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Sociality
and
Aesthetics

— Yu Youhan:
The Representational and The Abstract

Yu Yu

Yu Youhan's solo exhibition “The Representational and The Abstract”, to be opened in November 2017 at
ShanghART Gallery, is a rare exhibition of new and past unseen works that will help the viewers better
appreciate the features and trends in his paintings after his solo at Power Station of Art in 2016. One can

effectively research his creative context through the examination of sociality and aesthetics in his works.

One of the core quality of art is its sociality. Since ancient times, there’'s a saying that “[art] forms social
order and help bring enlightenment”. Since the establishment of the republic, art servicing the people
became the political norm. People from that generation both resist this norm, and have it deeply imprinted
in their psyche. Yu Youhan is an intensely socially responsible person, even though his sees his only weapon

- art, as merely “a small flower.”

When he started creative work in the end of 1970s, the country was making modernisation its main principle.
Immersed in that environment, Yu Youhan was deeply affected by it. Till today, creating contemporary
Chinese painting has always been his main creative direction. This idea has duo qualities of the social and
the aesthetic. He believes one needs to combine contemporary Western painting approaches and traditional
Chinese culture to achieve true “east and west Harmony”, which is also a widespread way of thinking for

that generation.

From mid 1970s to mid 1980s, Yu Youhan spent 10 full years to educate himself on the different schools
and genres in mainstream contemporary western art, and various forms of Chinese arts. He was most
taken with the post-impressionists represented by Paul Cezanne, Chinese drum inscriptions, Dunhuang
frescos, as well as paintings on ceramics from Changsha and Cizhou Klins. He believes what these art have
in common is their high level of generalisation. Generalisation is abstraction, a way to extract subjectivity
from concrete objects. Perhaps because he never went through the mainstream Soviet influenced training
of the art academies, Yu Youhan's works maintain the power to generalise from the start. His abstracted

expressions are an iconic feature of his aesthetics.

As an intellectual who grew up in the new republic, he practices dialectics as his main method of thinking.

His understanding of painting: “Painting is essentially two dimensional, comprised of different combinations



of forms and colours that complete a contrasting and unified whole. Paintings of various subjects, are all the
same in these basic principles.” We can understand this as a study of composition using painting dialectics.
In his eyes, abstract dots, lines, and surfaces, as well as representational figures and landscapes are all
components of composition. The sense of order created by these components as a whole is the central
question of his creative work. In terms of composition, there's no difference between the representational

and the abstract, or what kind of subject is chosen.

The Pop Series, which originated in late 1980s, is his social observations on the joined memories of
historical figures and events. Works from this period used large amounts of representational painting
language. Although expressions of social consciousness seem to be the main subject of the works, the
contrasting and unified compositional dialectics makes up the foundation of their expressions. It's this
kind of new expression that make the Pop Series iconic works of their time. As famous contemporary art
historian Edward Lucie-Smith once said: “he is one of the first ‘Western style’ painters [of the post-socialist
era) in China to find an artistic language that was unmistakably his own. For this reason, he is likely to
have an important place in histories of Chinese art.” But those planar and decorative art have been widely
featured in Chinese traditional and modern art. He once said "Chinese people are more driven by emotion
than logic. Therefore, Chinese artistic expressions tend to be more concrete than abstract. For the public, it
may take some time for logical thinking to be established. In the meantime, as a painter, | must stay faithful

to the public.” Thus his more representational works came from socially conscious expressions.

As an intellectual who grew up in the new republic, he practices dialectics as his main method of thinking.
His understanding of painting: “Painting is essentially two dimensional, comprised of different combinations
of forms and colours that complete a contrasting and unified whole. Paintings of various subjects, are all the
same in these basic principles.” We can understand this as a study of composition using painting dialectics.
In his eyes, abstract dots, lines, and surfaces, as well as representational figures and landscapes are all
components of composition. The sense of order created by these components as a whole is the central
question of his creative work. In terms of composition, there's no difference between the representational

and the abstract, or what kind of subject is chosen.

His new works created in recent two years look different from before, but in fact, like all new works in
each period, they contain traces of the works that came before. Different painting languages are updated
and recycled. Heavy historical elements and light dynamic characters are all integrated in the images that
implies the representational. Whether it's figure he has painted before, or any other visual elements that
fits his criteria, he paints them in his own distinct way. In “Terracotta Army and Yimeng Mountain”, the
Terracotta army from the “Ah Us” series and the “Yimeng Mountain” series merge together across time and
space, reflecting Yu Youhan's contemplation of the developmental status of human society. Misappropriation
is a principle method in his painting works. From a set of paintings inspired by packing boxes to works of
“realism” depicting the surface of the moon, the techniques used in his new works continue to capture
the temperament of returning to a primal “clumsiness”. An impressive diversity is demonstrated by these
forms, revealing the relaxed attitude behind his creative process, his skillful misappropriations, and the way

art deeply connects to his life.



Surveying Yu Youhan's artistic journey, there has always been cross-overs and alternations between the
signature symbols from each series. Generally speaking, when he is expressing social concerns, the
representational elements in his images will intensify, while abstract elements are reduced. After working
with his social consciousness for a while, he begins to return to the basics of painting itself. At these times,
his painterly side would become dominant, which is manifested in increased use of abstract elements.
When the social environment triggers his reaction, the concrete elements would take over again. As the
environment around us changes, his social consciousness and painterly consciousness alternates, while his
style switches between the concrete and abstract. But no matter which period of creative style, aesthetics is

always the necessary foundation and premise of an art work.

Painting is more of an expression of personal consciousness, fulfilling the artist's unique personal
aesthetics. Some artists are self-claimed rightists, who firmly stand with the theory that art is the
expression of personal experiences; they are against the leftist idea of art as a service for the society,
which is possibly an act of over-correction from the age where social function of art was overemphasized.
But in Yu Youhan's creative journey, alternating manifestations of his social consciousness and personal
consciousness have always been the driving forces behind decades of his rich artistic journey. To return
to dialectics, social consciousness and personal consciousness are also a contrasting and unified whole;
they interact with each other, to push painting forward. He once said “after painting the leader of men, it's
natural to start painting the people; after painting people, it's natural to start painting the land they live on.”

His socially conscious expressions contain his uniquely personal consciousness.

Yu Youhan once said that there are three relationships he pays careful attention to when he’s painting: 1. The
relationship between each section of the image; 2. The relationship between the image and its surrounding
environment; 3. The relationship between the form and content of a painting and the cultural environment
of its time. Sociality and aesthetics are clearly interwoven in Yu Youhan's critical judgement of each one of
his works. When people ask him how he sees the future of painting in an age of endless new techniques and
mediums, he said: "I believe painting will continue to exist, just like how people are still walking after the

invention of cars and airplanes. Walking is a basic necessity in life. That is also what painting is to me.”

2017 %5 EAMER 9 & Bk 2017
2017 Works on Paper 9, 2017
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BEE
The Wheel of Life, 2017

5 Y% Acrylic on canvas
300x400cm | Each 100x100cm (x12 pieces), YYH_8624



BEE (FE6)
The Wheel of Life(detail), 2017
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Terracotta Army on Yimeng Mountain, 2017

8% W% Acrylic on cotton
206x269cm, YYH 3640

KERRIRERAE "W, F1]! " ZINZANBRER — &2/, —F—18, 5HE 1998 FRIAK "BEL" H—#H, R
RREAANINFEAT , Z52 "IFRWU" FIFRUNS, EEEE T —LBERONHeE, X528 rsL” 0 " m, &
10" ZIRAREERTNARRA—F, BEEARNH—MaRXRENSH . EXMERNSEZT, EREEERLRNEDM®
BEMEBA—L "HE" T, XKENSNEERIRE, RRE—MNTFRKSARZENES, SZaTRWURTINEBMER—
FHIRSEEARE, KBRS B AR NEAM RGN, X6 T —MEMIIXNREE, 2P EKARIWKE
BHEIOIRFERE

The foreground of this painting is the signature figures of the"Ah, Us!"series - the Terracotta soldiers. One black one white, the
soldiers closely resembles the ones in the work “Black and White Heads"of 1998, with only the colours reversed. The background of
this work is the scenery from“Yi Meng Shan”series, but with contrasting light colours unlike the heaviness of"Yi Ment Shan”and"Ah,
Us!"series. In this light atmosphere, even the Terracotta soldiers, with their weight of history, became a little bit"adorable”. This
painting style is uniquely placed between the abstract and the representational. It differs from the continuous depiction of scenery as
it forms the scene with independent groups of colours and dots, creating a new method of landscape painting that reinterprets the
tradition of Chinese Shan Shui.
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Seven Celestial Princesses (2017)

80 FHN, BIWHEHMEBTHRSRNEMm, BT, KEGR—MENNELER. 2017 F
BE—X, RERZE T 30 FaIMERLLSZ IR EBH , TRAREBRERXMIT T,
LERNEHE R, BEAMNARZH, EFEE=KEESRNIMATEF ISR, BX—HED
EuH, BNRMRENEHR, ANRMEENIL, SMHRFEEERBHNRE. AREBEREN
RAMREEEZMAOBRNERE, AT ERSIEMMEITRIE],

During the 80s, traditional painting canvas were expensive products. Therefore, blankets became cheap
replacements. One day in 2017, the artist found 4 blankets he obtained from his relatives 30 years

ago, and decided to paint once again on these materials. He started with the abstract elements, but
gradually, several female figures began to appear in these three works. Some of the seven beauties are
his favourite athlete and beloved granddaughter, each representing expressions of his sentiments. The
artist placed representational elements in abstract composition, demonstrating not only his emotions,

but also his mastery of all kinds of visual elements.



+1llZz -1 Seven Celestial Princesses-1, 2017

18 W% Acrylic on cotton
191%x260cm, YYH_1143



+1liZz -2 Seven Celestial Princesses-2, 2017

18 _EE% Acrylic on cotton
206x265cm, YYH_8851



+1liZz -3 Seven Celestial Princesses-3, 2017

18 A% Acrylic on cotton
200x265cm, YYH_1744



KZE & The Giant Octopus, 2013

o ERE Acrylic on canvas
164x135.5cm, YYH 6454
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% 2016-01 Abstract 2016-01, 2016

K EAE , BLE4E Acrylic on corrugated paper
323.5x363cm (in 3 pieces), YYH_3417
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2013,08,18B, 2013

5 Y% Acrylic on canvas

194x163cm, YYH_0187



A& Moonlight, 2016

T _EEW Acrylic on canvas
138x138cm, YYH_3581

CHRBENRIN AR, AMIBRYSONELZAEBTE .. AirtbiEs, ROIED T RESHARDETEEEROINRERA,
BERA"A—T. " — REKH

BE=m/\ —

EMHFURREHANEEATERN, RS SHRED

“As the generations progress, people’s visions and ambition should expand and propel forward. When we see the images from the
outer space through the Hubble Telescopes, it was something that was unimaginable for the previous generation. | think in the

future, the landscape and abstract painting would become one and the same thing.” - Yu Youhan



152 20130528 Abstract 20130528, 2013

o ERE Acrylic on canvas
171x183x6cm, YYH 9345



2015-17.8, 2015 ~ 2017

5 Y% Acrylic on canvas
120x164cm, YYH 6396
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& F—/Z# Attain a yet higher goal,2017

5 Y% Acrylic on canvas
60x40cm, YYH 8060
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5 1990-12 Abstract1990-12, 1990

i ERE Acrylic on canvas
98x87cm, YYH 7328



S5 27 Yi Meng Mountain 27, 2007

5 Y% Acrylic on canvas
118x148x3cm, YYH 7594

£ ORRW" RIBARSERSP, XKEHRIREN, "R RINARSS2ERERNER, EERNNER, MXKER
FRELRTFEL, RREE—ERYINLEAE T LELS, BEERBR, FENUREERARZT, B BESNREHSH
Mz,

In his numerous works about Yimeng Mountain, this one is quite unique. The “Yi Meng Mountain Series”are known for their unbroken
brush strokes, as well as thick and heavy tone. The brush strokes on this work are relatively flat. The artist traced a few lines along
the edges of objects in the scenery, and used bright colours to render a rare scene of peace and quite with green hills under the blue

sky and white clouds.



2015.6.25, 2015~2016

_EAY% Acrylic on canvas
225x265cm, YYH_8857
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4 1979-17 Still 1979-17, 1983

K L% Acrylic on paper
55x71cm, YYH_1810

M1973 FRKEE EETZEAZRERZ G, MFFRBANTHRES WA ENLERIRAAND, IS MEROEREBFAN
DS, BT ADOWERLR, HPMEAEREEGHIRE . EFLBFRRIEAEURMBINTESLRE S BRZBIXR, AKX
HIMTHOZEAN, WEERKEERT 6 FELFEIZE, B ReENREER, ERPENUEIESNEMERDT, EX
KENFRALRECLEBTEL, MEREEERENHTESE, BERRRREAHEANINSEALEEZERHINET E2NAE,
(X SKER EI AL N IE BIRFRIEMR . USSKEIN RO NTIANEIE, BER - THLHEIMAERARBNEL, EEENRITS
TEBEIRISEHEECEFI A, SRR ERDE IR H

Since the start of his teaching career at Shanghai Academy of Arts and Crafts in 1973, the artist invested himself in studying the
masters of western modernist paintings. He left detailed notes and sketches on the works of each master, and was particularly taken
with the style of Paul Cezanne. The constructivism in Cezanne’s painting and the way he observes the relationship between painting
and the natural world greatly influenced the artist’'s view on art. This painting was one of the artists” early original works after 6 years
of devoted study. Cezanne's constructivism is clearly visible in this work, but the method of expression is already very flat with highly
generalised brush strokes. The way he paints his lines, which became a signature in his later works, would play an important role in
this painting, making this still life a very unique piece. This painting is a key work during this particular period of the artist’s career,
and is a continuation of Chinese modern art development of the early 20th century. Most importantly, it signifies the maturation of

the artist’s independent aesthetics, which was ready to break out at any moment.



W& GNER Reminiscing of the Passing Time, 1998

o EA Acrylic on canvas
143x232cm, YYH 5136

S, WOPRIRN " BUARE " NRINFAREEEE 7 +F, HFEMREAMARS KEUR 2N MIARERE , BEH LT
NP ERREBREMIT LR " E5F " XNORESERAMN XUSHENEE, SEEELEFEME" B "RIG 7 FLA
HEET , EEXKE L, " E "RINER" BLEE "XEWT, SEIHEEEE—RE., EFEEERAREH " mEWMET Y
NF, FMNFRABENHRANBRMABGREFNERFE, ERTESKBEERFANINESE,

At the time, the artist who created what was known as “Political Pop” has been painting for 10 year. For various reasons, he began
to pursue subjects other than “the leader”, and turned his attention towards the Chinese historical elements of Terracotta soldiers
to express his concerns for culture and history. He stopped painting the “"Round” series for 7 years at this point. But in the painting,
the short strokes, known as the “foundation of the 'Round’ series”, appeared in the image again with the Terracotta soldiers. The
words Reminiscing of the Passing Time"has been hidden in the painting. The blending of words and image is also a common
composition method in the political pop works. They represent the contemporary embodiment of the great culture of Chinese

calligraphy.



2017.8, 2017

i Y% Acrylic on canvas
138x418cm (in 2 pieces) | Each 138x209cm, YYH_5900



% 2009-15 Abstract 2009-15, 2009-2015

i _EAE Acrylic on canvas
115x160.5x3.5cm, YYH 4350
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3 E1% Colosseum, 1988

o ER Acrylic on canvas
79.5x94x6.5cm, YYH 8707

AREEPERPHKEE DW%Z* M 1980 FFHA, REREITHMRES "B " MEIF, 21988 FLAMME, MZEX
Nt%tﬁ%%%mi S, FEE B RKENEHREEE RERESTEE, Nﬁé%ﬁ%@%x%o?%%ﬁﬁ@
—LARE, HEEMRMEEBNER, FNXKERFHNNE, RS HEANBIHDREENARDE, XKEEGEHBRIKE
Wi, ERAHEE=REFMERMNABREX, ERFNEATNEALEATHNEN, AELENERBR T HETEREHEE
AR, NIB EEERERTH “E " RPN CREEE" | BEIERHENAREERREE, XEXKEREGFEB
PR

This was one of the earliest Pop paintings in China. Since the 1980s, the artist focused on creating the abstract “Round” series. In
1988, influenced by the increasingly strong revolutionary atmosphere, he felt he was stuck in the ivory tower of creating abstract
paintings and lacked concern for the social environment. Therefore he began to paint some representational works with mainly
history subjects. This work “Colosseum” was the product of western civilization and historical change. It has strong pop elements,
using blue, yellow and red to create vivid contrasts. Other than making strong unforgettable visual impressions, the colour red also
signifies the blood and sacrifice of revolution. In terms of texture, he used “short strokes”, which came into maturity in the “Round”

series, to apply weight to the decaying Colosseum as well as giving strong personal touch to the work.



%R 1983-10 Abstract 1983-10, 1983

45 _EAE Acrylic on paper
81.5x112x4cm, YYH_5512



BH47% Bicycle, 1998

o _ERE Acrylic on canvas
114.5x114.5x3cm, YYH 5372

TEARBNERNFEA, NETEE—MESHRE, EFE0E, BOERRKXTHEAR, BEmEt, SEERIARNE
METRERNE MREFNAREE, MBIEETISIGENBETE “FE " RRAMBME,

Chinese people of that generation share a nostalgic sentiment with their bicycles. In the artist's heart, the bicycle is like the Chinese
people of the time, diligent and unadorned. When the artist feel like the people’s spiritual life cannot catch up with the development
of their material life, he used the “break”on the bicycle to express his concern.
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Works on Paper



2017 45 E/MERR 8 2017 Works on Paper 8, 2017

4% _E7K¥ Watercolour on paper
35.3x25cm, YYH_5474
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2017 45 E/MEG 1 2017 Works on Paper 1,

4% _EIKF Watercolour on paper
25x35.3cm, YYH_6023

2017 4% _E/NMEGR 2 2017 Works on Paper 2,

#%_IKF Watercolour on paper
25%x35.3cm, YYH_2690

2017 45 /MER 3 2017 Works on Paper 3,

4% _IKF Watercolour on paper
25%x35.3cm, YYH_7192

2017 4% _E/\ERS 4 2017 Works on Paper 4,

4% _EIKF Watercolour on paper
25%x35.3cm, YYH_9364

2017 4% _E/\MERR 5 2017 Works on Paper 5,

4% _EIKF Watercolour on paper
25x35.3cm, YYH_1893

2017 #&_/\ERE 6 2017 Works on Paper 6,

4% _EIKF Watercolour on paper
25x35.3cm, YYH_1561

2017 & _L/NMEG 7 2017 Works on Paper 7,

#%_IKF Watercolour on paper
25x35.3cm, YYH 7683

2017 45 _E/\ERR 9 2017 Works on Paper 9,

#%_-IKF Watercolour on paper
25%x35.3cm, YYH_1946
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Yu Youhan

b. 1943, T/EFI&EIE L&

works and lives in Shanghai

RRARNTERNEZREN BB AR E ZARERRENZ AR —, RE T HENM T SHEL ZAFREST .
HERBANINOXUBREERTRAORE, FEMNERT —RERZAR. REERBNIERZIMEXU R ED
FERMPEETIN, BHRBES T INNBUASEMASENINL. EREXDINRHERE, MSLEE—F AR/
MBHSREES. MRERIFBITER VX NELHEMITAE. REGA2I, tER—FMEBESMEM 7 FUT RN
MBERNEZTTEL. UEENEEZREGRY, RRERETRENAE. HBEFARNEGBRRImT, BAR
SHESRE. XHERRBH—IHHNES, MesnabEF EHEAEAML.

REEIAIBEMITT DEARZFTNREESNERE G, RENERE—RIINKE, —PMHEIFRIBESN ST,
BIYEMURFENFERR, ARRIMERSREE T ZBBENAN FEMXUAFEMIRAR ENAEREEEER X,
BEFRERSIA.

RERENIEREERIIMIE ZRE. EHENREEE: REELME, PSA FEHRZARBFHRRY, SESRZREMIE .,
& (2016) ; REME: —¥E, JTRE, bR (2013) ; 2 x AEMRE LS, 16 HALLE, Kunstlzeuglhaus, RIIRER#4E/R, B
T (2012) ; REWMNLE, FEMNHE, £F (2011) ; EH LS, IFERZRKEYE Bk EE (2009) ; #HE
B=, FE 80, 0 FRFBLENMETEZAR, B2 TIRIEWIE, = (2008) ; ARUNS - RERESE , FIEHNHZE,
& (2004) ; Chine, le Corps Partout?, Musee d’Art Contemporain, ;AEEZR (2004) ; Bk, HE, SEIRNZEAEYIE,
EEDE (2004) ; SARUNE —REENSE, SEMNER, H =B, L85 (2004) . (EASINT $ 22 EBEERENFRE,
B (1994) ; % 45 BERHITWER, BAH (1993) ; TAMREKZR=FER, BRIV, VAR (1991) .

YU Youhan is one of the main artists associated with “Political Pop” aesthetics which emerged in the avant-garde movement
in the 1990's, this unique style fused Chinese iconography with Western artistic expression. His work has had a major
impact on the cultural scene as well as influenced and inspired a generation of younger artists. YU Youhan's earlier work
is directly influenced by his experiences during the Cultural Revolution, with prominent imagery of political propaganda
and socialist realism. Before constructing this pictorial universe, he practiced an informal and materialist abstraction. His
work unravels and reconstructs the meandering histories of diverse environments. As reflected in his pictures, YU Youhan
employs an aesthetic methodology that blends and exceeds seemingly contradictory visual traditions. He earned fame with
his highly acclaimed Mao portrait series. He has decorated the iconic images with flowers that blend into the foreground and
background. It is not only a decorative gesture, but also an attempt to humanize the late leader.

YU Youhan has recently shifted his artistic approach in search of a new paint language and subject matter. His latest work
consists of landscape paintings that resemble pastorals of a forgotten utopia. YU Youhan's extensive oeuvre combines
multiple perspectives and investigates the structure of cultural identity in China through an ongoing exploration of various
pictorial techniques. His paintings remain ubiquitous yet intriguing.

YU Youhan's work has shown widely nationally as well as internationally. Recent exhibitions include Yu Youhan Retrospective,
PSA China Contemporary Art Collection Series, Power Station of Art, Shanghai (2016); YU Youhan: Y T ban, Yuan Space,
Beijing (2013]; 2xHelbling in Shanghai, |G Halle, Kunst(zeuglhaus, Rapperswil, Switzerland (2012); Yu Youhan's Paintings,
ShanghART H-Space, Shanghai (2011); Out of Shanghai, Museum gegenstandsfreier Kunst, Otterndorf, Germany (2009);
Writing on the Wall, Chinese New Realism and Avant-Garde in the Eighties and Nineties, The Groninger Museum, Groningen,
The Netherlands (2008]; Study Practice, Shanghai Gallery of Art, Shanghai (2005); Chine, le Corps Partout?, Musee d'Art
Contemporain, Paris, France (2004); Museum of Contemporary Art, Marseilles, France (2004) and Landscape of Yi Mengshan,
ShanghART H-Space, Shanghai (2004). He has also exhibited in the 22nd Sao Paulo Biennale, Brazil (1994); the 45th Venice
Biennale, Italy (1993) and the 1st Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art, Brisbane, Australia (1991).
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