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JORG HUBER

In front of Han Feng’s pictures:

Approximations

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 lucid 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 isolation 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.

Fig. 1
Han Feng
The Waves 111 (detail)

Acrylic on canvas 2010
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Han Feng
The Chimney I1

Acrylic on canvas  zon

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.

English Translation: Benjamin Marius Schmidt

Jorg Huber is the head of the institute for critical theory at the University of arts in
Ziirich and professor for philosophy of art and aesthetics at the master of arts in fine
arts. His special fields in research are cultural theory in relation to political culture,
aesthetics and philosophy of art. In this context he organized many international
symposiums and published various books. Recently published: (edited with Zhao
Chuan): A New Thoughtfulness in Contemporary China. Critical Voices in Art and

Aesthetics.
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PAUL GLADSTON

A Concise Series of Statements
(that May or May Not Be)
About the Work of the Artist Han Feng

I
(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 paintings 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 two fabric carrying
bags with handles whose outside surtaces 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.
11
(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 looking
socio-economic 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.
111
(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 XI
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 to 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
contemporary Chinese artists within the context of the PRC not as a knowingly indeterminate
(postmodernist) divergence from 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 Nottingham Ningbo, China as the inaugural head of the Department of International

Communications and director of the Institute of Comparative Cultural Studies.
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Fig. 5
Han Feng
The Buses on the Wall (detail)

Installations 2009



016 -017

JUN WANG

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. It is 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 rock on the coast and 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 colors 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?

“T 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—-“Big Plane”, “Bus”, “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. “I may get lost in wild thoughts while painting, and

Fig. 6
Han Feng

The Island (detail)
Installations 2o




Fig. 7
Han Feng
The Hot Air Balloon

Acrylic on canvas 2009
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sometimes I even forget who I am. But after that when I 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 stretch 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 vet soulless, seemingly strong but actually powerless, providing a visual reference
to the psychological status of the humans.

However, contrary to this “man-made world”, “The Waves” is the most intimate, personal
work. It was produced without much mental elaboration, 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 mobilize the visual system of the

viewers, or exterminate their logical thinking. What looms large is the oriental philosophy:
The weak and soft outweighs the strong; strong is below, and that of what is soft and
weak 1s 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 I want to describe something with words, usually I can’t do it well. But through paintings
I 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: “I 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, and 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 also 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.

Translated by Henry Zheng

Fig. 8

Han Feng
The Wauves [ (detail)

Ar:r:pii'.l: on canvas 2010
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Jun Wang lives and works in Shanghai, freelance writer, publisher, curator and farmer. focuses on
culture, art, movie critique and contemporary art curatorial work, publishes artist books on

photography and new media art, natural farming in practice.
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The Big Plane 1 HEHL I 3_ =
Acrylic on canvas ARG
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Acrylic on canvas i H M &
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The Waves III i TII
Acrylic on canvas il PG
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The Waves [ jji 1
Acrylic on canvas 71 4
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The Shutter I HEMH 1 The Exhaust Fan IT  $ERUS 1T
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The Chimney I {4 I
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The Exhaust Duct i#f 95
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The Power Station L[
Acrylic on canvas il P
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The Villas HeHER) %
Acrylic on canvas i M
150 cm % 180 em 2010
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The Island &
Water color on paper 1.5
abem X Toem x4 2010
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The Buses on the Wall (detail) ki FE2-H(5EE)
Installtion #£1
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The Giraffe (o
Acrylic on plastic bags Hff, W4
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The Zebra HBfLS
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MING MING

Encounter with Han Feng

Han Feng does not talk much. But T always remember one thing he said to me, actually, I can
paint anything.

This statement sounded insouciant at first place. However, once you have seen his work, and
thought about it, you may wonder maybe he can also paint nothing in the future.

To say this, only because I have seen the “emptiness” in Han Feng's work. The best
interpretation of emptiness exists in the Heart Sutra, “Form is not other than emptiness,
emptiness is not other than form.” Han Feng does not talk too much about Buddhism or
Taoism, nor is he a “free and easy” person in real life; we surprisingly found the “emptiness”

in his work.

In his work, Han Feng uses “emptiness” to express his comprehension of Zen and his neglect of

the reality.

In the spiritual world, Han Feng is a "metaphysical” person; in the real world, he has to live
"physically." This contradictory is not easy to live with; yet it relieves him from being entangled
with the inquiry, “to paint what and how to paint” that all artists have to face. The “emptiness”

in his mental space has brought his work into a realm that we can hardly reach.

The definition of “reality” in art differs from that in philosophy. In art and everyday life,
“reality” is on the opposite of “imagination.” To paint objects as they are is realistic, and to
distort them is unrealistic. Some artworks may seem to be realistic, but they are the products of
artist’s imagination and creation, by rearranging and juxtaposing the objects on canvas. Han
Feng neglects the reality, which can be seen as a gesture of positive withdrawal and keeping
aloof. We can find the “aloofness” in his art from his early work “Big Plane”, to “The Waves”, to
his installation work “Island”, and “Staircases”. We can also find a seemingly unrealistic “reality”

in Han Feng’s work, which equals to the reality and uncertainty in Quantum Mechanics .

However, what kind of reality do we live in? Or what kind of life cycle do we expect or live with?

In Han Feng's work, we can sense the dust in the air, as well as the boundless starry sky. The
power of individual life does not rely on its physical size solely, but also depends on a strong
heart. Han Feng's inner power is not released in one second, but is delivered quietly as
blooming lotus bathed in the moonlight and ceaselessly as a long-lasting lamp in front of a
Buddha shrine. Han Feng’s art is as his personality, solid and clear, penetrative yet smooth.

This is the essence of Han Feng's art, and also a proof of his inner power.

I was intrigued mostly by his installation, Giraffe: several translucent plastic bags floating in the
air and forming a floating giraffe. The accurate grasp of transparent and chaos, helped to freeze
a moment of life and death, which can be described in a Buddhism saying: no shape or form,

neither produced nor destroyed.

So, for me, encounter with Han Feng is expected; yet his work is unpredictable.

Translated by Linlin Chen

Fig. 12
<Cross Over> Exhibition
Han Feng Works

Acrylic on canvas 2010
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Born in Harbin, China

Graduated from the Harbin Art Institute, BA degree
Graduated from Shanghai University of Art, MA degree
Now lives and works in Shanghai, China

Solo Exhibition:
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