In front of Han Feng's pictures: Approximations
JORG HUBER

Stepping in front of Han Feng's pictures, which come in a number of different formats, viewers will first need

to recalibrate themselves; they need to choose a certain distance in order to gain an overview and have
general impression of the picture. At the same time, however, the sense of calm and retreat in these pictures
entices viewers to come closer, One is drawn to them, feeling seduced by a desire to experience the picture
from up close and in its material presence. One has the desire to perceive the pictures while at the same

time feeling them; the glance wants to see and touch. This aesthetic experience initiates a mutual interplay
between immateriality and materiality, between |ucid transparency and strong presence, between distance and

closeness. Such oscillation takes the ground out from under one's feet, letting one glide into groundlessness.

In such moments the pictures appear to flicker and dissolve into painting. This elusiveness of the image body
is affected by the emphatically subtle application of paint. The acrylic paints in shades of white-grey-black are
placed onto the ground as a gentle and transparent skin as if the image was always only about to emerge and
under threat of immediate disappearance again into the abyss of its ground. Painting descends into the image

as a veil. And again we are in a game - a game of veiling and revelation, of empathy and aloofness.

Colour appears on the one hand as if it was a varnish, a film, ever so thin, layered over something that had been
placed there before, and on the other hand as a grounding for something that is yet to be placed. Painting

thereby produces a no-more and a not-yet: a transitional situation, or a threshold- perhaps also a hesitation, or
a pause. In this transition the picture exposes some kind of endangerment, perhaps its own: its own precarious

presence as a picture in a world of loud and garish manifestations of visual culture.

The colours are applied with quiet brushstrokes in subtle nuances, precise in their formal distinctions. What
manifests here is the discipline of minute precision and the fascination with a clarity of representation. The
pictures are unambiguously figurative, they present something, the artist knows what he is doing. At the same
time, however, as if this presentation wanted to present itself, in various places the application of paint takes
on a life of its own. The colour forms droplets, separating itself from the form and flowing downwards into an
openness as if the image was hurt in these places. "Something" happens, accidental occurrences manifest;
painting eludes the painter's grasp. As the author of the picture the artist sets something in motion that
liberates itself in the events of the picture, eluding his control. The painting is the scene of this empowerment

and loss of control: a place of aesthetic events,

Each picture is a representation. They represent things: a ventilation tube, a staircase, blinds, a ventilator, an
airplane, a chimney, a bus ... The things stand in isclation within the picture, detached from any context. These
are unspectacular things, in unspectacular stages, and that is precisely why they become spectacular in the
picture: they become noteworthy. Han Feng is not interested in the thing, the object as such, he is interested in

the thing and the object in the picture and as a picture.




The same thingness also characterises the pictures as pictures, which are both things and signs. They are not
framed, they appear "unfinished", emphasising the fact that they are the result of a production process. They
are mounted canvases which make the folds and the small sides on the massive wooden frame visible and
capable of being experienced. The artist produces everything himself: handicraft. He chooses a corse canvas
whose knobbly structure emphasises the materiality of the ground on which the lucid painting is layered.,

The tactility of such surface affection can immediately be felt. Together with the thingness of the picture it
conveys a stability of the picture in its presence, in the tense relationship to the transience of painting. A further
dimension of this sensation is caused by the light that breaks in the surface structure of the canvas, giving the
impression that the pictures are lit from behind-an arrangement which Feng stages deliberately for some of his

objects in space: objects with the effect of pictures that have entered space.

The pictures are manifest as bodies; they open planes, areas, and spaces. The staircase leads down and up
and yet remains within the plane: the space is plane, and the plane isspace. The pipe emerges from the left
background of the picture, fills space, leads through the picture with two bends at right angles, and to the right
back into the background. The inconceivable length of the airplane becomes small and fits into the picture
square yet reaches across by filling it; fuselage and wings stretch out to form long and thin elements: the
object transforms into a formal element that divides the picture plane into four squares. Buses stack up like
cakes, forming towers, autonomous structures resembling staircases. And human beings? They produce the
things, use them, and remain outside the picture - only sometimes, occasionally, they leave ephemeral traces
of use, in the rare places were Han Feng uses colours. A small trace of rust, for example, that marks a spot on a

ventilation pipe. No more,
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A Concise Series of Statements (that May or May Not Be)
About the Work of the Artist Han Feng

FAUL GLADSTON

(Ekphrasis)

Paintings and sculptural installations unseen, represented by photographs sent from a distance. Both recall

the characteristic formalities of Western{ized) minimalism-conceptualism: monochromatic washes on white
grounds, sometimes accented by restrained applications of colour (light blue and yellow); rectangular supports
tending towards squares; extended horizontal geometric forms; and the presentation of industrially produced
objects as ready-mades. Most of the painiings depict aspects of the connective machinery of contemporary
urban life - the visually unremarkable outlets of air conditioning and heating systems, with their slats, cowls

and partly obscured grilles - perhaps as a visual pun on works by the likes of Robert Ryman and Donald Judd.
Another represents a rising staircase leading the eye back into the perspectival illusion of an unadorned
interior space. All assert an unavoidable decorative abstraction. One of the sculptural installations extends the
visual theme of the paintings, but this time turned inside out; its parallel duct-like forms (covered entirely by an
orderly grid of painted representations of windows) can be read as surrealistically altered high-rise architectural
exteriors. The other is an assisted ready-made involving the appropriation of twe fabric carrying bags with
handles whose outside surfaces carry a partial representation of the skin of a zebra. All of the paintings and
installations are photographed within standard white cube gallery spaces, signifying (as a consequence of the
inescapably hybrid nature of contemporary cultural production) an uncertainly apportioned combination of the

unadorned liminality of Christian Protestantism and the meditative non-desiring of Chan/Zen Buddhism.

(Theoria)

According to a Marxian interpretative perspective, a truly revolutionary (avant-garde) art must - at the very least
- keep pace with or even outstrip the historical development of the socio-economic base (which is, in relation
to the unfolding of modernity, both accelerated and pervasively unsettling). Any sense of retrospection or
reliance upon established tradition is, on this account, tantamount to a betrayal of history insofar as it serves
to present a detached and falsified (ideological) vision of life running against the grain of necessary forward
locking socio-econemic change. The paintings and installations described above are in step with such a
Marxian view insofar as they present images of contemporary urban life mediated through the use of modes
of artistic production that can be understood as tending towards a mutually dislocating imbrication of art and
life. At the same time, they are highly aestheticized works whose inescapably, auratic qualities point towards a
trajectory of ritualistic separation from everyday life that is also supported by their showing within the context
of the white cube's ambient multi-cultural liminality. The artworks in questions can therefore be interpreted

as pointing contrarily both in the direction of an incisive engagement with contemporary life and of a retreat




from such an engagement-in other words, an uncertain combination of avant-garde and modernist-aesthetic

tendencies.

(Exegesis)

Such a reading is, however, misleading when considered in relation to the prevailing socio-political context of
the People's Republic of China. Since the confirmation of Deng Xiaoping's programme of economic and social
reforms at the third plenary session of the Xl Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in December
1978, artists within the PRC have been implicated unavoidably in the opening up (reconstruction) of a relatively
autonomous artistic sphere after the highly restrictive blurring of boundaries between artistic production and
society that took place during the Cultural Revolution. The historical trajectory of contemporary art produced
within the PRC over the last three decades has therefore been almost precisely opposite to that of the Western
historical avant-gardes, which, notionally at least, sought te move critically against the exclusivity of an
aestheticist bourgeois art by bringing artistic production into ever closer proximity with the life world. In light of
which, it is possible to view the conspicuous aesthetisization of techniques associated with Western(ized) art by
contempaorary Chinese artists within the context of the PRC not as a knowingly indeterminate (postmodernist)
divergence fromn the critical negativity of the avant-garde, but as a potential reassertion of that negativity by

other, locally significant means.

Paul Gladston is Associate Professor of Critical Theory and Visual Culture in the Department of Culture, Film
and Media at the University of Nottingham. Between 2005 and 2010, he was seconded to the University of
Mottingham Mingbo, China as the inaugural head of the Department of international Communications and

director of the institute of Comparative Cultural Studies.
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An Isolated Island of a Single Man
On the paintings of Han Feng

In a distant suburb of Shanghai lies a complex surrounded by a highway, a plant, fields, and a narrow, age-old
street. Inside forlornly stands a newly erected cluster of residential buildings. Han Feng's studio is housed right
here. Maybe it is a euphemism to call it a studio, as it is actually a shopping premise in this complex that cannot
be rented. The white walls, cement beams, simple symmetrical doors, crude toilet equipment and a small sink
is everything here, where you cannot even find a decent chair. In this sprawling complex you can hardly see a
single soul, while the buildings, largely abandoned, sport a desolate sight. It is here that Han Feng has been

living and working for over two years.

Such a tableau of desolation reminds me of Cast Away, a film starring Tom Hanks that chronicles the four years
that the hero Chuck Noland spent on an isolated Pacific island after a plane crash. Itis a film about a single
person, Chuck had only one "companion”, a volley ball by the name of "Wilson”. The valuable he had was a

pocket watch given by his fiancée that had her thumbnail photo inlaid on the back of its lid.
This is an island of a single person.

An island is not only physically resembling the complex Han Feng lives, it is also a subject he has rendered

on the canvas. He has even made an installation work in which many buildings made of vitriol paper form an
“isolated, floating island.” Is it a mere coincidence or an unwitting metaphor? In a cluster of buildings far from
downtown, just like Chuck, Han Feng and the people in that complex are simply cast away by the metropolis of

Shanghai.

“Island suggests frailty, anxiety and perseverance of a certain sort”, Han Feng's words remind me of the image
of the poorly clad and hairy Chuck, who was waiting anxiously and trying desperately while standing on a
rack on the coast while flexing his self-made harpoon. He is almost a stand-in of Han Feng, a man who began
to speak much later than his pals in his childhood, and protracted his high-school education for a staggering

eight years, a man living far away from his wife, keeping painting on his isolated island in his late 30s.

In an almost fading painting that seems to be done quite a few years ago, any new painting may appear hollow
and pale by comparison. In his paintings you can see a jumbo plane that stretches its wings to an abnormal
length, a multideck bus almost as high as a building, a floating, transparent row of terrace houses, and a
towering staircase that leads to a wall, and a ventilation pipe that seems to be growing. In his “paradoxical”
paintings and installation works, the tough subjects are softened by fading colers and edgeless lines. What

is recognizable only is their structure sand outlines. In "The Waves", however, you can see rigid lines that
incarnate the clashes between surging and ebbing; the silhouette is almost mechanical, showing persistence
even when the colors are faded away. The softly rendered images of man-made subjects and the tough images

of natural subjects form a fascinating contradiction of Han Feng's creation.




What on earth does he want to say?

"| often don't want to paint, although it makes me very happy", Han Feng's output is so small that one doubts
whether he is a professional artist who makes a living on his art. No matter what series he presents--"Jumbo
Flane", "Bus" series, "Balloon”, or the recent "Waves", "Staircase”, "Pipes”, and "Industrial Mechanisms®,

the quantities are limited, 4 or 5 pieces in each, or even 1 or 2. The way he paints is just like the way Chuck
managed fishing on the island. Only until it is desperately necessary do they begin to take action. "l may get
lost in wild thoughts while painting, and sometimes | even forget who | am. But after that when | take another
look at this man-made world, the view will be distant and crystal clear.” For him, painting is just like dropping

short notes after long meditation, or bracing for a dash in the last streteh of a Marathon. This is a fitting

comparison as most of his paintings were done in a short while.

In his "Man-made World" series, all the subjects, including animals, are products done by the humans: Such

is the result of his calm thinking and close observation of the "para-human" subjects. Animals are tamed or
caged by humans, living in a restricted space and adapting to human wills. Airplanes and buses are results of
human pursuit of speed. But more often than not, such pursuits of humans lead to a paradox of "the more giant
the more absurd", and "give rise to anxiety”. The pipes and the high-rise buildings are both tough and frail,

as if they can "grow" like a tree or a human. They represent the result of human wills, and they are constantly
being mechanized. Living in such subjects, humans are finally tamed like animals, and their mentality are also
mechanized. In Han Feng's depiction of the body-shaped subjects, caged animals and pipes with dead ends all
prove to metaphorize the encircled living spaces of the humans. His island formed by residential buildings and
the crooking pipes are light and hollow, giant yet soulless, seemingly strong but actually powerless, providing

a visual reference to the psychological status of the humans.

However, contrary to this "Man-Made Waorld", "The Waves" is the most intimate, personal work, It was produced
without much mental elabaration, or in his words, "in a calm mental status”. Only in "The Waves", in the almost
mechanical strokes, we can see a tough element that refuses to reconcile. The emotion surges and ebbs,
representing a confrontation against the objects created under the exaggerated philosophy in the man-made
world. However, even "The Waves" assumes a calmness, as if there is not much emotion or warmth in it, just like

the sea waves, it surges, ebbs, re-surges, re-ebbs, before it finally fades away.

While working on these paintings, Han Feng held the painting brush in his hand, but what he really wanted to
do was to "jump out", to keep his brain and his hand working in a cold, mechanical manner. In his paintings,
those installations and the enclosed space for human activity turn out to be a different landscape. They assume

no change to their appearance, but their spirits have got on the different track from ours.

"Paper or canvas, such flat materials have the same soft nature". Han Feng reiterates the so-called "soft nature"
of the art of painting, particularly when they are compared with sculptures, installations and movies. But his
masterful command of this "soft nature” enables him to extract the "tough” elements from his subjects, and to
forge a pure "tough expression” with a strong sense of form. These almost abstract forms maobilize the visual
systern of the viewers, or exterminate their logical thinking. What looms large is the oriental philosophy of the
weak and soft outweighs the strong; strong is below, and that of what is soft and weak is above. (Lao Tzu <Tao

Te Ching> Ch. 76) As an oriental artist, maybe Han Feng knows perfectly of the soft approaches like "spin,



wash, sweep” techniques and the art philosophy like be straight and one shall be crooked, have little and one

shall obtain in traditional ink-and-wash Chinese paintings, and applies them masterly to his own art.
Is this all that Han Feng wants to say? Or my narrative has gone far from his creation?

“If | want to describe something with words, usually | cannot do it well. But through paintings | can do better.”
Such is Han Feng's comments on the relationship between his rhetoric and his paintings. But it is more
important to take note of his comments on the relationship between his paintings and his ideas: *| believe that
something really valuable results from thinking, while an artwork is just a perfect combination of ideas with
specific materials at the right time. They should come naturally.” With reference to such paradoxical narrative,

how can we understand his creations?

Maybe when he mutters such rhetoric to himself, the meaning will truly emerge. This reminds me of Chuck

in Cast Away again: The only object that he confided to is the speechless volley ball Wilson. In the four years

he did not get any response from his addressee, but he kept telling to this lifeless thing how he missed his
fiancée, how he wished to return to his familiar world, how he hated his bitter life and ventured out of the
island. When he finally set sail and lost the volleyball--his companion for four years--he fought to its rescue but
ended in vain, At that moment he plunged in utter despair. This is also another perfect metaphor for Han Feng:
to him, painting was the only channel of narrative. It is fortunate for him to have painting in his company in this
“isolated island”, and the art has become his vehicle to express his emotions, He invests his thoughts, struggles,

anxiety and revolt in painting.

However, just like Chuck held his gaze on the photo in-laid on the back of his watch lid but did not speak to
it in the four years, Han keeps a "cold pool of spring in the deepest depository of the spirit". He is constantly
observing and thinking about the world he is living in and alse concealing his own sentiments, the hot horrent

of which is presented to us as a cool, fading and soulless structure.

Maybe this is not an isolated island of a single man, as all of us are already there.

Jimmy Wang
September 2%9th, 2011
Translated by Henry Zheng



Left: Han Feng, The Corner of
Tube, 2012, acrylic on canvas,
200 x 200 cm., Right: Han
Feng, The Corner of Siairs,
2011, acrylic on canvas, 330

% 1490 em. Installation view at
Chinesa Arts Centra. Courtesy
of the artist and Chinese Arts
Centre, Manchestar,

Voon Pow Bartlett

The “Being and Nothingness”™ of Han Feng'’

mpty corridors, an eerily deserted underground tube station, stairs

devoid of human existence—these are some of the paintings you are

confronted with as vou entered Han Feng's first solo UK exhibition at
the Chinese Arts Centre in Manchester, which took place during September 13
to October, 20, 2012, Han Feng was born and brought up during the Cultural
Revolution, living his daily life in the heart of one of China’s major cities—
Shanghai— and has produced a critique of profound perspicacity.” With his
exhibition, he reflects a solemnity that repudiates some popular critiques of

contemporary Chinese art as being merely a search for novelty.”

The Corner of Stairs (2011), depicts a flight of some thirty steps ascending
from the base of the painting. The steps are painted in a heavily diluted
translucent charcoal black and are reminiscent of an ink painting on rice
paper. The top of the steps narrows by about a third, halfway up the canvas,
to a dead end, a distant landing surrounded by white walls and ceiling. There
are no doors or windows. This is a flight of steps that leads to nowhere,



~ . This ghostly, diluted colour continues PRt Suproan, MOHDAR TR
i gil on linen, 28.4 x 28.2 cm. &

I ™ - " - .
- in the rest of the paintings. The Corner 2012 Robert Ryman. Collection
i o = & ) ) af Mugaum af Modern A,
of Tube (2012) is an almost white Mew York. Gift of Werner and

Elaine Dannhegisser.

s - . painting, redolent of Robert Ryman.
Unlike Ryman, however, it 1s less about
] Y
—— e discovering what can be done with white
g
— - paint and substrates, and more about

creating a mood. Whereas Ryman’s series

o of white paintings are virtually white
paint on canvas, Han Feng's paintings appear to be constructing a challenge
about how to create a white painting with as little colour as possible.” Whilst
Ryman’s “real purpose of painting is to give pleasure,” Han Feng’s appears

to be about instilling a wave of despondency not unlike an initial encounter
with Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness.” The tiled walls, the ceiling,
and the floor in The Corner of Tube are rendered using different shades of
white, both warm and cold. The neutrality of white allows a heightened
sense of space, an unnerving emptiness. Perhaps his intention is simply

to make a painting about what the painting is about—that is, a corner of

the tube, (metro), a set of stairs, a corridor, etc. However, the delicacy with
which the paint has been applied on the canvas creates an unassuming scene
that instills a surprising presence and an aura of discovery, of possibility. The
literal title of The Corner of Tube amplifies and provokes further meaning
beyond the depth of some chemical compound of acrylic mixed in with
various degrees of pigments and placed on a plain woven cotton fabric,
much as did René Magritte’s titling of his painting Ceci n'est pas une pipe
(1929 )—it depicted a pipe but was not about a pipe but about the illusion of
painting, so Han Feng’s painting of a tube corridor was also more than the

sum of the physical and the literal.

Unlike the Pre-Raphaelites, who were influenced by photography but rejected
its technology, Chinese artists have more affinities with the Futurists of

the early twentieth century who welcomed new technological innovations.
The invention of photography in 1839 profoundly changed the way people

in Europe perceived their lives and artists their artworks. Even though

“the artists rarely used photography, their paintings nevertheless revealed
that they absorbed photography’s precision of focus, flattening of forms,
compositional and radical cropping of the visual field.™ Albeit, more than one
hundred vears later, Chinese artists wholeheartedly embraced photography,
considered the saviour of contemporary Chinese art, releasing artists from
the shackles of traditional painting and in some ways catapulting them from
being denigrated as an analogue player in a digital world.”” And they did not
echo the feelings of the Pre-Raphaelites, that “in the machine age, beauty and
spirituality had been lost, to thwart their use of photography.™

Nonetheless, contemporary Chinese artists do share some similarities with the
Pre-Raphaelites. The Pre-Raphaelites rejected history painting, those narratives
of military heroism or idealized Greco-Roman scenes inhabited by languid
nudes.” Instead, they focused on intimate relationships that represented

broader currents of human experience. Many contemporary Chinese artists
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also rejected aspects of their tradition such as ink paintings that depicted
idealized landscapes and are now drawn to representing their everyday lives,
using quotidian images to transmit philosophical ideals. They also share in

their urban environment the rampant materialism of Victorian Britain,

Han Feng uses photography for its creative potential as a starting point

for his paintings, evoking a “subdued atmosphere and mood” that

suggests Edward Hopper." Both Han Feng and Hopper can be regarded as
painters of loneliness.’' They are also acute observers of vernacular urban
architecture through the perspectival viewpoint of the camera lens. Many
of Hopper's paintings depict public and semi-public places, minus any
human presence, leading some critics to stress the theme of solitude.'* Han
Feng has a similar way of working—he takes numerous snapshots of the
cityscape and then renders them into a painting that erases all traces of
life, These cityscapes allude to urban entrapment and human vulnerability,
suggesting that:

Everyday life is a crust of earth over the tunnels and caves
of the unconscious and against a skyline of uncertainty
and illusion that we call modernity. ... [T]he unconscious
is only consciousness ignoring its own laws . . . and in this

respect everyday life is indeed modernity’s unconscious.

In particular, Han Feng's depiction of archetypal cityscapes recalls the mood
of Hopper's Chop Suey (1929), which captures a restaurant scene in which
two young women are having tea, and where “Chop Suey appears to depict

a view of modern life that is desolate but also matter-of-fact. The influence
of consumerism on the city is depicted here by a sign outside the window.™"
The contrast of darkness inside and the light steaming in from outside
emphasizes the emotional detachment of the women. Hopper's message

is made even more poignant as it was painted in 1929, the year of the Wall
Street crash. One could almost imagine the two women in Hopper’s work

inhabiting any of Han Feng's paintings, painfully alone, even though they
are together in a public space.

The visual spectacle of socialist China and the embodiment of the Maoist
utopian longing for a full and complete life, shape much of the critique
about daily life by Chinese artists. The deep utopian impulse of Maoist
revolutionary culture is in contrast to the culture of Western modernity—
Mao valourized an egalitarian commitment to social harmony and
promoted revolutionary artwork that was perspectival and panoramic,

or stylized images of happiness, while the other, the modern, actively
valourizes a full and complete life, or at least one that privileges the
ordinary everyday life.

Han Feng’s work depicts a tension, one in which there is a constant
negotiation between the archaic and the modern, the personal and the
communal. The “empty” spaces in the paintings of Han Feng are like an

invasion from a spaceship insinuating itself into our front door. The lack
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Edward Hopper, Chop Suey,
18249, oil on canvas, 81.28 x
$6.82 cm, Private callection

of human figures in his paintings, as in much of Hopper's work, combines

apparent incompatibilities—the modern in its bleakness and simplicity,

and a nostalgia for the communal past of China. The facades of modernity
contain miles of concrete and steel highrises with their Hollywood style
entrance halls, capacious stairwells, and interminable corridors. These

were not familiar surroundings for Han Feng in the years he was growing
up, which might have been more akin to that captured by Marc Riboud’s
photograph Suburbs of Peking (1957), that evokes a rare moment of freedom
vet reveals both vulnerability and privacy. To the ordinary Chinese, the
streets had been for centuries an extension of their home, their daily life. You
can skulk and loiter, play and eat, toil and relax, barter and sell."” Some fifty
years on, this communal life has been reduced in large part to incarceration
in highrise apartments akin to matchboxes. Street life 1s disappearing behind
closed doors, and the open communal life of hutong and courtyvard houses
has turned into a ritual of watching television and the comings and goings of
one’s neighbours through the peepholes of closed doors.

Indeed, Mao Zedong had a perfect understanding of the power of the
spectacle within communality. Through his consummate skill, he employved
mass images of solidarity, reinforced with uniforms, in which everyone wore
the same the Mao suit. Propaganda art adapted itself to folk art, slogans,
and portraiture, all approved by Mao.'” He capitalized upon the hysterical
carnivalesque excitement of mass assemblies, such as National Day
Celebrations, and he ensured that propaganda art was everywhere—sold in
shops, placed in magazines, newspapers, on walls, and even on floors. The
posters depicting protective deities that traditionally hung on the outside of
doorways were no longer permitted and were replaced by propaganda art as

decoration for people’s homes,
Perhaps Han Feng unconsciously absorbed Mao's talent for the use of

spectacle, but, instead, turned it on its head by creating an anti-spectacle.

While spectacle tends to become more real and seductive than reality
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Mext page: Han Feng, 2071,
2012, transpaper, colowur prings,
dimensions variable. Photo!
Han Fenyg. Courtasy of the
artist.

itself, Han Feng’s bland and empty paintings fool us into believing another
reality—a reality where everyday life provides the overarching dialectic
with its qualities of the banal, tediousness, the boring, and insignificance.
He explores the everyday life of borrowed Western modernity in the daily
reality of urban China. Whereas in the West, the process of modernity
affirms a full human life “in terms of labour and production on the one
hand, and marriage and family life on the other,”" it also involves a process
of desacralization and an acknowledgement of ordinary secular life as
indispensable to modern human identity. In China, Mao’s version of
modernity lacked political freedom and the affirmation of everyday life that
has the capacity to lead to a rewarding lifestyle.'® Therefore, an integral part
of the socialist movement in modern China has been and still is, a collective

desire to resist the inertia of everyday life.

Han Feng’s paintings represent a shift from the grand themes of history and
the political nature of early Chinese avant-garde art to the smaller narratives
of the everyday lives of ordinary people. He interrogates how the idea of

life has changed from the industrialization of an agrarian society, from an
egalitarian commitment to social harmony, to one of freedom and choice in
the heterogeneous life of today."” The idea of freedom may be embraced by
some modern societies as a right, but for Han Feng and his generation it is a
matter of being born at the right time. They have grasped this opportunity
with eagerness and allowed themselves a moment of men xin zi wen—self-
examination. In doing so, they have rejected a long tradition that they
perhaps are not even so well acquainted with.

The paintings in the exhibition are interpolated with an ongoing series

of paper sculptures, titled 2011, made of tracing paper delicately printed
with photographs of city highrises and then folded to form tall, slim,
three-dimensional towers leaning limply against the wall of the exhibition
space; an evocation of the city as empty and hollow. The dense network

of highrises where thousands now live is reduced here to an architectural
model just above human height. Buildings made of concrete, steel, and glass
are rendered as something light and flimsy. This suggests a visualization of
Marx’s famous dictum from the Communist Manifesto, “all that’s solid melts
into air, all that is holy is profane and men at last are forced to face with
sober senses the real conditions of their lives and their relations with their

fellow men.”™

Han Feng's sanitized cityscape, a modern realism focused on everyday

life in the city, again forms a powerful critique of the results of Mao's
utopian vision of urban China and the impact on its inhabitants.”" The
work recounts an almost perennial building site, especially following

Deng Xiaoping's leadership, that represents an amazing metamorphosis of
mass culture from its socialist past, a city cannibalized by an increasingly
voracious consumerism.™ The situation is made more complex by a
temporal desynchronization; that is, the many layers of life coexisting in the
same time frame.” Han Feng's seemingly playful toy town poses a poignant

uestion regardin e origin of China’s transformation. It is a reminder o
quest garding the origin of China’s transf tion. It der of
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Mao’s unique endorsement of Marx’s vision of utopia—one where enemy
number one of the State is the bourgeoisie, the merchant class. In Marx’s
view, the bourgeoisie are the most spectacular commercial force, their
livelihood sustained by a zeal for accumulation that treats the world as one
big market for exchange thereby creating a capitalist mode of production.
Mao adopted this Marxist dogma, which fundamentally altered almost all
aspects of a Confucian Chinese society, even down to the family, destroying
traditional ways of life and rural civilization and leading to the creation of

an enormous concrete giant of a city.

The way that Han Feng has abbreviated cityscapes into tracing paper is
analogous to how many Chinese cities that were perhaps once custom-built
for the emperor have been reduced to tourist destinations. The sculpture
tells a story of the process of urbanization that has commodified private
spaces that once represented a family’s own particular world. This socialist
utopia has been referred to as a “spreading pancake,” transformed into

a category of dystopia without coherence.”® Any remaining slum areas

have now become a jarring blend of structures trapped within narrow
backstreets of drab, low-rise, utilitarian work communes. These previously
low-cost forms of housing for workers have undergone a momentous
change resulting in a shift of demographics that many believe has affected
the fabric of society. Although they were homes for many centuries to
ordinary city populations, these forms of housing now have been deemed
by the government to have passed their expiry date. Subject to constant
commercial pressures for their demolishment, the government’s excuse is
that they are a major embarrassment as they project an impression of latent
social violence and repression and do not represent a perfect image to the

world, especially during the run up to the Olympics 2008.

Han Feng is among many Chinese artists who portray this disconnection
from society. Filmmaker Director Tian Zhuangzhuang's film The Blue Kite
(1991) soulfully narrates stories about these communal spaces that are now
sought-after for redevelopment by powerful social and political groups, and
projects the memory of a previously carefree life or at least the lively social
junctions and functions of some old towns.”* For Han Feng's generation,
communality often means lack of privacy, rustic simplicity means living
on the bread line, and ideology is an excuse for persecution and power.
Xing Danwen’s series Urban Fictions (2004-05), also depict a model-like
metropolis that echoes the shimmering steel and glass structures that have
become a monument to the age of global capitalism.”® Xing Danwen's
digitally manipulated photographs of architectural maquettes for real
estate developments expose the underbelly of manufacturing industries
with a Hollywood aura, and reduce to a minimum the final vestiges of
local community life, with a heightened sense of the discreet, often violent,
human dramas. Liu Xiaodong's The Man With Nothing To Do And The
Dying Rabbit (2001) 1s also a dramatic allusion of modern alienation and
solitude, With COSPlayers (2005), Cao Fei makes work showing people
dressing up as characters from fantasy worlds as an expression of their

alienation from traditional values.”
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Han Feng. 2071 {detail}, 2012,
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Han Feng, Clothes for Bat,
2012, sheepskin, zip fastener,
80 x 26 cm., Photo; Han Fang
Courtesy of the artist.

Han Feng, Clothes for Bird,
2012, leather zip fastener,
metal hinge, hanging frame,
120 x 40 cm. Courtesy of the
artist and Chinese Arts Cantre,
Manchester.

Born in 1972, Han Feng was part the first generation to be born and
brought up in the tumultuous years of the Cultural Revolution. This
generation was surrounded by hardship, hopelessness, jealousy, treachery,
anguish, and injustice, all forms of the worst of human nature that
intensifies when one is placed in a survival mode. As a child and then
adolescent, he would have witnessed the cities in China develop bevond
recognition. Old architecture and streets were sacrificed in pursuit of new
styles. Familiar and existing spaces were carved up and rearranged to suit
the government’s requirements. The feeling of a city as a living, organic, and
social place became but a distant and poignant memory. The private and
the public reflect “a dissociation that reveals specific social relations, those
of a bourgeois society and the capitalist mode of production.”* Traditional
homes such as the hutong in Beijing have been transformed into theme
parks, a kind of Disneyfication, benefitting only the construction industry,
the tourists, the nouveau riche and foreign investors. The real city, the
traditional city, and the homes of many, have been sacrificed to suit global

rather than local requirements,”

The rest of the work at the Chinese Arts Centre appears, with humour

and wit, to point to Han Feng's philosophical entreaty, which redeems any
foregone conclusion about the emptiness in his paintings and corresponds
more than superficially to Sartre’s optimism about the human ability to
choose what one can become. According to Sartre, it is our “self” that
makes us human, that we should be able to take control of our own lives
and think beyond the limitations imposed on us by our social situation
and upbringing. Many critics of Sartre are skeptical of his certitude on the
degree of human freedom, and they would say that feeling free is not the
same as being free, and that social, political, and economic pressures are far
more constraining than Sartre seems to acknowledge.™ Han Feng’s “empty
paintings” seem to allude to this idea of a Sartrean freedom, which is “our
ability to see things as unrealized, or as to be done, that reveals to us a world
brimming with possibilities™'—in other words, to share in a belief that
“existence precedes essence,” and to believe that there is no pre-existing
blueprint of humanity, that we choose what we become.™

Certainly, the rest of the sculptural
pieces in the exhibition also have
an air of optimistic humour. Birds
made from wood and zipped up in
leather casings are suspended on
rods of stainless steel, hanging from
the ceiling. Birds’ claws encased in
laced-up leather shoes are paraded
on platforms as in a fashion show.
Bats made out of leather are
suspended near the wall. One can
imagine that the inspiration for the
laced-up leather shoes may have
come from the ice skating rinks of
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Harbin, where Han Feng was born. Tongue-in-cheek, or, indeed, seriously,

Han Feng seems to ask: Are we as lucky as bats or as unlucky as these birds
incarcerated with leather?™ Both Sartre and Han Feng, it would seem, are

maotivated by life as it is lived and felt.™

To be a painter of everyday life invariably involves a degree of solitude in
order to observe, reflect, and to endure the often painstaking time required
to make paintings that can convey one’s thoughts.” Although there is a
sadness and melancholy in Han Feng's work, the nothingness alluded to
in the paintings does not denote a void but, rather, a search for a deeper
meaning, a meaning of life that prompts a Sartrean existential quality.™
Perhaps the resonance of this Sartrean concept offers solace and hope; as
consciousness is always about a consciousness of something and therefore
nothingness is the experience of recognizing that something is absent,
not that nothing is there—that would be hopelessness. So, these “empty”
paintings are Han Feng's narration of his life, not about how to live, but

about what it is like to live, about hope and the human predi::amem.?’?

Notas

! This title refers to Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness |London and New York: Routledge, 2010),

2 Jiehong Jiang, ed., Burden or Legacy, discusses whether the consequence of the Cultural Revolution

was a burden or a legacy, From the Chingse Cultural Revolution te Contemparary Art{Hong Kong:
Honpg Kong University Press, 2007], 1-32.

¥ Chinese critic Pi Li commented that the relationship between art and sociaty in China today has now
become simply a search for novelty. See Carolee Thea, "Cao Fe, Global Player: One on One,” Art Asia
Pacific, Fall 2006, 66

4 *Abstractions,” Deidre Adams, September 19, 2012,
5 {bid.
i Brochure text for Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian &vant-Garde (London: Tate Modern, 2012), 8.

" Tha term used by a charactar who played a consoltant in the movie Oceans 13to Brad Pitt and
George Clooney.
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Han Feng, Shoes for Qstech,
2012, sheapskin, wood, 32 &

18 x 15 cm. Photo: Han Feng.
Courtesy of the artist,



¥ Brochure text for Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde, 3.

? Ibid., 5-6.

1% Carter Foster, curator of drawings at the YWhitney Museum, http:/www.indapendent co.uk/arts-
entertainment/art/exhibit-reveals-intrigue-behind-painter-hoppers-us-realism-200 7627 html,

" A characterization Hopper is disputed, http://'www. visual-ans-cork. com/famous-artists/adward-
hoppeathtm.

12 *Wfith Hopper the whole fabric of his art seems to be interwoven with his personal character and
manner of living.” Charles Burchfield, http:/fwwwaw.artchive.com/artchive/H/hopperhtmi,

13 Tani E. Barlow, "Pornographic City,” Chaohua Wang ed., One China, Many Paths (London and New
York: Verso, 2005), 185-190.

" http:ffchopsueyhopper.blogspot.co.uk.

5 Geoff Dyer, The Ongoing Moment {Landon: Abacus, 2008), 123,

16 “Staying at the Top: Meo and the Art of Management,” The Economist, Decembar 22, 2007, 1224,

7 Charles Taylor, in Xiaching Tang, Chinese Madem, The Heraic and the Quotidian (Durham and
London: Duke University Press, 2000), 230.

" Goldstein sees the political situation through the bamboo foed basket. His definition of “commen
people,” 18, the worktorce, the shangban zu{” go to work clan”), which is made up of the majority of
the masses in China, is that they do not have a full social life, as they have to work to make a living,
in other words, their daily working hours occupy most of their daily energy and productive hours.
Joshua L Goldstein and Madelgine Yue Dong, eds., Everyday Modernity in China (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 2006}, 191.

" Tang, Chinese Modern, 280.

o Marshall Berman, Al That iz Solid Meits Into Air{London and New York: Verso, 1997), 331-62
' Barman, Al That Is Solid Melts Into Air, B9,

& Tang, Chinese Modern, 3.

2 &, Dirdik and Zhang Xudong, eds., Postmadermism and China (Durham and London: Duke University,
2000], 128

¥ Hou Hanru's paper, "Tha Expanding future,” from my notes takan at the conference on Soldiers
at the Gate open forum on “Hutong and the City of Beijing, The Historic Centre—Protection and
Developmeant,” Beijing, May 19, 2006.

& Tian Zhuangzhueang's film, The Blue Kite (1991} evoked, in almost real time, the everyday life ot &
Beijing futong. The painfully meticulous narration brought ta life the political and social upheavals of
the 1930s and 1960s.

% Gao Minglu, ed., The Wall: Reshaping Contemparary Chinese Ant |Buffalo: Albright-Knox Art Gallary,
2005), 323.

@ Cao Fei usas fantasy work 1o represent political agitation and to address socially disenfranchised
groups. See Carolee Thea, "Cao Fei: global player—0ne on One,” BB

@ Sqwart Elden, Elizabath Lebas, and Eleonore Kofman, Henri Lefebvre, Key Wiitings {Harper and Row:
Mew York and London, 20031, 156.

H Zhang Zhijun summed up in “Civil, Civility and Civilisation,” Beijings priority as being about building
a real modern city and society. From my notes on Zhang Zhijun’s talk at the Soldiers at the Gate Open
Forum titled “Hutong and the City of Beijing, the Historic Centre—FProtection and Development,”
Beijing, May 19, 2006.

* Nigal Warburton, Philosophy: The Classics (London: Routledge, 2001, 226, Social political and
gconomic pressures are far more constraining than Sartre seems to acknowledge.

3 Ihvid,, 220-21, Not to admit to free will is what Sartre calls self-deception.
# |bid., 218

4 |n the Chinese script, the second of the two words to dencte bat is fu {bianfu), and it also shares tha
same pronunciation {although not the same tone) a5 "good fortune.” Bats also hang upside down,
and the Chinese waord for being upside down, dao, also has the same pranunciation {not the same
tone) as the word meaning “armved.” Many Chinese people hang the word fu (good fortune) on red
paper upside down on the wall, to hasten the arrival of good fortuna.

#A'\Warburton, Philosophy: The Classics, 219.

B hitp/fwww visual-artg-cork_com/famous- artists/edward-hopper him,

+ Warburton, Philosophy; The Classics, 219, Sartreé characterizes human consciousness 85 a gap at
the heart of our baing,.a nothing. Concrete nothingness is experanced when we recognise that
something is absent.

i Berman, Aif That Is Sofid Melts into Air, 222.
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HAN FENG

Han Feng (b.1972) is a subtfle painter and a quirky installation artist. In 2008, he received the "Creative M50 Jury
Award" and two years |ater Han Feng won the first prize of "John Moores Painting Prize (Chinag)”. Britain's Saatchi
Gallery and Japan's Aichi Triennial both exhibited major works of Han Feng in 2013. In 2012, Han Feng had a solo
exhibition at CCCA Manchester and in 2011 his works were shown at the 3rd Biennial at the End of the World in
Ushuaia, Argentina as well as in MoCA and Around Space both in Shanghai.

Solo Exhibitions

2014 Han Feng. ShanghART Gallery, Shanghai

2012 Han Feng Solo Show, Centre for Chinese Contemporary Art, Manchester, UK.
2011 Han Feng Works Exhibition, Aroundspace Gallery, Shanghai, China

2009 The Wronger, the Prettier, Han Feng Solo Show, Don Gallery, Shanghai, China

Group Exhibitions
2013 Aichi Triennale 2013, Awakening-Where are we standing? Earth, Memeory, and Resumrection, Aichi, Japan
Paper, Saatchi Gallery, London, UK
2012 SATIVA, China's contermporary young artists South America, Museum of Modem Art Bogota, Bogota, Colombia
2011 Nature of Matter, 2011 Shanghai Contempaorary Art Invited Exhibition, Eastlink Gallery, Shanghai, China
3rd Biennial at the End of the World, Atropoceno, Tierra del Fuego, Ushuagia, Argenting
If.... Don Gallery, Shanghai, China
AroundSpace@Bund, AroundSpace Gallery, Shanghai, China
+ollow, MoCA Shanghai, China
Chinese Contemporary Art, WANDESFORD QUA Gallery, Cork, Ireland
2010 DU- CROSSOVER, Aroundspace Gallery, Shanghal, China
QCD, Hands on 3, DDM, Shanghai, China
Square, Eastlink Gallery, Shanghai, China
Chaorus, 4 Artists' Show, Don Gallery, Shanghai, China
2010 John Moores New Painting Prize(2010). Shanghai Gallery of Art, shanghai, China
Flying Circles, The Artistic Experiment Space Second Session of Art Project, MoCA Shanghai, China
2009 Young Arts Market Exhibition by 99 Creative Center
Fine Arts College of Shanghai University 99 Creative Center, Shanghai, Ching
2008 Smptomy, Zhu Qizhan Art Museumn, Shanghai, Ching
MNational Young Arfists Recommended Show, Mingyuan Art Center, Shanghai, China
Make Trouble out of Nothing, an Exhibition of 7 Cases, Sunbowart Gallery, Shanghai, Ching
2008 Annual Creative New Artists Exhilzition, M50 Art Gallery, Shanghai, China
Chinese Fine Arts Exhibition, Museo Della Permanente, Milan, [taly
2007 Say to Each Self, Han Feng and Li Jie Double Solo Show, Dicgenes's Barrel, Shanghai, China
Bari Art Fair, Bari, Italy
Shanghai Youth Art Show, Liu Haishu Art Museum, Shanghai, China
2005 Shanghai Youth Art Show, Liv Haishu Art Museum, Shanghai, China
2000 Fine Arts Exhibition by "The Backup for New Art", the Post 70s Arfists, Beijing

Prize

John Moores Painting Prize

The "John Mocres Painting Prize" is one of the oldest (established in19257) and most important painting prizes
worldwide, It is also part of the Liverpool Biennial, Winners include Peter Doig, Michael Raedecker, Lisa Milroy,
and more back even Richard Hamilton and David Hockney. "The John Moores Painting Prize (China)” was
established in 2010 and Han Feng won the First prize for his painting "Airplane” (now in the DSL collection). The
jury in 2010 consists of Lewis Biggs. the curator of Liverpool Triennial, artist Zeng Fanzhi and some other celelorities
of art circle.



Creative M50

Established in 2007, Creative M50 is a prize award yearly for young and unigue artists from all over China. "The
Creative M50 Jury Award” is the most important prize of the over 20 nomination artist from the yearly Creative
M50 awards. The 2008 jury members, when Han Feng was awarded the prize, included artists such as Ding i,
Wang Xing Wei, Xue Song and Zhou Tiehai; and Zhang Qing, the Curator and Director of NAMOC (National Art
Museum of China), as well as Jin Weidong of M50 creative district.
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