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By Ian Findlay

Theater 
Of 

Dreams
During the past two decades, Lu Peng 

has become a most singular voice in 

Chinese contemporary art. His lively 

art encompasses a rich narrative of 

traditions and life’s timeless individual 

and collective rituals.

The political and social iconography of contemporary 
Chinese art has changed radically since the late 1970s. 
Long gone are the images of strapping workers, peasants, 
and soldiers striding forth into the dazzling promise of 
a great proletarian future. Long gone, too, are hyper-

real images of Mao Zedong, with his disconcerting smirk, gazing 
out at his fading dream, yet still determined. Today references to 
these past protagonists are more often than not wholly sarcastic 
in nature or cloyingly sentimental or disturbingly sycophantic in 
the manner of dreamers. The past is a reverie of a safe and certain 
country where memory alters to suit, where childhood is recalled 
as a surreal dream, eternally happy. We know inherently that this 
image is false, yet, many people long for this country when they 
are overwhelmed by ruthless consumerist realities and the loss of 
their identity. The generation that harbors such memories or dreams, 
however, is older, slowly being consumed by progress’s artifi ce.

The new iconography has its roots in the upheavals of the 
physical, psychological, and emotional realities of China of the past 
two decades. Such things have been determined by the vast urban 
changes and rapid modernization that have transformed the face of 
a society as no other has ever been. In China society’s old physi-
cal markers are being swept away faster than the blink of an eye. 
Profound traditions that once united people are no longer recalled. 
While the past is now opaque, the present and the future are daz-
zling and delightfully seductive. Wherever one looks, today China 
and the West are gradually becoming as one in everything from 
fashion and food to architecture and cars to cinema and leisure, 
as well as corruption and greed. Yet, while artists may be cultural 
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Lu Peng, Leaving The Garden of Dreams #11, 2008, acrylic on canvas, 145 x 170 cm. Image: Courtesy of the Artist and Mulan Gallery, Singapore.
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suggests the harsh world of uncertainty. 
All artists mine their childhood and 

youth for inspiration and visual materials 
and narratives. And so it is with Lu Peng 
in his wide range of paintings, drawings, 
and etchings, which, although he makes 
them appear easily and exuberantly spon-
taneous, are thought out carefully so as to 
capture the social and cultural details, the 
characters, the colors, and the rhythms 
that will later appear in his various series. 

Being with Lu Peng in his incred-
ibly tidy studio in Beijing, as he 
speaks about his methodology 
and the source of some of his 
ideas, I am pleasantly surprised 

by the range of drawings and sketches he 
shows me. The content of these works 
speaks to past and present, to history and 
tradition. And they are not only instructive 
of Lu’s work methods but are also reveal-
ing of the artist himself, who has a Ph.D 
in Chinese art history;1 for in contrast to 
the wild abandon of his fi nished art there 
is an order about their arrangement that 
refl ects not only his own essence but also 
his thoughtful, scholarly character. 

While sifting through his sketches, 
which he keeps in large drawers, he reveals 
another important part of his thinking, “It 
is often not the expression of the painting 
that is so important but the spirit of the 
work. I sketch a lot, which helps me to 
capture the spirit of a work. These sketches 
are a little like diaries for me.”2 Etchings 
such as Empty City (2011) give some idea of 

his careful preparation and how he works 
out his complex narratives.

The profound social, educational, 
and political experiences from his early 
periods inform Lu Peng’s art on a deeply 
emotional level that is more objective of so-
ciety’s travails and concerns than it is sub-
jective: this is a remarkable achievement 
given the turbulent and rancorous nature 
of the society in which he was raised and 
as it has gradually changed into a market 
economy. There is never any truly overt 

sense of bitterness or even anger in Lu’s 
intelligent and keenly observed narratives. 

The pattern of China’s post-1989 
social, cultural, and political development 
has also meant that a great deal of his work 
has a fragmented narrative quality to it that 
gives a unique edginess to his observations 
about society and history. At the same 
time, a discerning interest in Chinese cul-
tural traditions, literati painting, religions, 
symbolism, the erotic, history, travels in 
Europe and the United States as well as 

Lu Peng, Empty City, 2011, etching, 34 x 46 cm. Edition of 17. Image: Courtesy of the Artist.

Lu Peng, Untitled, 2009, Chinese color on paper, 60 x 104 cm. Image: Courtesy of the Artist.
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Lu Peng, Watching Play #8, 2008, acrylic on canvas, 130 x 130 cm. Image: Courtesy of the Artist and 
Mulan Gallery.

prophets of sorts, emotional seers who 
bring comfort and assurance, they are also 
recorders of the moment who understand 
that the changes, to which they are wit-
nesses, will become history. Lu Peng is 
one such artist.

Lu Peng’s life straddles two of the 
most interesting periods of recent 
Chinese cultural and political his-
tory. The fi rst, as a child, is the 
Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) 

in Beijing where he was born in 1967; the 
second is as a member of the post-1989 
generation whose artists have changed the 
face of Chinese art and culture in ways that 
were unimaginable even among the most 
far-sighted of the Stars Group of artists and 
sculptors of the late 1970s and early 1980s. 

The fi rst period was one of in-
tense totalitarian pressure from both State 
authorities and the Communist Party as 
well as the highly politicized civil society 
of the time. It was also an era of intense 
alienation and political suspicion as well 
as acute paranoia, which hobbled all true 
development in art and culture as well 
as industry and civil society. The system 
of distrust broke the spirit of many art-
ists—in all the arts—who, while able to 
observe society honestly and to speak of 
their reality and feelings in private, were 
unable to portray these in their work for 

fear of imprisonment and persecution. In 
their pessimism and despair many com-
mitted suicide rather than face constantly 

dehumanizing and humiliating self-criti-
cism and violent class struggle sessions. 

The second period, with its turbu-
lent beginnings post-1989, has witnessed 
the breaking of all creative boundaries 
far beyond anyone’s wild imaginings, 
creating a sense of freedom in the artistic 
community that has been diffi cult to con-
tain. Although even now there are times 
when artistic censorship and controls are 
momentarily applied to remind people 
who is really the boss when it comes to 
freedom. Yet, whatever the struggles and 
missteps, this period has produced artists 
of immense critical skill and artistic vision, 
so much so that Chinese society, since 
the late 1990s, must be one of the most 
scrutinized by its artists in the world. It is 
easy for many people to forget just how 
restrictive the Chinese State and its cultural 
authorities were barely three decades ago 
when, for example, intimacy with foreign-
ers quickly drew the ire of the all-pervasive 
public security apparatus. 

For today’s generation of artists 
it is the chaos and abundance of change 
and the insidious mania of consumer-
ism, not the Communist Party, that is to 
be attacked and broadcast. In this brave 
new world one’s identity is taken over or 
subsumed into a brand name or two and 
the soullessness of anonymous sex that 
passes for love diminishes the spirit. This 
is very clear in Lu’s works Watching Play 
#8 (2008) and Untitled (2009). Behind 
the rhetoric of the debauched partygoer 
and the seduction of moody colors Lu 

Lu Peng, Leaving the Garden of Dreams, 2008, acrylic on canvas, 145 x 170 cm. Image: Courtesy 
of the Artist and Mulan Gallery.
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Lu Peng, Untitled #3, 2010, Chinese color on paper, 53 x 66 cm. Image: Courtesy of the Artist and Mulan Gallery.

Xiaochun are anonymous and mechanical. 
The most dramatic expression of this is in 
Miao’s Last Judgment in Cyberspace (2006), 
which is an appropriation of Michelangelo’s 
Sistine Chapel fresco.

“My early work from 1991 and 1992 
was fi gurative and was heavily infl uenced 
by Michelangelo’s body structures,” says Lu 
Peng. “There are certain religious elements 
to it as I was interested in the Renaissance 
at the time. But this broadened as in 1996 
I began to look at Tibetan thangka paint-
ings. Thangka painting interested me 
because of the colors. I became interested 
in  blue, red, and green and the motifs of 
this style of painting, which I have used in 
my work. Although I am not a Buddhist, 
the art of Buddhism and Christianity are 
very important for me in their color, line, 
and characters.” 

The wonderful narrative energy, 
color, physical power, and 
eroticism that permeate Lu Peng’s 
art is recalled in the commanding 
early paintings by Liu Dahong. 

But it is the beautiful and dramatic works 

The art of Lu Peng is of the theater,  
of the opera masters, and the theater of 
the scholar as much as it is of vaudeville 
and the nightclub. This is what one sees 
in works such as Leaving The Garden of 
Dreams (2008) and Untitled #3 (2010). 
The great Filipino painter Onib Olmedo 
(1936–1996) would be at home in Lu Peng’s 
world. While Olmedo’s art, on the surface, 
was about the vibrant and sensual world of 
nightclub life and musicians, behind that 
surface it was a unique journey into the 
human condition. This is also the case in 
Lu Peng’s art. He emphasizes the broad 
theatrical elements of his society and how 
people move within that society and what 
symbols have survived for their reference. 
In the past two decades, such rapid change 
in urban society and the speed with 
which people have abandoned tradition, 
history, morality, and accepted norms 
and roles have presented extraordinary 
opportunities for artists to make art that 
speaks to their time more acutely than at 
any other time in China’s history. There 
is just so much more information and so 
many opportunities to see the original art 

by Wei Dong and Liang Changsheng, two 
other important artists of his generation 
with whom he has long been friends, that 
more closely resemble Lu’s spirit. While in 
Wei’s work there is raw, intense imagery 
that suggests a society in the process of 
devouring itself, and in Liang’s painting 
there is the cruel power of the surreal, the 
absurd, and the monstrous, in Lu’s art there 
is less aggression and, at fi rst glance, a 
less frightening and confrontational vision.

Lu is clearly interested in the 
richness of the symbols of his traditional 
culture and the immediate turbulent past, 
from the elegance of a fl ying crane to 
Red Guard insignia, from elements of 
landscape to factories spewing pollution, 
from horses and operatic costumes, from 
musical instruments to poetic texts, and 
so many more. The rich variety of his 
symbolism points out many possibilities 
for interpreting his art, lending it a certain 
scholarly depth, but Lu is not taken with 
this. “Symbols are not important to me 
as symbols,” he says, “but as parts of the 
whole narrative and the circle of time in 
my work.”
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Western and Chinese art his-
tories all play key roles in the 
content and context of his art 
and his intention to inform. 

What one sees im-
mediately in Lu’s 
paintings of the 
past two decades 
is a sensitive and 

dramatic narrative of a boister-
ous society in the throes of 
change and of a young artist 
gradually maturing. Both soci-
ety and the artist do not grow 
equally but rather complement 
their changes. The energy and 
vision in such early works as 
Clear Sky, The Cage, Playing 
Cards, and Flying (all 1995, 
Chinese color on paper) are of a 
young artist determined that his 
art should be dynamic, explore 
that dark side of the past and 
present and then unite cultures 
in time and space. Contained 
within these works (and many 
like them from the same period) 
are cultural and art historical 
references from China and 
the West that include Song 
dynasty painting and fi gures 

Lu Peng, Leaving the Garden of Dreams No.2, 2008, Chinese color on 
paper, 230 x 200 cm. Image: Courtesy of the Artist.

for traditional medical charts, 
traditional New Year fi gures, 
torture methods, Renaissance 
art, Michelangelo’s art, nu-
dity, and industrial pollution. 

The form of these works 
recalls the intricate stained-
glass windows of Christian 
cathedrals and churches, in 
which the tales of Jesus Christ 
and the saints, as well as hell 
and damnation, are often the 
subjects. Some of these early 
pieces are clearly inspired by 
the art of Michelangelo, but they 
are not appropriations of his 
work. At the same time, there 
is a hint of Buddhist thangka 
painting in which the characters 
and the symbolism are wholly 
contemporary. In Lu’s works 
the falling naked bodies bring 
to mind images of hell, the 
tortured beings of Christian 
and Buddhist iconography, 
for example, tumbling toward 
their ultimate judgment. Where 
Lu gives his figures a sense 
of identity in their forms and 
faces, the falling naked bodies 
that appear a decade later in 
the new-media works of Miao 

Lu Peng, Leisure Trip, 2008, acrylic on canvas, 117 x 84 cm. Image: Courtesy 
of the Artist and Mulan Gallery.

Lu Peng, Through the Wall, 2007, acrylic on canvas, 130 x 97 cm. Image: 
Courtesy of the Artist and Mulan Gallery.



58 ASIAN ART NEWS JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2013

Lu Peng, Flower Blooming Under the Brush of Dreams, 2011, acrylic on canvas, 
2011, 40 x 80 cm. Image: Courtesy of the Artist. 

from which one draws 
inspiration. In Lu’s case 
his travels in Europe and 
the United States and his 
meeting with the great 
art of the past inform 
his narrative on multiple 
levels. He notes that two 
of his early influences 
w e r e  H i e r o n y m u s 
Bosch (c.1450–1516) and 
Michelangelo: “Bosch 
was for his imagination. 
Because it is free and 
engaging as he looks at 
society but really there are no people, 
although mine does have a lot of people.” 
But there is also Caravaggio (1571–1610) 
whose powerful visual dynamic and line 
Lu references. In a recent untitled work 
Lu used the line of the fl owing garment 
that draped the body of Jesus Christ in 
Caravaggio’s The Entombment of Christ 
(1602–1603) to dress the fi gure of a young 
woman. 

Bold color, whether it be acrylic 
or Chinese color on paper, are essential 
to the success of Lu Peng’s art. It is color 
that is drawn from many disciplines, not 
only painting but also from the theater 
and costume design. I think that Lu 
Peng, especially because of his line and 
color and his content, is more intent on 
revealing society through a softer dream-
like narrative in which group play is like 
a single organic protagonist, an octopus 
of sorts, whose tentacles suck at the soul 
of society. But there is also a place for 
personal memory, childhood memories 
as in the surreal Flower Blooming Under 
the Brush of Dreams (2011) and My City 
(2011). Again the strength of these works 

is reinforced by his colors. And, when it 
comes to violence in his painting, there are, 
of course, some moments of real violence 
but his violence is generally not expressed 
overtly. Lu is much more subtle with his 
narrative approach. The personal and 
collective violence of which he speaks is 
projected through the salacious actions of 
his protagonists: the anonymous partygoer 
grabbing at a half-naked woman, for 
example, as in Watching Play #8.

Voyeurism also plays an important 
role in Lu’s narrative. We are all 
conscious voyeurs watching Lu’s 
voyeurs, who at times seem to be 
like puppet-masters controlling 

or initiating action. Peering over their 
black spectacles the voyeurs in works such 
as Through the Wall (2007), Leisure Trip 
(2008), Watching Play #7 (see cover) and 
#8 and Leaving the Garden of Dreams No.2 
(2008) see everything and, while they may 
suggest the hand of power in his theater 
of dreams, they also appear to be afraid 
of losing control. 

If there is a Chinese writer whose 

work closely resembles 
Lu Peng’s visual narrative, 
it is Lao She (1899–1966). 
His marvelous, riotous, 
and prophet ic novel 
entitled Cat City (1932) 
aptly describes the chaos 
of the broken society and 
‘predicted’ the madness 
of the Cultural Revolution 
more than three decades 
before i t  happened. 
A lthough somet imes 
referred to as a science-
fi ction novel, Cat City is 

an astute critique of Lao She’s time, just as 
Lu Peng’s art is a keenly observed critique 
of his time. And like some excellent 
criticism Lu Peng’s art is episodic, which 
in some ways makes his points about 
alienation and chaos more powerful. In 
this, one thinks of the artist George Grosz 
(1893–1959) and the playwright Bertolt 
Brecht (1898–1956). And, although there is 
a strong political element to Lu’s vision, it is 
something that has grown out of narrative. 
“I have a lot of interest in politics but I don’t 
want it to be central to my art,” he says. 
“The most important is society, culture, 
history.”   Δ

Notes:
1.  Lu Peng wrote his Ph.D thesis on the Hu Shi 

Art Society (Lake Society), which was active 
in Shanghai from 1926 to 1937. Between 500 
and 600 artists participated in the society 
throughout its lifetime. The society also 
published 100 issues of its monthly magazine 
called Lake Society, which ceased publication 
because of the war.

2.  Unless otherwise stated quotations from the 
artist are from an interview with the author 
in Beijing on December 24, 2012.

Lu Peng, Clear Sky/ The Cage/ Playing Cards/ Flying, Chinese color on paper, 1995, 66 x 33 cm each. Images: Courtesy of the Artist. 


