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“Suspension and Struggle”—— on Bi Jianye's paintings (20230

By Wang Min'an

Bi Jianye's paintings seem to belong to the narrative genre. They are narratives full of tension
or struggle: struggles between people, between animals, between people and animals, and between
human—animal installations and another type of human—animal installation. Bi Jianye employs

various techniques on the canvas to showcase these struggles.

Bi Jianye painted a scene of a crowd in conflict, with several individuals naked and entangled
with each other. This is not a struggle between individuals, but a struggle of all against all.
These people are huddled together, with no background depicted in the image, only some
non—historical plants and a lake — in other words, people cannot distinguish the origin, history,
and background of the struggles, only the pure fact of the conflict. Bi Jianye painted a series
of similar scenes of conflict and entanglement: the poses of the figures remain the same, but
the bodies and backgrounds become increasingly blurred and abstracted. He even removes the
background altogether, then gradually erases the faces, leaving only the poses of the bodies.
Later on, even the poses become blurred, leaving only pure gestures, making it difficult to discern
whether they are human gestures, animal gestures, or object gestures. Eventually, even the gestures
are removed, leaving only undefined and blurry outlines entangled together, only the entanglement
and distortion itself, only the pure compression or struggle itself, only the competition of forces
itself. In the end, the image contains only intertwining, entangling, and twisted curves and color
blocks. They are filled with tension. This series of paintings is a repeated process of abstracting

competition.

This may be Bi Jianye's worldview: the world is a world of forces, a world of struggles between
forces. This struggle has no reason, no specific background, and it runs through all of human
history. This, of course, is nietzsche's discovery. Bi Jianye attempts to depict such a world
of competitive forces. If this series of paintings depicts abstracted confrontations of forces, then
his other more meaningful exploration is the concretization of the struggle of forces. In other words,

the struggle of forces has various forms of expression: not only between humans, but also between
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animals, and even between plants. The struggle and tearing of animals are also themes for Bi
Jianye. The animals here are all caught in a state of biting: larger animals may be bitten by
a pack of smaller animals; birds in the sky may be torn apart by animals on the ground; even
fictional animals in cartoons may bite each other. Even plants bite each other: he paints many
tangles of bananas, just like the entanglement between people. He depicts bananas as if they
were animals, like distorted snake—like creatures, with the posture of bananas resembling the
postures of people in conflict. The curvature of the bananas does not appear as a natural growth
curve but as a curved shape full of competitive force. The bananas also seem to feel the pain
of tearing and division of forces — they are peeled, experiencing pain as if subjected to violence.
This represents the generation of bananas from animals to humans, or conversely, the generation

of humans from animals to plants.

Moreover, Bi Jianye painted many ambiguous life forms that are both animal—like and human—Ilike,
or even plant—like. In other words, they are simultaneously animals, humans, and plants. They
are entangled together, wrapped into a ball, generating and breaking down boundaries. They are
all intertwined in a form filled with tension, sharing the common natural law of the struggle of
forces. These hybrid life forms are not expressed based on their appearance but are the expression

of forces, precisely because forces break through the boundaries between different types of life.

Not only does Bi Jianye affirm the competition of forces between living beings, but he also depicts
it in a very unique way. When he emphasizes the universality of competition, he highly abstracts
it: besides the vague faces and poses of the competitors, the background is sometimes a blurry
grassland and sky, and sometimes pure black or white. It is an eternal competition that transcends
history. However, most of the time, the competition is placed in a specific setting. Sometimes
these settings and characters are depicted very realistically: two serious men with clear clothing
but their faces covered by hats, with a tall man wearing glasses behind them, and a woman
in a floral dress sitting on the ground with one hand holding onto the man's leg. The scene is
very strange, but every detail is very specific. Furthermore, there are various floating fruits in
the scene: a half—cut pineapple hovers above the woman, while the other half is near the feet
of the man in a windbreaker; at the bottom right of the painting, there is a basket filled with
fruits, and above it float pears and apples—these peripheral fruits are arranged strangely in the
painting, with no factual or compositional connection to the characters. The arrangement of these
objects cannot depend on the overall nature of the painting, and people can completely ignore
them and only feel the hidden power struggle between the characters: the confrontation between

the men, the conquest of the woman by the men.

The organization of these various elements in the paintings is very bizarre, but they are painted
very realistically. This bizarre realism is the painting style of Bi Jianye. He depicts various strange
scenes: while animals are devouring each other, a car emits thick smoke and flies strangely in
the sky; a cat nibbles on another cat that is suspended in a tilted fruit basket; two men press
another man to the ground while a person in the distance leisurely paddles a small boat; in the
sky above the painting, there also seems to be other paintings related to the sky; a crescent
moon hangs in the black sky, but it does not illuminate the vague entanglement on the grassland;

a man and a woman fly awkwardly in the sky, silently echoing two flying birds; there is also
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a man with his arms open, trying to run away from the skull, evil green man, and a distant
church on the ground; the background after the competition between bananas is a hazy city
skyscraper, as if those sharp skyscrapers and curved bananas are two sides of the competition,
whether they are referring to each other or contrasting each other is unknown. The composition

and arrangement of all these scenes are bewildering.

These are some special painting configurations, and some of Bi Jianye's configurations and
elements may be hidden responses to past classic artworks—these responses are too indirect for
us to clearly determine. However, even if these responses exist, they are only for the convenience
of his painting arrangement and the depiction of familiar elements, and are not a use of these
classic elements to express artistic respect for history, let alone the semantics of these elements.
Regardless of the elements and the use of surreal composition, these paintings still aim to express
the ubiquitous struggle of power: they can compete at any moment, in any space, in any setting,
which is the reality and surreal state; this struggle is cruel, terrifying, and nightmarish, but because
of these strange and incomprehensible surreal arrangements, this struggle is also ridiculous,
exaggerated, and absurd. This is the display of eternal struggle, and at the same time, it is
also a mockery of this eternal struggle. As aresult, these paintings are always filled with laughter .
On one hand, there is cruel struggle, and on the other hand, there is reckless mockery. This
is the bizarre effect of these strange paintings. In order to enhance this effect, in addition to
the surreal scene arrangement, the paintings also focus on special proportional configurations, and
the elements in the painting have a distorted and exaggerated proportional effect and structural
relationship: some elements are huge, while others are tiny; some elements exist prominently,
while others hide in the margins; some elements are exaggeratedly deformed, while others are
realistically depicted; some elements exist in the way of dreams, while others exist in reality;
some elements adhere to the principle of gravity, while others defy it—no matter how distorted
their proportional and structural relationships are, they all coexist in one painting. This makes
these paintings have a strong sense of disharmony, and one can also say, a strong sense of disorder.
This is the disorder of the painting, but also the disorder of the mind; it is the disorder of structure,
but also the disorder of perception; it is the disorder of abstract violence, but also the disorder
of concrete reality; it is the disorder of the world, but also the disorder of the individual. Facing
the disorder of the painting, people also face the disorder of their own lives.

However, in his latest work “Shining Fangs,” surrealism and chaos seem to be overcome. The
enormous canvas shows a realistic scene, where humans and dogs are orderly and there are no
strange others floating in some corner of the painting. Unlike the previous floating elements without
foundation or land, here, both humans and dogs are grounded. In this snowy landscape, surrounded
by trees and sky, a unified and tangible background is formed. This is a complete state of reality,
a complete state of nature, both in geographical and social sense — there are no traces of human
intervention or artificial environment. In this natural state, what can we see? Men walking their
dogs, but without communication; dogs interacting with other dogs. On an open northern land,
each man has his own dog — shining fangs. They seem immersed in their own worlds, unrelated
to each other, but also on the verge of revealing their shining fangs at any moment. They appear
calm, as if nothing is happening, but also as if an event is about to occur. It seems like no

one feels nervous, but everyone seems tense. It appears as if no one harbors ill intentions, but
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also no one feels goodwill. Everyone seems relaxed, but also prepared — in this calm, peaceful
moment, in this quiet and orderly scene, everyone could perceive each other as enemies. This
is a brief shock of competition, a peaceful moment of battle, this is hobbes' state of nature:
a state on the brink. If Bi Jianye's previous paintings attempted to depict the process of battle,
then this “Shining Fangs” portrays the preparation for battle. This applies to humans and to those
dogs as well. Perhaps, today's reality is either to fight or to be constantly prepared for battle.
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