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INTRODUCTION

THE TWO WORLDS OF ZHAO DALU

By Carrillo Gantner AC

Like other Chinese born artists in this country,
Zhao Dalu is an artist caught between two
worlds - China and Australia. He was a
classmate of my wife Ziyin at the Beijing Film
Academy (BFA) in the late 1970s straight after
the Cultural Revolution, though he was in

the designer program and she in the director
program. In September 1979, along with Ai
Weiwei, Dalu was a member of the select
group of freelance artists who participated

in the famous first exhibition of avant garde

in China, The Stars Art Exhibition in Beijing,
which came to be regarded as a milestone in
the development of China’s contemporary art.

After graduation from BFA, Dalu worked
briefly as a production designer in China
Central Television and subsequently became
Professor of Painting at Beijing Capital Normal
University until he moved to Australia in the
late 1990s. He became a master of portraiture
and figurative works which brought him

wide admiration.

| first met Dalu in Melbourne in October 2008
just before he returned to live in Beijing. His
Melbourne studio was full of superb canvases
including portraits of Stephen Fitzgerald,

our first Australian Ambassador to China
after Gough Whitlam established diplomatic
relations with the People’s Republic of China
in 1972 (this work is now in the collection of
the National Portrait Gallery in Canberra) and
another of John Clark, long term Director

of The National Institute of Dramatic Art

in Sydney (now in the collection of the
University of Tasmania from whence John
hailed). Each of these fine portraits had won
the Peoples’ Choice Award in the Archibald
Prize, though not the major award.

In the years that followed, we met Dalu

and his photographer wife Xiao Xi in Beijing
on many occasions, usually in his studio at the
rear of Ai Weiwei’s house. During this period,
he exhibited several major series of work
including a very successful exhibition called
Reading Memory at the China National Gallery
which captured the emotional but fading
memories of life as a young man on

an agricultural commune during the

Cultural Revolution.

DaLu now lives again in Australia, just outside
of Melbourne. His home is full of his art, on
canvas and on the walls as trompe d’oeil,
and he has laboured hard with his hands

and his eye to create a beautiful garden. Like
early English migrants to this country who
were never satisfied to be here and yet never
satisfied when they went back “home” (read
The Fortunes of Richard Mahony by Henry
Handel Richardson), Dalu is disconnected
from his roots and caught between two
different worlds, unable to find complete
satisfaction in either.

As a wonderfully skilled and versatile painter,
now living in the dry Australian countryside,
Dalu is currently painting imagined memories
of China, a dream world of longing for a place
he never really inhabited, a world of Chinese
temples, pine trees and lush green bamboo,
sometimes filled with colourful imagined
birds. Perhaps Dalu’s most ‘real’ work are

still his portraits, whether of leading Chinese
cultural figures or sometimes Australians,
and especially of his wife Xiao Xi for whom
he paints a different portrait every year in
whatever location they find themselves.

Dalu painted a superb wintry portrait of me
which is both fiendishly accurate and utterly
imagined. | love it.
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ABOUT THE ARTIST

Zhao Dalu is a Beijing-born contemporary
artist. He studied fine arts at Beijing Film
Academy in 1978 and was in the first
exhibition of the famous Stars Art Group in
Beijing. By the mid-1990s he was included

in the Who’s Who of Chinese Artists. He

had taught fine arts at the Capital Normal
University in Beijing for many years. He
studied oil painting in Italy and is known

for his unigue integration of the traditional
Western oil painting techniques into his
Chinese rural landscapes. Zhao Dalu moved to
Australia in 2001 and is now Melbourne based.

During the 1990s, he held multiple solo
exhibitions in Rome, Beijing and Singapore. In
2001 he was invited by Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAO)

as the only representative of Asian-Pacific
artist to participate in the first L'uomo per

la terra (Men for Earth) art exhibition at
FAQO’s headquarters in Rome. Since 2003 he
has held several solo exhibitions in Sydney,
Shenzhen and Beijing. In 2003 he won the
Archibald Prize People’s Choice award for
his portrait Lao Fei, Dr Stephen FitzGerald,
the first Australia’s ambassador to China. In
2004 he was a finalist of the Archibald Prize
for his portrait Stage Life - John Clark. In the
same year, his portrait Art Student was a
finalist in the Doug Moran National Portrait
Prize. His latest portrait Days of Sunshine was
nominated for the National Portrait Gallery
Darling Portrait Prize in 2020. His works have
been collected by the National Art Museum
of China, the He Xiangning Art Museum, the
National Portrait Gallery of Australia and the
Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern
Art, Australia.
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ARTIST STATEMENT

Art creation is my lifestyle. It is not a career

or means of making a living, but a pursuit

of freedom in life and free spirit. Art is like a
soulmate to me. | have in-depth dialogues with
art and art brings me the utmost joy in life.

Gongbi techniques with western contouring
to make the background seemingly empty so
as to highlight the central subject. | often use
inscriptions and stamps to give my paintings
a feel of being traditional and contemporary

at the same time.
In 2020, too many lives have been taken
away by COVID-19. The world is filled
with uncertainties and human lives are so
insignificant and fragile. This has made me
re-think about the meaning of life and how
we should treat lives. Artists’ thoughts and
artworks should reflect human concerns.
So | created the 12 Chinese zodiac animals
wearing different styles of masks. In this
series, | have combined my concern for life
with my love for drawing.

This exhibition also includes paintings that

| have created in recent years featuring
Buddhism. Buddhism has had an essential
and significant impact on the development
of culture, education and philosophy in Asia.
| am always intrigued by how people view

a traditional religion from a contemporary
perspective

Viewers may be familiar with Chinese
landscape paintings with flowers, birds and
characters in them. But in my landscape
paintings, | used oil painting materials to
create an effect of Chinese-style ink wash
painting. | also combined the delicate Chinese
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WORDS FROM Al WEIWEI

B S RSP

This is a message from me for Zhao Dalu solo
exhibition. | have known Zhao Dalu for over 45
years. | started my art career with him. | see
him as a teacher in terms of his skills and his
love for art. | really admire his long-standing
devotion to his practice, his honesty, sincerity
and his great humour. Of course his skill is
superb. Today, not so many people still have
that kind of sincerity and understanding of
how our brain controls hands to create a great
image on canvas or a piece of paper. | have
seen the 12 drawings of the Chinese zodiacs,
which are fantastic. You don’t see that kind of
drawing style and that kind of humour that

XRKREFE

often. So the world has become a much more
impatient, rougher and quick-grabbing place,
rather than to put your hands, your heart

and your mind really smoothly, deeply into
drawings or paintings. | am very proud of Zhao
Dalu’s work. | always think he does what he is
doing the best.
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A NOTE OF APPRECIATION

By Stephen FitzGerald AO

When Zhao Dalu sat down in my garden

in February 2003 to begin sketching for a
portrait, it was the first time we had met.

He had only arrived in Australia in 2001, and
sought an introduction. As is appropriate

in a Chinese cultural context, he had used

a go-between (H1E] A). Of course. There
were two, actually. Dalu had asked Sun Y4,
Conservator of Chinese Art at the Art Gallery
of New South Wales, who in turn asked my
friend and colleague at the Asia-Australia
Institute at UNSW, Luhua Tang, and both were
enthusiastic. They liked the idea of a Chinese
artist who had adopted Australia as his home,
painting an Australian scholar and diplomat
who had adopted China as his profession, the
idea suggesting as it did a certain resonance,
a kind of metaphor for the interpersonal and
cultural intertwining that had grown between
Australia and China.

As Dalu sketched, we chatted about his life
and the development of his style of painting,
and he related how he became an artist in
China and how he had spent time in Italy,
learning the painting techniques and drawing
skills of the great Italian portraitists, which
had informed his work ever since. He reflected
ruefully that he thought this aspect of his

art was under-appreciated in the Australia

of the time, where the wave of painters who
had moved to Australia from China in the late
1980s and the 90s, whose art was mainly of a
different kind, had achieved much acclaim.

Dalu’s reflection was soon happily
confounded by the portrait of which | was the
subject. It was accepted for the Archibald,
winning the vote in the People’s Prize in both
Sydney and Melbourne, and acquired by

the National Portrait Gallery in Canberra. At
the Archibald, listening to the comments of
people as they came past Dalu’s entry, what
impressed them was precisely that very fine

drawing technique he had studied in Italy. So,
as it turned out, the Italian connection actually
served him well.

Now, there is a fascinating Italian connection
in his most recent exhibition, Birthmark,
shown online by the Vermilion art gallery

in Walsh Bay in March this year. It is based
on 12 bronze fountainheads in the shape of
the Chinese zodiac animals, that were part
of a water clock fountain in the Yuanming
Yuan or Old Summer Palace in Beijing, where
the bronze heads would spout water to tell
the time. Looted by Western powers in the
Second Opium War in 1860, these figures
were in fact the work of an Italian Jesuit,
Giuseppe Castiglione, who went by the
Chinese nameBR 2, and who became a
court painter to three Chinese emperors.

In Dalu’s zodiac paintings, each of these heads
is wearing a face mask, a whimsical take on
the current pandemic, behind which there is

a much deeper allegory. This is the muzzling
of truths that are uncomfortable or unwanted
to establishment points of view. These are

not explicit in the paintings, but they might
suggest, for example, the truth that the creator
of these precious ‘Chinese’ fountainheads

was not Chinese at all but Italian, or the truth
that the West in nineteenth century China

was imperialist and colonial and wantonly
looted China’s treasures, or the truth of the
suppression of independent and critical voices
in today’s People’s Republic of China, or the
true but often denied wellsprings and current
instigators of racist stigmatising of ethnic
Chinese in contemporary Australia.
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Castiglione’s painting style was a fusion of
European and Chinese traditions, just as Dalu’s
own painting is infused by both, and there’s
an appealing universality to this cultural
affinity - an Italian artist who became Chinese,
and after nearly two centuries inspiring,

and resurrected by, a Chinese artist deeply
influenced by Italian art and pursuing his art

in Australia. Neither artist culturally confined,
both artistically cosmopolitan.

Afterword:

Standing at the back of the viewers at the
Archibald in 2003 as they passed by the
portrait, | overheard a group exclaiming in
Chinese “Do you really think his nose is that
big!”, and one turned and saw me standing
there and nudged her companions. And they

fled, giggling and pointing and guffawing,
into the crowd.

| have recorded elsewhere another anecdote
from that time. When asked about the
portrait by the press, Dalu answered:

“He has a very interesting face and a special
nose”. Now, big or ‘high’ noses (5 £F) being
a historic Chinese caricature of Westerners,
friends reacted to Dalu’s remark with great
hilarity. One even said my nose had achieved
recognition as a beacon in Australia-China
relations.

I’'m happy to acknowledge that.

Thank you Dalu.
March 2021



WORDS FROM JOHN CLARK AM

| was hung in the NSW Art Gallery in 2007.

A remarkable painting entitled Life on Stage
by Zhao Dalu was a finalist that year for

the Archibald Prize. The portrait was an
exceptionally large and minutely detailed
head that seemed or be sharing a private joke
with the viewer as if to say “I tricked you that
time.” I still look at that portrait with a sense
of wonder and think “This is a much more
interesting person than me”.

A good portrait is like a good performance
in a play or a film. There are good actors
whose stage technigue never fails to produce

Stage Life-John Clark
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oil on canvas o [ HE]
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a good result, but the finest actors have the
ability to create a living and breathing human
being, who draws the audience into the life

of the play, no matter what the style of the
production is. So it is with the best portraiture.

The viewer is confronted by a real human
being whose thoughts and feeling become
more fascinating the longer we allow the
work to cast its spell. Zhao Dalu is this kind
of exceptional talent whose work demands
an important place in this exhibition at the
Australia-China Institute for Arts and Culture
at Western Sydney University.

-



12 Chinese Zodiac Animals (+—=4%¥)

2020
pencil on paper §E RIS
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The 12 zodiac animals represent the human
world and every individual life, The head
images are drawn with reference to the
historical bronze sculptures in the Old
Summer Palace in Beijing, which were
destroyed during the Second Opium War
in 1860. Face masks have a poignant
contermporary reference to this global
pandemic. The 12 zodiac animals also
represents the Chinese 12-cycle concept of
time. Apart from 12 months a year, in
ancient China, people divided a day into
twelve sections. So the number 12 also
connects  time, space, culture and
memories.
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The Prajna
Paramita Heart
Sutra (IL\&2 )

The Prajna Paramita Heart
Sutra is regarded as a
comprehensive version of
Buddhist scriptures.
Understanding The Prajna
Paramita Heart Sutra is the first
step in understanding Buddhist
scriptures. The Buddha
portrayed in the painting is
Sariputra.
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Great Compassion
Mantra {XiE5L)

The Great Compassion Mantra
contains the sayings of
Guanyin Bodhisattva, seeking a
good ending of everything..
The Buddha portrayed in the
painting is Guanyin
Bodhisattva.
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Paradise (F&E)

Birds are a part of the living world. Birds are closer to heaven. Using oil
painting for traditional Chinese landscape painting is to express the difference
between the westemn landscape style and subtlety of Chinese landscape
painting.
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