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Innocence and the Beginning
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2017
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Zhao Yang, Painter of the “Uncanny”

Author: Loic LE GALL ( Curator of Centre Pompidou ) Translator: Wu Chenyun

In 1919 Sigmund Freud described the concept of the “Uncanny” (Das Unheimliche) as something
which is the result of a departure from ordinary rationality. This psychoanalytical term, associated

with anxiety and horror, is what best portrays Zhao Yang’s painting.

The real and the imagined become indistinguishable, blurring boundaries, and instilling confusion
in the eyes of the beholder. Familiar objects and events become troubling and, depending on the
context and situation, upset unshakeable truths such as life and death, in the onlooker’'s mind. This
distinctive mode has pervaded paintings for centuries, going back a long way in the history of art
from Jheronimys Bosch, to Fussli’s Nightmare (1781) — and includes well-known iconography such

as the incubus and the horse’s head — which also appear in works by Zhao Yang.

It is a current which found its way into the works of many painters throughout the 20th Century,
such as Giorgio De Chirico and Rene Magritte, and even spread into David Lynch’s world of imagery

and film.

As such, Zhao Yang'’s pieces, inspired by traditional Chinese painting techniques, form part of a
vast heritage, embodying high quality and originality stemming from a blend of genres, periods and

traditions.

"Profoundly bonded to the world of legends — recurring reference found in Zhao Yang’s paintings

— ruin appears to be a marker of the era in timeless setting, caught between the resurgence of

bygones and the possibility of an apocalyptic future. Architectural debris serve as a frame to construct
space on the canvas and add circumstantial matter to the unfolding scenes. The landscapes born
under the artist’s brush are testimony to outstanding technique and refreshing skill in the field of
composition. The works display an influence from modern Chinese painting, including of course Liu

Haisu ( 28352 ), who at the dawn of the 20th Century was already uniting oriental and western stylistic

traditions.

Zhao Yang’s landscapes also appear to form a bridge between cultures, referring to both his forest-
covered birthplace Jilin (%K), and to folk tales and modern sagas from the field of science fiction,

comics and fantasy.”

The bizarre undercurrent and worlds of fantasy built on Zhao Yang’s fairy tales are a reminder of Bruno
Bettelheim’s analyses. Bettelheim was a Viennese student of Freud’s. In his acclaimed work, “The
Uses of Enchantment”, he explains that “those who delve into the meaning of fairy tales, initially
see a tranquil lake which at first simply appears to reflect their own image. And yet before long

they discover beneath this image the chaos of their inner soul...”

In Zhao Yang’s paintings monsters and creatures which should remain hidden, secret and in
the dark burst out into timeless reality disrupting lives. Here the painter is playing the role of
a magician or a hypnotiser —definitely not that of a guide. Reading the painting is not straight

forward, as the painter deliberately misleads the viewer, much like in the mayhem of “Nobody Can



Be Themselves”, from 2009.

Zhao Yang gives life to a centaur cast in an undefinable, yet resolutely modern landscape, where
factory buildings fill the background. He has also drawn liberally on mythical fauna from various
cultures, such as the centaur, the Kirin ( i ), and the mermaid, for example in “The Home of the

Mermaid”, from 2011.

The concept of the hybrid is also a common concept, though here appears to be more of a
reference to literary sources. Zhao Yang also gains significant inspiration from legendary and classic
writings as diverse as Shan Hai Jing ( LLIIE4E ), The Classic of Mountains and Seas, dating back to

the warring states era, and the Odyssey, attributed to Homer towards the 8th Century BC.

There is an important marker in Zhao Yang’s career which explains the extent to which he has
been influenced by poetry and classic epics. For many years he worked as a book publisher for a
university. It was during this period that he developed a penchant for quotations from an eclectic
range of authors, ranging from Socrates to Victor Hugo and Martin Heidegger. The very concept
of the hybrid is therefore deeply engrained in this mixture of literary genres, and surfaces via his

canvases as well through his abundant use of iconography.

Zhao Yang'’s past has not been worn away, remaining palpable in the form of his many references
and other activities intrinsically linked to his painting, namely writing. In the piece entitled “Yes, It

Could Only Be A Ball”, he employs a phrase which serves as a kind of motto encapsulating the

vision of his world: Real death is rebirth.

The play on references is particularly visible in one of Zhao Yang's early works, Common fate
(2008) in which he depicts the white serpent ( B#£& ) the main character in a very well-known
folk tale. The legend is set against a nameless landscape, staging only the iconic white snake
and a flooded scene as clues. Zhao Yang explains that tradition is a necessary foundation upon
which we can build ourselves and move forward, while at the same time it is a wake-up call, a

way of perceiving the world.

This work in particular sets out to forge a fresh kind of magic, introducing a more modern
approach. The painter rapidly includes more items taken from contemporary culture, bringing the

motif into the present.

It is for this reason that cars, planes, diving equipment and other items are juxtaposed with
timeless landscapes and representations, such as hunters. Hunting has a place of its own
in Zhao Yang’s paintings, in particular since 2014, year which saw an affirmation of his
technique. Staging wilderness is unusual in contemporary art. The inner feelings of the hunter
are reminiscent of primitive instincts — hunting scenes are still the most ancient reference in
the history of art harking back to the prehistoric era — instincts that modern impersonal life has

gradually sought to erase.

As a counterpoint to this trend, Zhao Yang portrays the battles that are waged in everyday life,
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A KGB Like Photographer
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2016
ZY_9673

violent encounters between animals and humans, which still bear some note of empathy. The canvas
hanging in the Centre Pompidou, The Spring, is as such the epitome of this ambivalence. The
shades applied to the bear, the vegetation and hunters merge into chromatic union, operating as
an ensemble. The very existence of the beast (and its death) appears to be a function of inexorable

chase serving as a sharp reminder of our own fate.

Landscapes and nature form a composition redolent of a laboratory exploring our own condition, a

cross between the hybrid and the bizarre.

The more recent canvas entitled The Blue, from 2015, set in a time of legends can be seen as a
fusion of the many facets constituting Zhao Yang’s art: an unrelenting quest to position the viewer

on the uncomfortable cusp between the familiar and the uncanny.
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Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2016
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Ah! Houhai
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2016
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Fire Thief
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2016
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The Blue
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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Balls
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
7Y _8164



1]
HEHEY & A%
81x61cm
The Gap
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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The Glorious Days
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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The Bone Basin
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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Basketball Players
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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Only the Dawn
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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Hi, Martians! Go!
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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Watt Walter 2
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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Gigantism
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Symmetrical People
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Heavy Rain
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The Aphasics
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Hollow and Time
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Spherical Lightning
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Resistance is a Ball
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The Moon
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Doers
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
7Y _2232




Al
HEHRE & AlE
80 x60cm
Twisting
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Two Ostriches
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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People with Amnesia
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An Arduous Journey Back Home on a Windy and Rainy Night
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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Dithyramb
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Punishment
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Seven Dwarves
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Back to Earth
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
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Spring
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Prey
Oil on Canvas, 2014
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Tiger Hunter
Oil on Canvas, 2014
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The Beekeeper
Oil on Canvas, 2014
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A Pursuit on a Snowy Night
Oil on Canvas, 2014
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FIEMETEIE ShanghART Main Space Installation View | 2016
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The Night of Arc

Oil & Acrylic on Canvas, 2015
ZY 3901



A pending entrance

Author: HUANG Jing Yuan Translator: Nick Stember Jun

If the human forms in Zhao Yang’ s paintings are unfettered by the bonds of time
and culture, it is because the artist’ s own physicality and temperament speak to the
vulgarity of human existence, a tireless fluency and mysticism. In earlier works built
around the fable of hunt—er and prey, there is a fondness for the divine that resists
cruelty. Major works in this exhibition, including Gigantism and Returning on a Stormy
Night surpass the artificial limitations of this linear construction, replacing it with a
mythical floating forest. The new body of work is more stable, and each work more
individualized. Zhao clearly understands the misreadings of and biases held against

painting today.

If Zhao Yang deploys compassion in his work, treating the universe as a place of
equality, he does so without speaking to the present zeitgeist. Thankfully, the medium
of painting today has extracted a sort of freedom in both content and style. Zhao
knows that he can unsettle his audience and comfort them afterwards. But the very
things that bring this freedom are the same methods of retrieval and storage native
to the library—the very contemporary libraries of coding. From WikiLeaks to Edward
Snowden to the Panama Papers, true secrets are compiled in a scattered way from

collections never entered, and the greatest barrier is the data itself.

Artists generally resist the categories to which they are said to belong, hence the
turbulent history of art. Whether or not a work speaks to the current zeitgeist cannot
be the only standard. Instead, the standard now lies in the freedoms and limitations
chosen by the painter, and how he or she justifies this choice. This, perhaps, is a

question for Zhao.



BiF

b. 1970, TAFFIEIETE bR

2EXrER
1970 EFEREFE

e
1995 el FhREZERZR, HMH
1990 Eedl F TR R, AU

R

2016 ¥ AMzE, GRERKREXEERIE, ait, 8F
BOENE: OF, BN H=E, £
BOEDR: F, FRNEEESE, £

2013 EEMRIEE ,GALERIE EIGENHEIM, 815, #E
ZER, FENR, MEZR=E, L
2012 WABE R ,VILLAGE SOUTH HRZEARDT , db&=

BR, XF R, PEEAR, kR
MZEEMEREE , KFZAR=E, 77N

R
2017 BEiR, ARSHE, aeIZAR=E, Rl
2016 20, EEZARFD, LB
HOLZWEGE, &&48, £ig
THERN, RERBEN ..., aEMH=E, g
THEN, RERBEN ... , B8 (M50), £
ZRIERE  MZWAEIRERE, 8N, R
WMERE, ETWEE, ABMIANERE, A#H
), —PRFHEARZERRWNE , LB chi KI1ERIE, £

2015 CHINA 8, kHERXFELRZARE, YIBHS=EME , LFEHE, ZE
- BE, hESRZREMZE, ZEHARZARE, 7l

—HMHE: 1980 FRESHZAR. BR. Rit, ARZANKER , ERHERFL, B2, XE
2014 a, EiBx®, £is

‘ME, HRKEEFR, & up =RIE, £

FEMHR 2, FEEMHILR, LR

W3, MeEZER, BERE, £iE

K, E=E, big

RFSHE, pEEAR, bR

BEMER, BERE, LB
2013 FBhE, EEPESFHEFRBIBER , BIMERIE, 759

2012

2011

2010

2009

2008

2007
2005
2002
2001
2000

Wi

EME , L EZAR=E, £ig

EG 210 "BRE ", 2013 FEFERREBRE MEARE, M

G, ZHEEARGL, £

M, ZEMAENRE, £i8

HARXEE, SRERFHINMIE, L

tEK, ARZARE , 1M

BRIRE  BEXHZARPO, £

FEEH - 2011 2EFTFEARRERR , SMERE, AEH
MEES - FEANR/BFERICGEITL , BB, MREB
BREETEERZIN K11 =8, ®iX

tIEE - HBEKE S, B

BRI, 8#2=01, =R

FNBERNERSFEART , MZRFL, bR
MREF RS BIBR ZICIZES , BBITERE , AED
e, BEERE, M

MW FESAZARETER, METE, t=R

318 ERZAREKE , BTRZEARE, R

=&, LB

A%, ZHABER, £ig

REBNE, SMINEANBTIPRELLERERE , SMANEARE,

IN, 2009 BERFTEAREEER , SINEARIE, LB
2R, EEMH=E, Lig

T - BRERE, 22=E, bR

B2, TRERERR , SRMREARE, £iB
FROM #ul ,FELLINI BB, £i8

OR/MER , RPZR=E, Eig

B—HMER -AMLRERRE, WHHHLERE, BR
MIETFEAMERRIERE , M
IMTEPEBAGZARE , HM

IR EAME KRG, H1H

Mk, REERE, M ; L b=
BUEShERLIFRE, Lighbbk, Lis



ZHAO YANG

b. 1970 , works and lives in Beijing
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Born in Siping, Jilin
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Zhao Yang: In Between, Kuandu Museum of Fine Arts, TNUA, Taipei, Taiwan
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Play, Jing Yi Art Space, Beijing
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