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Cultural Coordinates of a Myth Promoter

Written by Song Zhenxi

Our inertial preference decides that people are used to evaluating an artist’'s talent and
standard by his or her creativity.

Nevertheless,during the period of art development, if you want to present your creativity
more "material" and convince scholars of it, you have to challenge the so-called "tradition".

Painting is regarded as a "traditional" form of art. Nowadays it can hardly motivate people’s
severe aspiration towards creativity, as well as satisfy them in perceiving various experience.
To an artist, it really sounds a little crazy to stick to challenging the "tradition" as a part of the
tradition. However, since one has chosen this creating path, there must exists possibility
inside.

Most of the people who have appreciated Gong Xu’s works will agree me with my
description towards his crazy above. In contrast to those artists who take an easy way and
avoid the historicality of painting, he seems some kind of brave and persistent. From
graduation to today’s exhibition, Gong Xu has a quite clear painting path. This should be
attributed to his accurate understanding of painting and long-term aspiration to art. If we
analyze along all the works he has created, they emphasize on the deconstruction and
transformation of text, whose object is the narrative of traditional cultural classics home and
abroad. Here we see how an artist with great ambition subconsciously presents the cultural
identity and situation of the generation growing under the contradiction and conflict of
Chinese and Western culture. Most often, his painting narrative emphasizes materialized
cultural symbols. They are deconstructed, transformed and integrated together, thus forming
a picture with stronger sense of cultural explosion. Those Greek myths, Shan Hai Jing, West
Lake legends, Japanese animations, Meiji Restoration culture, are all integrated in his works.
Just from the Chinese Zodiac Series in the exhibition, we can see that any created pattern
has its origin of cultural development, as well as imagination and creation based on this. This
kind of recombination and imagination in narrative makes the picture directly face the textual
cultural heritage, at the same time build the cultural coordinates on the reverse derivation
from myth. It reminds us that, if the existence of evolution is the argumental result of the
legitimacy of science, the changing times should give those seemingly everlasting myths and
fables a chance to evolve. Texts in any knowledge hierarchy will glow with their charm again
along with the extension of history, so artists need to carry the contemporary problems by
personal experience and perception, in order to revitalize the traditional texts. On this point,
Gong Xu'’s persistence shows us a good practical path.

It is not enough to judge the richness of Gong Xu’s artistic creation only in aspects of
seeking transformation of tradition and integration of Chinese and Western culture from
texts. Based on our study on painting language, it won’t be hard to find that he is on the way
of changing "history" and developing "Chinese-Western culture" on painting itself. From
Broken Tower Series, Demolition Company Series on early stage, to Birdman Series, Master
of Integrity Series, then to today’s Chinese Zodiac Series, we can see his respect and study
on the experience of traditional painting as an artist in presenting painting language. Here is



the modelling of Ancient Greek sculpture, the formal language of painting in the
Renaissance, the way of painting landscape of Chinese Literati paintings, the sense of
formulation of Japanese Ukiyo-e, the Chinese method of drawing figures and so on. Those
are not an excellent painter‘s hollow showing off his painting skill and language, but a salute
towards the traditional painting language after his transformation of the traditional text’s
narrative structure. It also objectively and actually shows an artist who takes strong control of
his painting ability, in the meantime erases the distance between us and traditional painting
language. Maybe this is some kind of meaning for painting nowadays. What we need is not
stiff technique imitation, but many a time, painters should help us find how to store traditional
skills into the "society bank" of contemporary culture. During this process, some innovative
techniques with comprehensive materials also take part in the transformation of traditional
painting skills, and shows the creative facet unbounded by tradition. On this level, Gong Xu
gradually establishes his artistic coordinates clearly.

Attitude towards tradition from text or painting itself is just a base to understand the painting
features of Gong Xu. In 2015, Gong Xu attended curator Mrs. Fu Xiaodong’s "Origin of
Post-Tradition" exhibition in UCCA, which combed the historical situations of his works quite
clearly. In my opinion, as an after-80s artist "originating" from the boundary of erasing age,
when cultural identity continues to erase difference, Gong Xu holds his own artistic
aspirations. This socalled cultural identity, is a high recognition of popular culture from a
certain angle of appearance. On one hand, many artists of the after 80s generation can’t
resist the consumption culture behind the popular culture’s governance, on the other hand, it
is difficult to erase deep memories of cultural tradition themselves. Cultural contradictions of
one generation will burst out in different forms at all levels of society. Artistic creation is one
of these aspects. Artists who use popular symbol and fashion pattern for art abound,
nevertheless, few of them can maintain the balance of traditional culture and popular symbol
well. From some point of view, "post-traditional" is a reactivation of "real-time culture" to
traditional culture. How to turn the "tombstoned" traditional culture into modern people's
"souvenir" type of context, this problem indeed provides Gong Xu with new coordinates for
his creation. He always thinks that, in the traditional historical texts, myths and language, or
legends and biographies, all of these once existed in a popular style at a special moment in
history. Based on this understanding, every long-lasting image can be recombined and
assimilated in the same symbol vein, and without historical shackles, we can find a good
way to inherit tradition and link the contemporary age.

The game rules of consumption age often suppress the combers who respect traditional
cultural development. For Gong Xu, who maintains tradition and plays with the secular
popular culture at the same time, he must rely on the rules of age to enlarge the influence of
traditional culture. In such kind of artistic creation, Gong Xu’s works bring us two strategies.
One is the cross-border of form. In this exhibition, we can see how a so-called traditional
painter cooperates with fashion clothing brands, and he interprets how those fashion
symbols called "myth" associate with his own painting language in an interdisciplinary
manner. Meanwhile, as for the symbols and patterns refined from his paintings, how to
become a "souvenir" sculpture, making the elements of art works transform their forms and
contexts to step into public life; how to evolve from Lucky Cat to Lucky Tiger, giving the new
generation its own popular symbol: this symbol is born in traditional fields. Gong Xu believes
his works are perfect ferryman, and they will deal with the experience barrier of traditional
culture more smoothly and stereoscopically under the contemporary popular culture. More



like a preacher rather than a promoter, Gong Xu changes his creating fields, means and
methods, chooses a more effective way to fill the contemporary cultural behaviors with
absence of belief, and discover culture belonging for more people. The second is selecting a
mode of created content, by contradictory events with destruction and impact. In his works,
fighting, conflict and violence may have already become a general "standard configuration."
Visual impact brings viewers powerful perceptual experience consequently. On one hand, it
is the dominant appearance behind the so-called cultural conflict mentioned previously, and
on the other hand, this is probably more like the expression of a generation’s shift of
ideology. Compared to the artists rising after 1989, the after-80s artists maybe lack some
strong ideological aspirations. And such circumvention brings the artists’ release of some
patterns and themes. Gong Xu is the representative of this generation, whose themes of
works are highly recognized and focused by young people under the circumstance of this
age. Not only are we curious and awkward about the so-called "heavy flavor", but also we
express respect and appreciation to traditional culture for Gong Xu’s works.

Recently, | often read some study books discussing how we can remember our youth.
Suddenly it occurs to me that, in this social mechanism of improving operation cycle and
efficiency, the historicality of individual has been crushed and peeled. From our experience,
it is difficult to find a belonging to personal cultural experience within a reasonable period.
Thus, in this age, what we need more is to establish corresponding cultural coordinates for
giving everyone a reference to his cultural identity. Gong Xu'’s art works are so-called cultural
coordinates established after transforming and promoting traditional culture. It finds the
contemporary legitimacy of culture development, that is regaining to give out the "in"
narrative behind the "local" culture development. After finding this, when we appreciate his
works, we will always find some kind of familiar cultural memory and the sense of security of
culture. From another perspective, Gong Xu's works remind the case study field of
contemporary artists. When the academia always circumvents the so-called old topic of
traditional and modern, eastern and western, Gong Xu'’s artistic cases will give the scholars
a steady foothold, which could inform them how to rely on this "practical example" to work
out some problems under a so-called vague topic. In academic research of art, a well-known
issue will be suspended and avoided because too many people are studying on it. That is
why we often lose the chance to prove the survival way of this age. In contrast to artists like
Gong Xu, we scholars with profound knowledge and experience should establish a clear
cultural coordinate, in order to illuminate the current chaotic and blurred artistic
phenomenon.



