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“I always think dusk causes a sadness in people and that the night is deeply mysterious. Looking back to my childhood,
it had a special significance to me and it seemed to imply an overpowering yet indefinable melancholy. What's more
is the immense sense of things ‘unknown’ — where everything is seemingly hidden along with their unrevealed
possibilities. Dusk turns into something that captivates us because of this unknowable feeling. This is precisely the
reason why issues relating to expressions of this ‘mystery’ continues to captivate me.”

——Duan Zhengqu

Magician Space is very pleased to present its inaugural solo exhibition with artist Duan Zhengqu.

This exhibition is curated by Liu Ding, who brings together three different perspectives to outline the remarkable
humanism characterising Duan Zhengqu's system of artmaking. The main part of the exhibition is formed by new works
from 2015 onwards. As an introduction to the entire exhibition, it begins with three watercolour works on paper between
2012 to 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. The second chapter will display a series of 15 works comprising watercolour and pastel

on paper, each with an enigmatic aura to them. The third chapter will take two different styles to highlight the major
significance landscapes have had throughout the artist’s life. 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 are the
recurring threads as they persist within his practice, while also overlapping with one another. With up to 40 years of
work, there is seemingly an uninterrupted flow and indefatigable energy to his continued observation into reality since
the beginning of his career.



MAG |%'§NE %Prgc E Duan Zhengqu has emerged as an important artist within the historical context of China’s progression since the 1980s.
He first began his studies at the oil painting department in Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts in 1979. As early as before
his graduation, Duan had never become fully satisfied with merely reproducing styles related to Western modernism.
On one hand, he attempted to explore the formal capacities of expressionism, surrealism, and ancient Chinese mural
painting. Whilst another side of his work comes from the portrayal of familiar objects unearthed from the local milieu
of his surroundings. Elaborating on this further, he has sought to establish a congruent methodology to join these two
facets in order to discover ways to perceive and mark new cultural subjects within his work. The Shanbei region of
northern Shaanxi province has become a stimulus for the artist to absorb the outside world. Around the formidable
Loess Plateau, the deep river valley with its steep precipice, or the low-lying mountains around this terrain, the people
persevere with a simple life, unfettered, as well as warm - a state that is internalized through the constitution of more
new worlds created by the artist. In these worlds, they are constituted not only by the colors, forms, and sounds of
the external world, but also through pleasurable pursuits and the joys of the artist — these are worlds that are equally

constituted by the expression of many things.

Through this overview of Duan Zhengqu's work since the 90s, we predominantly look to use three themes in order to
outline a rudimentary trajectory of his work. The first theme includes the beginning of his panoramic landscapes, which
approximately begin in the mid 90s. These paintings have a subdued palette, filled with grandeur and a visual tension
to them. The second theme foregrounds the relationship between man and nature, which is used as narrative content
for imagery within his work. He employs tropes characteristic of magic 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 agitation. He also employs geometric compositional forms to lend a sense of stability to
the image. In respect to how figures are shaped within his paintings, he borrows methods taken from Balthus' depiction
of characters, which draw on the symbolic as well as awkward features. For example with the depiction of movement,
ways of using exaggerated expressions or with the theatricality of these people — in this way, he is able to form his

own unique qualities within the work. 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 different distances in relation to reality.



MAG |%'§NE %Prgc E From 2010 onwards, Duan Zhengqu begins to again display an inclination towards presenting more landscapes within
his work. This is especially apparent in the recent works where he still builds up a dusky atmosphere within the work.
However, he now uses tempera to create his paintings. Having been influenced by this new material, fine strokes are fine
strokes are used to create the image and to soothe out the ambience of the work. In this way, tempera retains certain
characteristics that give the work a unique luster and causes the dark colors to appear more transparent. Naturally,
this transformed technique is also applied to his works by oil painting or watercolour. The landscapes in the new work
together form a distinct contrast between splendour and the sublime, which presents a comprehensive yet effortless

visual impression to the viewers.



Exhibition View
Hello, Dusk! - Duan Zhengqu Solo Exhibition, 2018
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Exhibition View
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View Northwards to the Great Wall
2017

Oil on canvas

A View of the Great Wall
2017

Tempera on paper
32x41cm




Linzhou
2010
Watercolor and pastel on paper

Kuyucheng City
2013
Pastel on paper
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The Billowy Yellow River, 2014, oil on canvas,

160 x 230 cm




Forest, 2018, oil on canvas, 160 x 230 cm First Frost, 2016, watercolor on paper, 48 x 37 cm
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Exhibition View
_Hello, Dusk! -- Duan Zhenggu Solo Exhibition, 2018










Hengshan

2015

Watercolor on paper
32.5x20 cm

White Dews

2016

Watercolor on paper
37 x48 cm
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About the Artist

Duan Zhengqu (b.1958, Yanshi, Henan Province) graduated in the oil department of Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts in
1983. He is currently a professor and PhD supervisor at the Faculty of Fine Arts in Capital Normal University; researcher
of the Qil Painting Institute of China National Painting Academy; a member of the Qil Painting Art Committee of China
Artists Association; and director of China Oil Painting Society.

Duan Zhengqu has participated in many large-scale exhibitions organised at the National Art Museum of China. He has
also exhibited previously at the Central Academy of Fine Arts Museum; Hong Kong University Museum; Art Museum of
Nanjing University of the Arts; The National Museum of Art, Osaka; Beijing International Art Gallery; National Museum
of Modern and Contemporary Art, Seoul; Seoul City of Museum of Art; Vasa Art Museum of Finland; National Museum
of Lima; Museum of Modern Art of Chile; Art Museum of Hubei Academy of Fine Arts; Art Museum of Xinjiang Urumgqi;
Taipei Fine Arts Museum; Russian National Museum; Peking University Exhibition Hall; Zhejiang Art Museum; Shanghai
Art Museum; Guangdong Art Museum; Fujian Art Museum, Shenzhen OCT Art Center; and He Xiangning Art Museum,
etc. He has also held solo exhibitions at the Beijing Art Academy and the China Oil Painting Institute Art Museum. Other
notable exhibitions include the Shanghai Biennale in 2000; Beijing International Art Biennale (2003, 2005, and 2015); as
well as the second edition of Yinchuan Biennale in 2018.

He has been invited to give academic lectures at academies and galleries and has served on the selection committee
for national oil painting exhibitions. Many of his works have also been selected for publications, including Selected
Works of Duan Zhengqu; Selected Works of Contemporary Qil Painters and Works of Duan Zhengqu,Tianjin People's
Fine Arts Publishing House, 1996; China Modern Art Review Series: Duan Zhenqu, Guangxi Fine Arts Publishing House,
1998; Shaanbei Listening Song, Liaoning Fine Arts Publishing House, 1999; Duan Zhengqu, Shanghai Literary and Art
Publishing House, 2005; On Paper — Duan Zhengqu Paper Works, Henan Fine Arts Publishing House, 2007; Second
Section: Duan Zhengqu, Jilin Fine Arts Publishing House, 2007; Duan Zhengqu: Village Landscape, Jilin Fine Arts
Publishing House, 2009; Academy Art 30 Years: Duan Zhengqu, Shandong Fine Arts Publishing House, 2010; Stories
and Legends: Duan Zhengqu, Art After 30 Years, Hunan Fine Arts Publishing House, 2012; Modern Painting and the
Painting Department of Capital Normal University, Duan Zhengqu, 2013; 1981-2015 Anthology of Works, Hebei Art
Press, 2015; and Garden Village Art: Duan Zhengqu, Sichuan Fine Arts Publishing House, 2016.
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Hello, Dusk!

Text by Carol Yinghua Lu

“I gtways think dusk causes a sadness in people and that the night is deeply mysterious. Looking back fo my
childhood, it had a spedial significance to me and it seemed o imply an overpowering yet indefinable melancholic
/ee/fng. Furthermare, there is an immense sense of the ‘unknown” — with evefyf/vmg 5eemmgfy hidden a/ong with
their unreveated possibilities. Dusk furns into something that captivates us because of this unknowable feeling. This is
precisely the reason why issues relating to expressions of this ‘mystery” continue to captivate me. Z

Dugn Zhengqu

In arder to understand Duan Zhengqu and the path taken in his wark, we must first return o the mid-1980s, o formative
period where the outlines of Chinese contemporary art, its discourse and value judgements infersect together. At the
same time, it is this very histarical context that also provided a vital backdrop far the arist as he formulated o unigue
way of making work, Duan Zhenggu had recently graduated from the Qil Painting Department at the Guangzhou
Academy of Fine Arts, and valuntarily decided against the oppartunity to stay there in favar of returning hame to work

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

The New Wove spraods wove-by-wave fo even the local cities such os Zhengzhou. I s not o hard wave as such, but o soff wove thot
dfops and seeps info the easy lite here. Perﬁaps dueto m y own sense of se/f—fmpan‘ance, my fantasies never seem fo match Yo with
my fife.  is hard staying with something mediocre and far more difficult sticking with this new wove, even if we are of the fail-end

of i%s lively sfoge. But there are odfions of mine thot resoncte fo this New Wave ond ofher octions that hove no relevance of ofl. Like
when [ use o big bucket to splash paint info so-colled “abstroct” work; or fiddlle with some materals fo creote so-called “installation”
work; or apply some concepts fo my drawings fo crecte “ovantgorde” work, efc. Out of this placid state thot surrsunds me, there is
samething hord fo putyour finger on in regards to these so-cofled works mode fad‘ay — they aisc work a5 o cothartic release fo me.
Amongst the sounding of pecple’s roctions to these works and of my ewn minor adls of resistonce o #his — and dve fo #his poor fife
where these issues hove been gong on now for years and occum ulated fo o point | con no fonger counferact nor make them go owoy

entirely with — it s this sifuotion that gives rise to another helplessness ond form of releose to me, *

" Duan Zhengau,
“Living Colors:
Conversation Between
Y¥in Shuangpd and Duan
Zhengau”, Huayuan
Village Art Talk:

Duan Zhengau [M].
(Chengdu; Sichuan
Academy of Fine Arts
Publication, 2018},
p.291.

Y Duan Zhengau,
Huayuar Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengqu
{Chengdu; Sichuan
Academy of Fine Arts
Publication, 2016},
p.86-87.

The 6th National Fine Art Exhibition, which opened in October 1984, and the Chinese Youth Art in Frogress Exhibition,

which was held in 1985, were two large-scale high protile exhibitions that emerged after the “Eliminate Spiritual
Pallution” ended in 1984, which itself was the culmingtion of an “ideclogical liberation” first put forward in 1978, A
series of discussions were centered not only on these two national exhibitions, but alse on many of the related events
from the same period, which tore open the once invisible cracks that lay between middle-age to more seniar artists,
younger artists, as well as the different madels they used to work under. Essentially with all of these artists, they in fact
shared the same ideclogical corigins and developed out of the same form that offered their emancipation. Toking the
Cultural Revelution as o reference, the senior artists tended towards uH\rming and opening up the myr\od posswb\\\ﬁes
of individuality heralded by @ new era of free and autenomeus formal exploration. They tended o be more inclined
towards throwing themselves into a search within the underlying elements of China’s awn cultural context in order

to “activate” them once again. With the young artists who entered info education after the Cultural Revelutian, the
maore adept members who gradually emerged out of this group were enthusiastically mare receptive to the large
influx of pub\\cahons, opinions and wave of artistic and ph\\oaoph\co\ ﬂﬁough‘(, which entered info China from the
West affer the Referm and Opening period. They simply chose to favor the #idea” as the sole indicator in discerning
confemparary art as o formal exploration: using this to separate themselves from the constraints of realist formalism;

circumnavigating the old-fashioned calls from canservative factiens to return art back to their Chinese cultural roats;

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

Although there was a group of senior and middle-age artists who were subversive to these rules through o discreet
artistic language internalized within the warks on display of the 8th National Fine Art Exhibition, overall the official
ideclogy still remained as the deminant criteria for the participating arfists 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 accurred within many of the works that entered into the exhibition.” Ma ny of the works persisted to follow the
principles and technigues of realism, or they derived themselves from or reflected upon the substance of life itself. In
the eyes of the young students wha were either graduated or anly recently enrclled into the schoal, the &t National
Fire Art Exhibition was o dominant example of @ sustained interventian and inferference by the official ideclogy info
the field of art. Less than a year later, the Chinese Youth Art in Frogress exhibition also opened. At the same fime,
graduate warks emerged from various major art academies and groups of young artists from across the country who
would goonto establish their own art collectives one after another, brmgmg to the forefront a new era underlined by
a youthful new generation of trailblazers. During this periad, the magazine “Arnt” changed its editar-in-chiet and the
critic Shao Dazhen arrived at its helm to actively steer it fowards the promotion of medern art. “Art News of China”

and “The Trend of At Thoughts” were newly established, while the “Jiangsu Pictorial” revised the direction of its

magazine structure — each of these publications warked to successively promote the New Wave as its main goal in art.

Meanwhile, the proponents and participants of the New Wave alse begon to encounter po\iﬁca\ cHoHenges 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 tensicn begom to deve|op between the New Wave and the official art system, which Hoppened
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 o o blurred boundary between the

¥ Chen Zul,“From a
Ferspective of Form,
How | See Ol Painting
in China After the
Sheth Mational Fine
Art Exhibition”, A
Discussion on Oll
Painting, Liu Yushan,
Chen Lvsheng, ed [M].
(Belling: People’s Fine
Arts Publishing House,
1993), p.279.



New Wave art, and in this way, the arguments and frictions resulted in o greater polarization, coming to the paint of

eventually turning infe a rigid divide between the two sides.

In April 1884, Duan Zhenggu was selected by the provincial art association to camplete within three months the oil
paintings Noon Break and New Horizon in order to inaugurate the opening of the 8th National Fine Art Exhibition. The
tarmer work was selected far the National Fine Art Exhibition, hawever, it was unsuccessful in enfering the exhibition.
After this work, New Horizon was selected by the art association for the Chinese Youth Art in Progress exhibition and
was alsa not selected in the final list of works. From his time at school 1o the years after graduation, Duan Zhengqu
had been in continual pursuit of a work that he calls “belonging to himself”. After entering schoal, he focused on
improving the fundamentals of hig sketching ability, which he considered as his weakness. At the same time, he also
turmed fowards assiduausly studying all the books he could borrow fram the schaol library in order ta imitate and
learn fram 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 cerfain maments | 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 fo paint, | would either lock at the mirrer to paint a self-portrait or follow
what was happening on the television to paint sither fram memaory or samething imaginary.” * In terms of reading and
in comparison to the bocks an ph\\osophy or aesthetics, Duan Zhengqu had a penchan‘( far madernist literature found
in the West. “| would buy absurdist plays, stream of conscicusness novels, black comedies... and also read baoks

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

Marguez, and others.”

In 1982, Duan Zhengqu visited Beijing a year befare his graduation to see the exhibition Expressionist Qil Paintings
from East Germany held at the Natianal Art Museum of China. While preparing for his graduation, Duan Zhengqu
returnad to his hametown in Yanshi County and everyday would wander araund the villages surrounding the county.
He would look at the temple fairs, animal markefs 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 rea\ify that he trusted the most, which compe”ed him te think for the first time in his life the re\cmonship between
life and art. He had therefare decided upan what should be the subject of his waork, which was that his paintings
shauld came fram his experience of this land — to “paint towards the land™ . He was sager to paint the things familiar
to him by using a fraditional language. This eagerness also prompted him to return and borrow a number of books

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

“puan Zhergaud,
Huayuan Villags Art
Talk: Duant Zhengau,
p.52.

" Duan Zhergaud,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duant Zhengau,
B3

¥ Duan Zhengou,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengou,
p.58.

in Horinger. The thaughts he developed during these studies were then incorporated inte his graduation work. He
created two paintings, one of which was a vegemb|e market, which odop‘(ed the “flash fechmque” often em p\oyed by
Saviet painting; the other painting depicted a market of horses and mules, which incorporated the flatness of Haringer
murals, where o backgreund is painted using flat earth colors and the composition is created by using o saattered
perspective. A free-hand form evokes the figure of a farmer, which dispersed itself acrass the scene. These figures
came fram quick sketchas made during his frequent trips to the countryside and betwean them there is no overdll
narrative that cannects them tagether. However, the goze of these different figures appears 1o cormrelate to ane ancther

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

Duan Zhenggu's artistic explorations were driven by his dissatisfaction of never fruly being fully satfisfied with merely
repraducing styles related to Western madernism. On the one hand, he had aftempted 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 alsa sought to establish o methed of closely jaining these two facets fogether within his work. Whether it waos

with the works included for his graduation exhibition or with the works selected for the submissions to beth the 8"
National Fine Art Extubition and the Chinese Youth Art in Frogress exhibition — his achievements were not immediately
recognized. His work lacked the realism tendency that was widespread and prevalent thraughaut the % National
Fine Art Exhibition, and it also lacked the evert conceptual consciousness ar the penchant for social issues that was

predominant with the majerity of works included in Chinese Youth Art in FProgress.

Since the beginning of his life, Duan Zhenggu was raised in the countryside and his trajectory never left its confines
urtil 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 embadiment of truth itself. For Duan Zhengqu, this sense of
authenticity is the premise that gives him the steady ground fo create. It is a kind of foothold and it is what he cares
for and cancermns himself with in the majority of his werk. The truth he lacks for is not purely factual nor is it the kind
of faithfulness to redlity as espoused by the genre of realism. Rather, it is related to how aspects of the autside world
can be incerparated within his heart in order ta become part of his own internal world: rural farmhouses, househeolds,
markets, trails, barns, mountain ranges, fields, games, festivals, ceremonies, and the entire life journey of o 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 endur\ng ob\eci of his indefaﬁgoHe will o paint.

In eriticizing the 6" National Fine Art Exkibition, while ot the same time praising Chiness Youth Artin Progress, the
young arfists had alse delineated a guideline to facus on concepts and criticality. It was during this time that Duan
Zhengqu alse embarked on a search of his own o pursue the idea of truth based on his own internal world. “Henan
is a place that | was too familiar with. .. so | went ta school far away in Guangzhau, but | was averse to the over-the-
top lushness and bright colors in the South. I'm nat sure whe brought it up to me about the North during this time. ..

but the topic soon stuck to Shaanbei for a while.” 7 For Duan Zhenggu at the time, “Shaanbei” was like any other



strange name of a place that cauld have been anywhers.®

Since the Refarm and Opening-up policies, there has been an intlux of western modem art and waves of thought that
have infroduced new artistic styles, models of working and resources for new ways of thinking. This situatian prompted
some practitioners with a strong desire to look inward once again for answers and alse to rethink issues more broadly
in relation ta Chinese culture as @ whele. Similarly to traditional culture, Shaanbei has become a fertile place far
many artists, writers and filmmakers to base their work on as well as being the ground fo distinguish themselves from
others. It is a place rich in cultural symbalism and meaning. Shaanbei stands far the northwestern part of Shaanxi,
which includes the old revolutianary domains such as Yulin City and Yan'an City. The area is situated ot the center of
the Loess Plateau and has many unigue geological characteristics. It has layers of red soil with thick yellow ground soil
from the Cenozoic peried that covers an ancient ferrain of Mesozoic bedrock. Caused by the flow of water, cuts info
the surface and the erasion of soll 1oge1her give form to fopogroph\ca\ features such as the p\ofea us, 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 wark since the 50s. This alsa
includes the cil paintings on Shaanbei by Shang Yang, which were featured in the At magezine. He then traveled

to Wuhan, visiting Shang Yang’s house in arder to borrow and study a large il painting by the arfist on a scroll of
Korean paper. At the time, the common charaderistic often described in texts abaut Shaanbei would be filled with
imagery of the desert, frontier villages, "winds blowing on a long ancient path”, ar “shining spears and armored
horses”. Often films of this time also used the desolate landscapes of Shaanbei as o backdrep. For example, with the
masterpiece by Chen Kaige's Yellow fand (1984) which fells a stary based on the rural ramparts in this region. This
was in fact anather reason that drove Duan Zhengqu to this area, which was to reflect on the prevailing tendencies

of the time. During the 6% and 7" edition of the Fine Art Exhibition shows, he observed how the majarity of warks
seemed anly to pay aftention fowards technigue or were crowded with ormamental flourishes and kitsch imagery. Duan
Zhengqu had conflicted views fowards the works on view lavished with a plastic-like highly technical style - for he also

had turned o Shaanbei for imagery and a bold fee\ing for his work too.

In March 1987, Duan Zhenggu with his friends Duan Jiarwei and Liv Dahong together undertack o 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 skefches and @il paintings, and finally settled in the Yuanze valleys in Mizhi County, Yulin. In one week,

T Duan Zhengau,
Huayuan Yillage Art
Talk: Duan Zhengau,
P.81

Bl Duan Zhengou,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhengau,
P.83.

he painted in excess of mare than forty il landscapes; during the doy, he painted and in the evening he spent with
locals dr\nk\ng 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 ta visit places such as Mizhi County, Jia County, Shenmu County and
Fugu County. While there, for mare 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
trom memeary into the work Folk Songs from Red Rock. It is o painting that has o subtle influence taken fram Rouauk,
which Duan Zhenggu executed withaut reference to any photographs or live sketches. Instead, he relied on the carvas
itself to continually work out the composition. Guided by his imagination, the canvas arranged together with the
resemblance of different groups of figures, demaonstrating an extracrdinary ability ta evake complexity in relation fo
his mastery of capturing likeliness of a group of pecple within @ composition. This time things went smaothly as he
was selected inta the 7" National Fine At Exhibition and recaived the brorze medal for his work, which offered plenty
of encouragement ta the arfist. Since the fime when he had first heard the songs while in Shaanbei, he had already
made a conscious decision fo evoke the methodology of Rouault to capture the essence of this region. “Rouault is a
greaf spokesperson for the hardships and suffering of pecple. There are hardships that exist for sure in Shaanbei, but
for these resilient peop\e, ﬂ']ey seem\ng\y have anather attitude towards their suHering.” * Duan Zhengqu pomcu\or\y
admired the calm strength of the people in Shaanbei in the face of this suffering, and this resanated with his cwn
character and aesthetic tastes. Inspired by how religious figures were depicted during the early Renaissance period,
Duan Zhenggu used a technique inspired by romanticism to express groups of figures featured within the scenes of his
work. By using similar methads to create the compesition, he was able fo foregraund the sense of tension between the
different {igures. At times, there are a cansiderable number of f\gures featured within his canvases. In other moments,
perhaps due 1o fatigue, an interchange might oceur, between painting only ane or two figures. What he cares about is

not the plot, but the ability to perectly capture an emctianal state in just the right way.

In Cetober 1990, Duan Zhenggu 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 A7 by Duan
Zhengqu & Duan Jianwei opened at the museum with the arfists exhibiting twenty works each. All of the works by
Duan Zhengqu were fram sketches largely made during the trips ta Shaanbei or observatians 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 1o 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 pecple recognized as "mademn
and contemporary art” of the time, and the intertian was to disseminate these concepts to become more widespread.
Mareaver, these events wauld confribute as an important prelude fo the 1989 China/Avant- Carde Exhibition. In other
words, it was a dominant new force, with both a vast sense of cohesion as well as exclusivity te this time. Guided by
his heart, Duan Zhengqu was not satisfied with drawing only on inspiratian derived fram Western modern art alone,
instead, he was more preoccupied with the search for his own ways of feeling. Shaanbei became for the arfist a

stimulus to absarb the outside world. Araund the breathtaking terrain of the Losss Plateau, there are deep river valleys

¥ Duan Zhengqu,
Huayuan Village Art
Talk: Duan Zhenggu,
0110,
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with steep edges, |ow7\ying mountains, and the peop\e persevere there HVOUQH a S\mp\e, unfettered and warm life —
a state that is internalized through the censtruction of other worlds created by the artist. In these worlds, they are not
anly constituted by the calors, tarms, and sounds of the external warld, but alsa thraugh its pleasurable pursuits —

something equally appreciated by the arfist.

Art by Duan Zhengqu & Duan Jianwei was held ot Central Academy of Fine Ars 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 arganized by Certral Academy of Fine Arts, while during the same periad the New Generation Art
Exhibition was also held af the Beijing Museum of Histary, and the exhibition of New Figurative Painting ot the Museum
of Contemperary Art in Beijing. This was followed by the publication of observations and critical reviews by critics,
which enabled this phenomenan to become more established. Many of the Central Academy of Fine Arts graduates
porf\cubr\y grovifufed tewards the ordinory peop\e, as well as the scenes and ﬂ'ﬂngs surroundmg them, often using
them as subjects in their work — their technigues often placing particular emphasis in the exploration of expression.
With the New Generation artists, they used their technigues to focus on portraying ordinary peaple from the city in
order to infegrate everyday life info their work. However, with Duan Zhengqu, he turned his facus towards the rural
areas of Shaanbei, whilst combining this with Rembrandt influenced studies of lightness and darkness, especially his
use of dark fones, eventually transforming these elements info his own language through a search for a new method
of expressionism. There was a profound mystery he could feel through immersing inte the natural ervirenment and
cultural history of Shaanbei. Across the regian with the ramparts, ancient castles, femples, light testivals and the
indigenous folk music, all of these things bore the heavy weight of hardship and bleckness of histary. This profoundly
stirred within the artist the need ta paint with a dark black and hecvy palefte to capture the mystery, the immense

vitality and unpredictability of the Laess Plateau.

The exhibitian held ot the Central Academy of Fine Ars Museum in September 1991 provided for Duan Zhenggu
encugh conviction fo move forward and follow his ewn 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 jein the festivities with the locals. Upon returning from these trips, he would then paint the peop\e
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 contempararies had made similar attempts, but by the 1990z, the majority
eventually switch o the appearance of looking mare contemporary by focusing on themes related to the urban city.
Just as in the past, Duan Zhenggu perseverad with his fixation on the subject matter of peasants and the Shaanbe
region, and together formulated his own conscious model of working. He shared o film belief in the ability of this
theme, which allowed him an ample degree of freedom to fully cbserve the relationships between man and nature,
and most impartantly, it alse afferded him a medium to focustully on the fundamental issues related ta his artistic
language. The artist regards technigue to be the most complex issue related fo painting. For him, it is an issue of
finding just the right way to express the feeling of an object and lacking how this correlates fo the consfitution of a

captivating aesthetic language. Whether painting either a figure or an animal, Duan Zhengqu has demaonstrated
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