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The Silent Big Factories: An Introduction to Zhao Xiaojia's Oil

Paintings

By Fu Xiaodong

Zhao Xiaojia became famous at the Luxun Academy of Fine Arts at an early age. When | was
a student at the Academy, | saw him standing on the stage performing rock—and—roll, and my
classmates said that he was the most talented senior in the oil painting department, whose

masterpieces were the huge—scaled The Silent Big Factories.

Since the 1990s, Zhao has been using huge black—and—white oil paintings to depict the end of
the glorious era of heavy industry in Northeast China. In those days, large—scale demolition became
the subject matter, magnificent, hysterical, and sad. Zhao has caught the pulse of the scene
with his talent and vibrant expression. The transition of those big factories in Northeast China
from splendor to decadence is exactly like Zhao's The Large Industrial City painted in the 1990s,
where bright colors and abstract segmented structures present a well—ordered urban space, but
the distant chimneys and depressing weather imply an impending uneasiness. The glory of the
early years of the People’s Republic of China was its reliance on heavy industry and mineral resources,
the so—called sorrow spot of the eldest son of the Republic. Industrial culture symbolized modern
civilization and heroism, and it was common to hear metaphors such as “Shenyang in the 1950s
was like Shanghai in the 1980s and 1990s”. This modernization process included the privatization
of state—owned enterprises, which resulted in a loss of labor insurance and collective life for
massive laid—off workers, who were transformed from holding a lifelong secure job in the
state—owned enterprises into the disillusioned, politically inarticulate, and socially marginalized
by the change of the system, and lived a life of starting over and enjoying themselves under

the crushing pressure of reality.

Rise and fall. The industrialized hope of surpassing the United Kingdom and catching up with
the United States, which used to be so excited about the future, is now a dilapidated, cramped,
and decaying ruin of the destroyed reality. Since the Northeast is taken as a spiritual sign of
the collapse of reality, the mental trauma of a generation, and the historical destiny, Zhao
accurately chose the ruins of factories as the motif of the series. The fantastic and mythical space
released by the utopian symbol of collective social and industrial production, the big factories,
to the outside world has been crushed, and the functional grand and solemn factory building has
suddenly lost its spectacle—like glory and become an on—site symbol of spiritual trauma with
only aesthetic function, an unreturnable homeland for the tragedy of reality. In the series of The
Big Factories, the factory building full of machines is stirred together, rising with smoke, as
if it is a huge organism made of mixed parts, burning its life at the end of destruction. Among
them, thin white lines flutter like a neural network, and wires are entangled like umbilical cords,

and splashes of paint and swift, powerful brushstrokes form a complex, thick body of steel.
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Born as in the early 1970s, Zhao's concern is not the private adolescent sorrow that was common
to artists of the 1970s, but rather the more grandiose trauma and tearing of collective memories
brought about by the transformation of the socio—political system. The reconstruction of ideals,
the reconciliation of the self, and the return of the homeland have become the themes that urgently
soothe the pain of spiritual trauma. The industrial atmosphere has also made the uniqueness of
the Northeast's localities deeply embedded in his works, and the sentiments hovering over this
land, such as splendor and destruction, uncertainty and sadness, suppression and release, will

and pathos, are faithfully recorded on the paintings like a history.
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