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        Born in Beijing in 1952 and raised there, Zhang Wei learned art on his own and by painting with the Wu Ming 

(Nameless) circle of oil painters in the 1970s, along with Ma Kelu. In 1986, he visited New York to exhibit some of 

his work; he ended up staying and has not returned since. He says for many years in New York he felt disoriented 

and unsure about artistic goals. He has traveled throughout the United States but found it uninspiring--people driving 

around in cars, completely detached from their environment. New York attracts him primarily for the art market, 

which provides a living; otherwise he finds the city too full of anger and violence, and the mayor's recent restrictions 

on artists reminiscent of oppression suffered in China. He currently lives and works on Staten Island.  
        Since settling in New York, Zhang has painted primarily large abstract oil pictures with stylistic and 

ideological affinities to various kinds of Western abstraction and Chinese ink painting. The four modest 

pictures exhibited here are part of a new and quite different  series that is overtly nostalgic. Each painting 

is two feet square and depicts a site in China where Zhang painted with the Nameless some twenty years 

ago. A few compositions are related to earlier paintings, but most are mere impressions of memories of the 

various forests, mountains, seacoasts, and villages that the group frequented. Why all of a sudden, I 

asked, did he begin such retrospective imagery in 1998 in New York City? Because, he replied straight-

forwardly, that period was the best time of his life, a time when a group of impoverished outcasts from a 

severely oppressed society all painted together with freedom and camaraderie. 
       The highly refined technique of these works helps bring out this double sense of alienation and lost 

community. A fine plywood support is lightly coated with gesso and then sanded to create a glowing, 

transparent veil over the exposed wood grains, and effect lost in photographs. Zhang then brushes on 

thinned oil paint approaching the look of watercolor. The exposed, irregular edges of paint and the 

indistinct forms create the effect of a floating, shimmering mirage, a dreamy impression of a distant, 

vaguely remembered sensation. Individual gesture is toned down, heightening the sense of 

remoteness.The series seems shot through with nostalgia, a retrospective revery whose postmodern 

disjunction is figured in the pronounced flatness of the images, the diagrammatic repetition of the square, 

and the delicate refinement of the otherwise earthy wood bases. 
        It is possible to imagine each of these paintings to be a fresh, new image, spontaneously painted to record 

a moment of contemporary experience; the golden bunches of foliage hovering about trees in Fall seem alive 

and timeless, as does the whistling of cold shadowy woods in Wind or the misty saturation of the air in Rain. 

Even Beihai seems but a casual fragment of an anonymous landscape, so long as one disregards the site. But 

fabricated so retrospectively in a studio in New York, these supposedly pure records of supposedly universal 

nature become decidedly unnatural. 
Ironic echoes of Zhang's youth in China, they indicate how deeply our ideas of nature are culturally mediated, 

how thoroughly the sensations we take to be pure are entwined with memories of social experiences. For Zhang 

surely remembers when, where, and with whom he had these experiences, and it is precisely that social 

experience that is now forever foreclosed. Beihai produces the sharpest sense of disjunction; one of Beijing's 

most famous parks, it was the site of countless painting excursions by the Nameless, a park that emblematized 

for them the freedom they eked out on the internal margins of Beijing, a gorgeous courtly garden now grossly 

colonized by Kentucky Fried Chicken. 


