and kitsch imagery. Duan
Zhengqu had conflicted views towards the works on view lavished with a plastic-like highly technical style - for he also

had turned to Shaanbei for imagery and a bold feeling for his work too.

In March 1987, Duan Zhengqu with his friends Duan Jianwei and Liu Dahong together undertook a trip to Shaanbei
to make sketches, and from there they wandered to Yan’an and Suide County. They spent two days in Suide County

to create sketches and oil paintings, and finally settled in the Yuanze valleys in Mizhi County, Yulin. In one week,

7 buan Zhengqu,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengqu,
p.81.

I Duan Zhengqu,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengqu,
p.83.
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he painted in excess of more than forty oil landscapes; during the day, he painted and in the evening he spent with
locals drinking and singing love songs. In 1988, Duan Zhengqu went on his second trip that lasted for half a month
to Shaanbei as he returned to Yulin prefecture to visit places such as Mizhi County, Jia County, Shenmu County and
Fugu County. While there, for more than one week, he resided in a cave dwelling typical of the Loess Plateau, listened
to the folk songs of villagers and drank with them again. In February, the following year, he painted this vivid scene
from memory into the work Folk Songs from Red Rock. It is a painting that has a subtle influence taken from Rouault,
which Duan Zhengqu executed without reference to any photographs or live sketches. Instead, he relied on the canvas
itself to continually work out the composition. Guided by his imagination, the canvas arranged together with the
resemblance of different groups of figures, demonstrating an extraordinary ability to evoke complexity in relation to
his mastery of capturing likeliness of a group of people within a composition. This time things went smoothly as he
was selected into the 7" National Fine Art Exhibition and received the bronze medal for his work, which offered plenty
of encouragement to the artist. Since the time when he had first heard the songs while in Shaanbei, he had already
made a conscious decision to evoke the methodology of Rouault to capture the essence of this region. “Rouault is a
great spokesperson for the hardships and suffering of people. There are hardships that exist for sure in Shaanbei, but

for these resilient people, they seemingly have another attitude towards their suffering.” * Duan Zhengqu particularly
admired the calm strength of the people in Shaanbei in the face of this suffering, and this resonated with his own
character and aesthetic tastes. Inspired by how religious figures were depicted during the early Renaissance period,
Duan Zhengqu used a technique inspired by romanticism to express groups of figures featured within the scenes of his
work. By using similar methods to create the composition, he was able to foreground the sense of tension between the
different figures. At times, there are a considerable number of figures featured within his canvases. In other moments,

perhaps due to fatigue, an interchange might occur, between painting only one or two figures. What he cares about is

not the plot, but the ability to perfectly capture an emotional state in just the right way.

In October 1990, Duan Zhengqu accompanied Duan Jianwei as they traveled to the gallery of the Central Academy
of Fine Arts to sign an exhibition agreement. On September 15, the following year, the exhibition Art by Duan
Zhengqu & Duan Jianwei opened at the museum with the artists exhibiting twenty works each. All of the works by
Duan Zhengqu were from sketches largely made during the trips to Shaanbei or observations he made afterwards.
The acclaim gathered from this exhibition was significantly important to the artist. When the Huangshan Conference
was held in 1988, many of his friends offered to travel to Huangshan with him, yet the artist was not entirely or actively
inclined to pursue the topical issues shared by his contemporaries. The meeting was based on events or activities that
had happened from 1985 onwards and persisted in promoting the concept of what people recognized as “modern
and contemporary art” of the time, and the intention was to disseminate these concepts fo become more widespread.
Moreover, these events would contribute as an important prelude to the 7989 China/Avant-Garde Exhibition. In other
words, it was a dominant new force, with both a vast sense of cohesion as well as exclusivity to this time. Guided by
his heart, Duan Zhengqu was not satisfied with drawing only on inspiration derived from Western modern art alone,
instead, he was more preoccupied with the search for his own ways of feeling. Shaanbei became for the artist a

stimulus to absorb the outside world. Around the breathtaking terrain of the Loess Plateau, there are deep river valleys

Duan Zheng
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with steep edges, low-lying mountains, and the people persevere there through a simple, unfettered and warm life —
a state that is internalized through the construction of other worlds created by the artist. In these worlds, they are not
only constituted by the colors, forms, and sounds of the external world, but also through its pleasurable pursuits —

something equally appreciated by the artist.

Art by Duan Zhengqu & Duan Jianwei was held at Central Academy of Fine Arts and it was an important position since
the context of the “new generation art” appeared in 1990. Between the beginning of 1990 to September 1991, a series
of exhibitions were organized by Central Academy of Fine Arts, while during the same period the New Generation Art
Exhibition was also held at the Beijing Museum of History, and the exhibition of New Figurative Painting at the Museum
of Contemporary Art in Beijing. This was followed by the publication of observations and critical reviews by critics,
which enabled this phenomenon to become more established. Many of the Central Academy of Fine Arts graduates
particularly gravitated towards the ordinary people, as well as the scenes and things surrounding them, often using
them as subjects in their work — their fechniques often placing particular emphasis in the exploration of expression.
With the New Generation artists, they used their techniques to focus on portraying ordinary people from the city in
order to integrate everyday life info their work. However, with Duan Zhengqu, he turned his focus towards the rural
areas of Shaanbei, whilst combining this with Rembrandt influenced studies of lightness and darkness, especially his
use of dark tones, eventually transforming these elements into his own language through a search for a new method
of expressionism. There was a profound mystery he could feel through immersing info the natural environment and
cultural history of Shaanbei. Across the region with the ramparts, ancient castles, temples, light festivals and the
indigenous folk music, all of these things bore the heavy weight of hardship and bleakness of history. This profoundly
stirred within the artist the need to paint with a dark black and heavy palette to capture the mystery, the immense

vitality and unpredictability of the Loess Plateau.

The exhibition held at the Central Academy of Fine Arts Museum in September 1991 provided for Duan Zhengqu
enough conviction to move forward and follow his own direction. From this period onwards, Duan Zhengqu traveled
each year during the Chinese New Year to Shaanbei, where he would collect materials, make sketches, drink,
converse, and join the festivities with the locals. Upon returning from these trips, he would then paint the people
and scenes he encountered there without any interruption. In the 1980s, Duan Zhengqu began to use the theme

of peasants within his work. Many of his contemporaries had made similar attempts, but by the 1990s, the majority
eventually switch to the appearance of looking more contemporary by focusing on themes related to the urban city.
Just as in the past, Duan Zhengqu persevered with his fixation on the subject matter of peasants and the Shaanbei
region, and together formulated his own conscious model of working. He shared a film belief in the ability of this
theme, which allowed him an ample degree of freedom to fully observe the relationships between man and nature,
and most importantly, it also afforded him a medium to focusfully on the fundamental issues related to his artistic
language. The artist regards technique to be the most complex issue related to painting. For him, it is an issue of
finding just the right way to express the feeling of an object and looking how this correlates to the constitution of a

captivating aesthetic language. Whether painting either a figure or an animal, Duan Zhengqu has demonstrated
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a deft ability to control these relationships with an inspired arrangement of figures within the canvas — particularly
in situations of a composition featuring a large group of characters — it is this adeptness that lends a distinctive

language that is one of the most prominent features of his work.

After 1989, the Chinese art world experienced a schism of its own. The divide between various waves of ideas and
artistic directions emerging in the 1980s increasingly became more entrenched. The 1980s had witnessed a rapid
reorganization and revival of the official art system in China after the Cultural Revolution. This entailed not only

a reformation of the system, but also the formation of its own system of values for discerning art. On the other

hand, Chinese society eventually entered into a process of globalization, following its entry info the 1990s, and this
happened simultaneously with advancements in reforms related to its domestic economic system. Subsequently,

the domestic art market in China gained strength, and combined with these two influential changes, they together
expedited the vast speed in which “contemporary art” would subsequently be defined as by the art field in China. This
situation brought about many opportunities, forms of validation, and also commercial success, and this contributed
to the eagerness in identifying artistic genres, which could be easily categorized and incorporated as a symbol of
“international contemporary art” . To a certain degree, this ambiguous attitude of self-identification developed into

a domestic contemporary art system by devolving the role of a solid official position. Throughout the 1990s, the
relationship was filled with tension between the contemporary art system and the official art system — this occurred
despite the fact that amongst the artists and theorists engaged with contemporary art practice, many of these writers
were originally educated through the official art system. During this decade, the contemporary art system ostracized or
excluded many of the artists who held positions or were active within the system. This happened even as many of the
artists, theorists and critics benefited from overlaps with the official system. Either through the status granted to them
by the system, or in terms of material safeguards—despite this fact, many often chose to downplay their status with the
official system. Although he was not active in the schism that occurred, Duan Zhengqu entered into the official art
system to become a member of the Fine Arts Association, he also held a position in the painting institute, and began
to teach at the Capital Normal University from the end of 1999. Subsequently, his work gradually began to fade from

the display mechanisms and circulation of the “contemporary” art world.

Another phenomenon also contributed towards the rupture within the art world in China during the 1990s: principally,
the division into different mediums. At the time, for Chinese artists and theorists who were anxious to participate in
the global art discourse and exchanges between the art worlds, they regarded the gesture to “replace” the medium of
art as one of the most important indicators of new contemporary art. In the face of this self-inflicted anxiety, mediums
other than painting such as sculpture, installation, video, new media and conceptual art were considered as the new
embodiments of this contemporaneity. The “death of painting” was proclaimed as it was squeezed out from all sides
by these new categorizations. Before being able to discern the real meaning of a concept, many people were very
close to occupying an autocratic and essential position in relation to the role of conceptualism in contemporary art.
Within this context, it was very easy to bypass and much more difficult to receive attention, let alone any form of

sustained in-depth discussion, related to the inner workings of painting’s language and its practice. This situation
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lasted from the mid-1990s to the 2000s, leading Duan Zhengqu fo try several times to change his own work as sought
to bridge the trajectory between Chinese art and the so-called contemporary art field. Despite this, he continued

throughout this time to apply his artistic talent to national art exhibitions within both the official and academic systems.

Throughout the works created by Duan Zhengqu since the 1990s, we can outline a rough trajectory divided into three
basic themes. The first theme includes the beginning of his panoramic landscapes, which approximately begin in the
mid-90s. This is a group of paintings defined by a subdued palette, filled with grandeur and a visual tension to them.
An outstanding work from this series is the painting The Hero Departs for Far Away (1994), a work made with a lively
sense of an artist at the prime of his career, which received critical acclaim for a fresh perspective within an otherwise
stale atmosphere defined the official art system of the time. The second theme extends from the ideas of the first
theme, which foregrounds the relationship between man and nature, and is used as a narrative device that establishes
the imagery within his work. He employs tropes characteristic of magical realism to portray exaggerated figures
shaped by thick colors that fill the composition with contradictions, the implausible, and a theatricality — this sets the
entire tone for the work, which is filled with a sense of delirium. Take the example of the two works Big Fish (2006) and
Yellow River Folklore (2006), where both series of work feature a gigantic carp. The third theme is distinguishable for
its methods of using group activities as an object of study and in many cases, looking into activities involving a scene,
where the imagination manifests into real life. Within these canvases, he employs geometric, compositional forms to

lend a sense of stability to the image.

When giving shape to the figures featured within his paintings, he borrows methods taken from Balthus’ depiction of
characters, particular in relation to how the artist manages to draw out and exaggerate the symbolic qualities, as well
as awkward features found in people. For example, either in terms of their movement and expressions, or perhaps due
to the theatricality of their gestures — in this way, he is able to form his own unique qualities. The construction of the
entire image is set by either the dark night or a backdrop of dark colors. This enhances the staged or ritualistic quality
to the work, which in turn foregrounds the dissonance between the different distances one can take in relation to
reality. These characteristics are especially noticeable in the works North (1994), Country Festival (2013) and Singing
Under the Sun (2014).

From 2010 onwards, Duan Zhengqu begins to display once again an inclination towards presenting more landscapes
within his work. This is especially apparent in the recent works, where he continues to build up a dusky atmosphere.
However, with the newer series, he uses tempera to create his paintings. Having been influenced by this new material,
a series of fine strokes are used fo create the image and to soothe onfo the canvas, the ambience of the work. In this
way, tempera retains certain characteristics, giving a unique luster to the work and causing the dark colors to appear
more fransparent, standing in stark contrast to the grand landscapes of the 1990s. For example, in A View of the

Great Wall (2017) there is the impression of an expansive and soothing visual space. This technique has naturally also
transformed both his approach to using oil painting or water color, such as A View of the Great Wall, but also another

work Forest (2018). His experience working with tempera has had a perceptible influence on his approach to oil
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painting, the brushstrokes are more concentrated, supple, and there is continuation and an expansion of techniques
inspired by magical realism, however the reality is stripped back to a far greater degree in these works. The absurdist
sense of mystery is visible in /nsects Awaken (2016) and Mahuangliang (2018) where we can also see very clearly this

transformation at work.

In this current day, more powerful forces have broken the previous structures to compel people to face the intrinsic
nature of reality. In fact, one can say that the boundary separating the contemporary art system and the official system

is only illusory. There are many practitioners dressed under the cloak of contemporary art, when faced with certain

opportunities and power, who would not hesitate to enjoy the benefits of the official system they previously set out often

fo criticize and make a stand against. No matter how much spin they attempt to put on, it is impossible to conceal
this masquerade of individuality and disruptive form of self-promotion, which occurs within the field of contemporary
art. Perhaps this is an opportunity to return everything back to the original point. Without false pretenses, art has

an opportunity to return to itself, allowing us to examine its internal world through an inclusive and more wide-
ranging perspective. The Indian poet and writer Tagore in the article “The Literary Thinker” once wrote “that people

should examine the spirituality of things in a series of observations within this limitless era — there is no better way to

determine the outcomes of a spirit.”' The case of Duan Zhengqu's research also offers these kinds of possibilities too

with a lasting quality that defies the narrow categories and shortsighted gains that defines the mentality in our present
era. Neither does this depend entirely on the views of modern people, but for an independent work with a breadth

and depth, which exists for both the modern and the future too.

1! Rabindranath
Tagore, “The
Literary Thinker”,
Memoirs of Life:
Selection of Tagore’s
Classic Prose,

trans. Ni Peigeng

et al [M]. (Beijing:
Huaxia Publishing
House, 2008), p.54.
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Afterword

“Hello, Dusk!” is an important exhibition for myself.

Around 2014, | became disinterested in my usual expression techniques and themes of painting. | was easily irritated,
standing in front of the canvas day after day yet found no impulse to draw. “What went wrong ? ” was a question
| pondered more than once at the time, while recalling the burning passion in my youth and often suffocated with

depression.
| thought | might just come to the age where my path as a painter met its end.

I have never been settled with painting. Since college | have been working with multiple attempts, and during the
entire 80s after my graduation, | imitated almost all schools of Western modern art. When my “personal style” was
established after all in the early 90s, | was still constantly tempted to explore alternatives. Such unresting characteristics
in me are bound to make myself suffer from all kinds of self-correction throughout artistic creations. In the years 1992,
1995, and 2000, | was on the edge of attempting to evolve due to the dissatisfaction with the status quo. But in the
end, because of impetuosity, lack of confidence, or merely too many concerns involved, | always ended up retreated
to where | was, for there was “safe”. At that time, the so-called “success” had already unknowingly constructed a shell

around me.

| painted some works on paper in 2015, at first merely out of an inertia of “not having an idle hand” developed
through decades of painting as a routine. But then the momentum became unstoppable, and it was not till October
2016 my painting practices were forced to pause due to my cervical spine problems. | have always been working
intermittently on paper, but a concentrated, longitudinal practice launched from then on. To this end, | also
participated in a project named “Work on Paper—Duo Solo Exhibition” and accumulated bodies of work even though

the final exhibition plan did not land. | thought at the time: could new possibilities open up on paper ?

In September 2016, my mother passed away at 93 — | lost my closest bond forever. | had never imagined that my
mother’s departure would have left such an impact on me, that until now | have been acting like a patient, often
immersed in grief sorrows and tearing alone. A serious attack of cervical spondylosis followed immediately, causing

numbness in the right arm and making even holding chopsticks challenging. The doctor’s diagnosis suggested a result

of excessive sadness, whereas my friends believed the illness was due entirely to prolonged bowing while painting
the watercolors. | was never sure, only distinctively knew that a painter without arms was almost equal to a half-dead
person. That was probably the most sluggish time in my life for over sixty years. Within that entire year, | could not
paint but only wandering aimlessly around: | went to Gansu, Henan, Xinjiang, Shanxi, Mongolia, Spain, and even to

the south of China where | hardly ever set foot on.

The state as such lasted for an entire year.

My health condition finally improved in November 2017, and although my fingers still suffered from occasional
anesthesia, my right hand, after all, became able to hold painting brushes again. Still, work on paper was where |

started: here my imaginary unbound and travels freely within mixed mediums.

Around the beginning of 2018, | initiated explorations on tempera for my obsession with the frescoes of early
Renaissance; and while frescos were difficult to realize, | turned to tempera. Although tempera was unfamiliar to me,
| would love to embrace new materials and hopefully new techniques, as | had almost developed hatred towards
the ones that were so acquainted with me. It was one of the many ways | envisaged in order to change methods of
working. Although the effort to control the medium of tempera was arduous, this strangeness deeply fascinated me.
Gradually meanings had born out of the attempt, and | would start seeing new possibilities and hopes. But one day
| suddenly thought, “I am almost sixty, why should I still act upon others’ opinions ? ” From that point on, | would
draw my pictures and no longer care about the rest. Almost instantly the excitements and impulses of the 80s came
back to me, and the various taboos and doubts that had been entangling for years vanished altogether. All of a
sudden the path opened up and my surroundings became clear-sighted. | could again work with new techniques and
methodologies, and try out new directions with a cool piece of mind. Deviating from “exclusive” themes and leaving
aside my usual techniques, there appeared a new world — a new world that should have been all the time, but for a

long time was blinded by myself.

| would like to thank Mr Liu Ding for his meticulous work in the exhibition, and Ms Carol Yinghua Lu for taking her
precious time to provide the long essay. | would also like thank Magician Space in giving me the opportunity to exhibit
my work. Owing to their efforts, | was able to present my recent state of working truthfully. Nowadays, quality of work
is not the most important to me. What matters now is that after countless hesitations, | finally have the courage to start

again.

Duan Zhengqu
13 October 2018, in Ordos
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