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Zhang Yexing : Glow with Time
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Venue | Platform China Contemporary Art Institute

(D07 Main 2nd Street, 798 Art District, No.2 Jiuxiangiao Road, Chaoyang District, Beijing, China)

Shi-guang is not an independent word, but a magical union of an unrelated verb and noun. In
reality, it is impossible to pick up light and time, while in here, the two have already been likened
to certain solid objects. Through imagination, they shine like a gem in the dark. The Chinese version
of the exhibition title is Shi-guang, in the Depths of Darkness, which evokes the taste of the rhetoric
hidden in Shi-guang and establishes a more specific and dramatic scene in the ideological space.
Like Zhang Yexing" s new work, where light and shadow jointly form a spiritual reality that is similar
to the objective world and features with mystery.

In recent years, Zhang focuses his creative interest on the relationship between people and space,
depicting the environment and atmosphere of private residences or public spaces, as well as the
state in which people live. His new works reflect his concern for the aesthetic and style of life. He
often makes the items furnished in the interior exquisite. A retro telephone, a unique desk lamp, a
surrealistic painting, and an American modern-style carpet, all reflect the taste of the owner’ s
life. The objects there are carefully selected and matched, representing one’ s aesthetic pursuit
and sincerely poetic essence. The landscape constructed by individuals or families is gradually
created when people choose a place as their residence and is carefully maintained for a long time
thereafter. Zhang is passionate about depicting such artistic indoor scenes, and the images are not
based on everyday sites, but rather arbitrarily composed of complex and diverse elements in reality.
In other words, he is the spatial designer and atmosphere creator of the reality in the painting.

Zhang' s depiction of the figures in the apartment naturally relates to the issue of class. A quality
private residence, as a sign of a middle-class family, demonstrates the constant pursuit of high-
quality consumption and the desire for a better life. In The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life,
Erving Goffman regarded the apartment as a special arena for individual or family impression
management. Although Pierre Bourdieu did not specifically address the apartment as a subject of
study, his research on consumer taste and class status fully demonstrated his views on the taste of
living. For Bourdieu, taste is the intention and ability of a certain class to selectively possess
categorized and classifiable objects. Also, it is the root of lifestyle, which is a unified whole of
preferences that convey similar selections in each subspecies such as language, clothing, furniture,
art, etc. That means the apartment is inevitable to be an important stage for people to show their
lifestyles. Everything in it constitutes a comfortable and pleasant "Home" for the middle class,
reflecting both economic strength and taste and grace. Nevertheless, not everyone can enjoy a
superior living environment, and the division of social class is reflected in both the disparity of
economic ability and aesthetic taste. The division of reality is presented completely in Zhang' s
different works. Diverse social roles are shaped by various costumes, and they appear in spaces
with different functions, forms, and qualities. It is obvious that in his paintings, the combination of
people and space conveys a clear sociological meaning.

Intriguingly, Zhang' s works always exude a melancholic aura. He seems unwilling to express
pleasure, or rather, he does not purpose that pleasure should be utilized to conceal the reality he
experiences. In his view, “melancholy often means introspection, which is a more profound
emotion than pleasure” . The sense of melancholy is revealed in certain images, echoing the daily
anxiety of the middle class. They are the group that can maximize the wealth, taste, and prestige
of modern society, with a good educational background and a high-income level, and are also the
most capable of leading the taste of the general public. However, they experience both pressure
from the upper class and support from the lower class. As Max Weber pointed out in Economy and
Society, the middle class is in an unstable middle position in society, which brings them
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considerable income, but also spells dissatisfaction and anxiety. To alleviate the psychological
pressure, they constantly boost, prove and motivate themselves through various symbols, such as
purchasing luxury goods, artworks, and precious furniture. They dress up in fashion, focus on style
in consumption and highlight taste in life, constructing an unchangeable consumption habit
dominated by symbols. Inner anxiety and symbolic identification have thus become common
characteristics. Besides, the middle class attaches great importance to family and interpersonal
relationships, always striving to maintain good intimate relationships. They desire to have enough
time and energy to spend with their families, but at the same time, they confront the problem of
striking a balance between work and family. That means they need to work hard to meet the
financial needs of their families. This kind of pressure also triggers a sense of anxiety among them.
As a result, they may also face emotional deprivation and social limitations. The hectic pace of life,
work pressure, and social expectations can also cause them to feel detached and lonely.

Melancholy is often reinforced through people’ s posture in Zhang' s works. He tirelessly portrays

“backs” , which are often the subjects in the painting and contain complex and diverse meanings.
Sometimes, the backs refer to leaving and separation, conveying a sense of sadness or
determination. This is a hidden reference to the relationship between individuals and others and is
one of the core issues that exist. When interacting with others, one inevitably faces choices of
freedom and responsibility. When a person chooses to deviate from or be abandoned by others,
the separation may trigger people’ s reflections on emotional relationships and survival issues.
Sometimes, the backs represent anonymity and unfamiliarity. When we only see a person’ s back
and cannot see their face, their identity and personality become blurred and uncertain. The
anonymity can stimulate curiosity and speculation among viewers, while also suggesting the
universality of personal issues in public life. Sometimes, backs are about secrecy and protection.
When we look at a person’ s back, we naturally cannot see their eyes, expressions, and body
language. The visual barrier brings about a sense of privacy. When someone turns their body away
from others, they often desire to hide their bodies, emotions, and thoughts to avoid being overly
observed and judged by others. Also sometimes, backs convey the meaning of helplessness and
loneliness. When a person’ s back appears alone in a closed environment, it may mean a feeling
of abandonment, neglect, or alienation, and the marginalization can also evoke empathy among
viewers. It is obvious that Zhang portrays various types of backs, creating a melancholic sense in
his works. And the backs are effectively combined with other elements, forming a holistic tone in
their visuals.

In addition to backs, there are two other important images in Zhang's works, both pointing to
limitations and breakthroughs. One is the “captive bird” , which is a common animal in his
paintings. The bird being confined in a cage or trapped in a house symbolizes that an individual is
restricted and constrained by certain difficulties, unable to fully showcase their potential and
pursue their ideals. It reminds people not to be limited by comfort and habits, but to transcend
restrictions and pursue personal development. It can also be seen as an individual's reflection on
their state, contemplating whether they are bound by inherent beliefs, psychological pressure, or
negative emotions, and seeking paths for liberation and self-development. Another image is the

“‘window” , which is a transparent interface that allows people to appreciate the external scenery.
On the one hand, the window connects indoor and outdoor spaces, providing a channel for
information exchange between inside and outside. On the other hand, it is also an element that
separates the interior and exterior space, representing the barrier between the spaces. As a
transitional element, it connects two different fields, symbolizing some potential change that may
occur. The window is often associated with opportunity and hope. Through it, one can see a wider
world and look forward to the rich possibilities in the future. These two common images in his
paintings involve the individual's survival dilemma and free will, suggesting that there are lots of
limitations in reality. However, people can choose and shape their own lives. They need to tackle
these problems through action and show individuals’ independence and creativity as much as
possible. But people are often in a condition of anxiety and doubt, just like the people in Zhang' s
paintings, because when they act freely, they must assume responsibility and any decision will have
an impact on themselves and others.
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In terms of artistic expression, Zhang skillfully utilizes techniques in his new works, such as
composition, lighting, and scene setting to create a dramatic and narrative visual effect. The
painting often presents a theatrical composition, with the portrait in the central area and curtains,
sometimes, appearing on one side of the frame, creating a stage effect. It is worth mentioning that
the curtain has frequently appeared in his previous works and has been often used to indicate
things or places with the meaning of dreams, to increase its mystery and ritual sense. This meaning
becomes subtle and difficult to detect in his new works. Zhang’' s obsession with using light and
shadow to create dramatic effects is undoubtedly influenced by Edward Hopper. He forms a
contrast between bright and dark through windows, lights, or other light sources, making the
images appear more realistic and vivid. Also, he creates authentic visual depth, enhancing the
spatial sense of the painting and allowing viewers to truly feel the volume and distance of the
objects in it. The light and shadow interlace with each other, highlighting the ambiance and feelings.
The soft light conveys comfort and hope, while the dark shadow represents depression and mystery.
The contrast on emotion makes the frame impressive and attractive. What is more, the posture,
attire, and surroundings of the figure suggest a certain suspense or story, which makes it necessary
to further interpret the events that are happening in the painting. This suggestive approach is
similar to the development of the plot and relationships between characters in films. It captures a
moment of stillness, presenting a sense of frozen time. Viewers could often imagine what the figure
in the painting is about to do or what is happening as if it were a dramatic moment in a movie.

In Zhang' s new paintings, it is worth noting that the “temperate surrealism” in previous years
becomes covert. Compared to the past, the scenes do not have absurd plots, nor do they draw
attention to uncommon landscapes. However, attentive viewers can still perceive subtle surreal
elements in some works, which can be attributed to a picture-in- picture structure. In certain
paintings, the structure is presented as the decoration of places, while in other paintings, it is
embedded in the in-picture reality as the image of art history. For instance, it becomes the setting
outside the window, which refers to Rene Magritte’ s works and will inevitably evoke viewers’
associations. Magritte created a unique and confusing frame with the technique of surrealism,
breaking through the limits between reality and fantasy. It is undoubted that Zhang has been
influenced by this kind of approach, but he did not depict the bizarre images and plot. Instead, for
information transmission, covert citation strategies are used to provoke viewers to think and
question the essence and authenticity of the real world.

As an unknown and mysterious power outside the field, the picture-in-picture structure contains
a particular charm. Whether it's an accidental discovery at a glance or a careful exploration
following the clues, the folding and concatenation of the spatial story always evoke contemplation.
Faced with Zhang' s works of this kind, the audience may not only imagine the location, time, and
events associated with the scene in front of them, but also be attracted by another space in the
painting, experiencing a different feeling brought by it, or showcasing an event related to the
original space, which is another unknown world.

By Wang Jiang
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I About Artist |

Zhang Yexing, born in Shenyang in 1981, graduated from the Central Academy of Fine Arts in 2008 and now lives and
works in Beijing. For a long, he has been committed to the personalized expression of psychological space and visual
narration and the study of painting language. Yet, in his recent practice, his works have reconstructed daily visual
memory, showing the environment and atmosphere of a private residence, and public space, as well as the state in
which people live. The artworks present a cinematic visual form, involving issues such as emotional relationships, life
aesthetics, and class interests. His important solo exhibitions include Glow with Time (Platform China, Beijing, 2023),
Curtain (Platform China, Beijing, 2020), Rework (Qiao Space and Antenna Space, Shanghai, 2019), ZHANG YEXING
(Bernier/Eliadas, Athens, 2017), Hunting in Dreamland (Platform China, Beijing, 2016), Destination (Platform China,
Beijing, 2013), etc. His recent group exhibitions include Nightfall, Starlight, Refrain (Guangdong Contemporary Art
Center, Guangzhou, 2023), Coordinate: The Evolution of Chinese Paintings Since 2000 (Shanxi Contemporary Art
Museum, Taiyuan, 2023), 15th Anniversary Special Exhibition (Platform China, Beijing, 2020), Pal(ate)/ette/ (Shanghai
Gallery of Art, Shanghai, 2019), Brushwork and True Feeling (Tang Contemporary Art, Bangkok, 2018), etc.

' About Critic |

Wang Jiang, an independent curator and art critic active in Beijing and Shanghai, graduated from the Central Academy
of Fine Arts and the Academy of Visual Arts Leipzig in Germany. From 2016 to 2023, he held over 80 exhibitions for
art institutions and independent projects, organizing numerous artistic practices across different generations and
types, spanning from the origins of the No Name Painting Association to the trend of the new generation. His
theoretical interests revolve around art sociology, mythology, and visual culture. From 2016 to 2018, he founded the
MoShang Experiment Space, and from 2019 to 2021, he served as a special curator for the Platform China
Contemporary Art Institute. Moreover, he was selected as the curator of 2020 by Hi Art Magazine and served as a
guest editor for The Exhibition of Annual of Contemporary Art of China 2021. He is also a guest author of Artnet, and

his research and writing direction involves various possibilities presented by “Chinese new painting”.

I' About Platform China 1

Platform China Contemporary Art Institute was established in 2005, our main space located at DO7 Main 2nd Street,
798 Art Zone, Beijing. Platform China deeply involved the production and distribution of contemporary art and culture,
dedicated to arts heritage and culture creation, facing generations of superior artists to explore and promote continuously,
received prestigious recognition in contemporary art industry as leading contemporary art institute.
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