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as while his works reflect little of his new envi-
renment in Australia, it is also evident that he
could not have produced these works in
China, since they voice his memaries and
expenances of the violence, cormuption and
greed of the Chingse Communist Party.

Guo's paintings executed in  Australia
between 1995 and 1997 explore the
sideshow theater as a site of latent violence.
The main characters are soldiers being enter-
tained by circus performers such as acrobats,
knife throwers and fire-eaters. Excitement
Sideshow—0OF Gong (1995) is a good exam-
ple of the cacophony of activity depicted in
this senes of wark. PL.A. soldiers, dressed in
full uniform, including soft hats, are seated
an both sides of the painting, providing a
framing device for the performance: a
woman lies on her back with her face grimac-
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ing at them while a man poised 10 cut her In
half with a chopping knife stands by har side
This chaotic scene is full of contrasts. The
lension created by the parformance involving
knives, for example, is offsel by the soldiers’
casual behavior of passing a cigaratte
between them during the pearformance
Other contrasts are found, for example,
between the backdrop for the performance,
which is a calming scene of mountains and a
waterfail, and the image of a man attacked by
a monkey whose paw had taken hold of the
man’s head. A 1997 painting, bearing the
same title, portrays a similar scene with sal-
diers wearing only their graen army trousers.
Oné soldier holds a mallet, and is poisad to
strike a stone slab resting on the chest of
anothar soldier, who wears red and white
face makeup like that of the monkey charac-
ter in Chinese perfermances of the novel The
Monkey King or Journgy to the West
Another man seated close-by plays the erhu
la two-stringed fiddie) while a Chinese opera
singer stands in the background. Again, a
maonkey 15 shown in the backaround near the
backdrop of a pagoda pavilion. The differant
layers in these paintings are metaphors for
the social stratification of Chinese sociaty, for
example, between peasants, soldiers and
performers.

Excitemant: Sideshow—Knife Thrower (1996)
was another painting from the series. Two
soldiers dressed only in their green army
trousers hold small knives in their hands while
a woman in & red gipao stands, naively smil-
ing, in front of 8 wooden board embaddad

with knives. One of the soldier's faces is
pamnted n the sgnature red, white and black
pattern of the monkey character (perhaps a

referance to the monkey in the background,
leaping through the air toward a boy weaaring
a maskl. The painted face of the central figura
i common in other works in the senes, such
as Exciternent: Sideshow—Ring of Fire (1997)
and Excitement: Sideshow—Balancing Act
(1996). In Excitement: Sideshow—Ring of
Fire, a group of entertainers is crowded onto
a small stage in front of 2 painted backdrop of
a traditional Chinese pavilion with a pagoda
roof, The performers include an opera singer,
muskcian and a saldier diving through a ring of
firg, Mimicking the soldier, a8 monkey glides
through the air in the same direction
Similarly, Excitement: Swdeshow—Balancing
Act depicts four soldiers and a woman in

black lace underwear, who nonchalantly plays
a bamboo flute and holds a packet of ciga
rettes while watching one of the soldiers,
with a knife in his mouth, balancing another
knife on its tip to form an angle of ninety
degreas. In the foreground of this scens, a
bow filled wath two goldfish and water is on
a small table coverad with a red 1ablecloth
Fish are a Chinesa symbol of longevity, a con-
trast to the strange, anxious and dangerous
events taking place on the stage

The paintings n This senes passass a numoar

of similanties such as the inciusion of @ mon-
key and PLA. soldiers as well as opera
singers, acrobats and musicians. The monkeay
is shown in each painting as a fieeting figure,
always in motion and with its back to the view-
er. It holds cultural symbolism as well as per-
sonal symbolism for the artist. For example,




the monkeay is worshipped as “the greatest
equal to heaven” (Ch-tian da-sheng) 0
Southern China, while Gua's memaories of his
childhood are filled with tha mythical tales of
"Monkey,” a character from the Chinese the-
ater. In addition to the repetition of figures,
Guo's paintings are also redolant with a sense
of threat and danger. The atmosphere i1s
always crowded and claustrophobic, creating
a sense of expectation that something bad is
about to happen. It derives partly from Guo's
use of PL.A soldiers, which we associate
with war and violence, and partly from the
strong intimation of debauchery and sexual

deviancy.
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Guao's paintings from 1998 1o 1999 are much
more ambitious in scale and contant. Thay
include mages of soldiers and generals from
the P.L.A., again, but this time in front of var-
ious  recognizable  Chinese SCENES
Excitement: Great Landscape No. T (1998),
for example, is densa with nearly twenty dif
terent figures of soldiers, generals, women
{some naked and some wearing underwear)
and men in averyday clothes populating a
landscape of mountains and a bathing pool. If
we tocus on the night hand side of the paint-
ing alone, we see a woman in red undervear
eating chocolate ice cream, a soldier on a
rocking horse (painted in biack and white), a
woman bathing naked in the pool
with her breasts exposad above
the water. and a man in green
shorts poised to dive off a moun-
tain peak into the water. These fig-
ures don't engage with one anoth
ar at all, and their scale in the land
scape is not pictonally correct, at
least according 1o the principles of
lingar perspective, since some are
oversized while others appear
mimaturized by comparison. The
layaring of imagery is reminiscant
of collage technigues, with the
foreground figures sitting unaasily
against the background landscape.
This is intentional, used by the
artist to convey tha uttar artificiali-
ty of the scene—a waorld con-
trolled by corrupt and debauched
PL.A. officers and Party officials.
By showing the army soldiers

without their uniforms, Guo further disrupts
the authonty invested in them.

Guo's Excitement: Great Tiananmen (1998
from the same series IS an even maore potant
caricature of the PL.A., portraying soldiars
and generals as immoral and ineffectual
Against the backdrop of the gate of
Tiananmen, Guo fills the painting with a mass
of figures. To the right hand side, groups of
soldiers congregate together with cigarettes
in their hands, as if posing for a photograph,
a commaon site at Tiananmen Square. Their
image is painted in black and white, like an

old photograph, perhaps a reference to the
past. The seeming innocence of these young
soldiers is contrasted against the violent acts
of other soldiers around them. In the upper
right-hand corner, for example. threa soldiers
hold a man’s arms and neck, restraining him
50 that he can't move, while in the center of
the work another soldier pins a naked man to
the ground. A black officlal car with Deng
Xiaoping standing up and through its sunroof
runs over a naked man. Although the men in
this painting are mostly soldiers, the women
ara shown to be temptresses who are aither
naked or wearing red lace underwear and
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ramnants of army uniforms, cavorting reck-
lessly with the soldiers. A fighter plane flies
low across the Square amid small air explo-
sions that resemble anti-aircraft fire. Guo's
Exciternent: Great Tiananmen is a strange
assamblage of erotic and violent acts, united
only by the themes of disorder and conflict
This painting i5 a staterment on the decay and
corruption of the PL.A., made all the more
pointed by the inclusion of poppy flowers
blaoming in the foreground—a reference to
the drug industry in China

Guo's selection of Tiananmen Square as the
backdrop for Exciterment; Great Tiananmen
{(1998) is notable for a number of reasons,
including ts palitical and histoncal importance
Tiananmen Square was where the People’s
Republic of China was proclairmed in 1943 and
also the site of the June Fourth uprising in
1989. Tiananmen has also been the subjectof a
number of significant historical art works. Dong
¥Xiwen's The Founding of the Mation (1952-53)
shows Mao announcing the founding of the
People's Republic of China from Tiananmen
Gate to the people in the square below. Not
long after beng completed, this work was
reproduced fifty-six thousand times within a
three-month perod, beanng testament o Iis
historical value, not to mention the potency of
Tiananmen Square as a national monument.”

Guo's more recant works ara based on the
Red Detachment of Womean, a Cultural
Revolution ballet of a battle between ewil
landowners and good Cormmunist soldiers
The composition of this series of paintings,
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titled “Trigger Happy.” is more formal and
structural than in previous works. Trigger
Happy X1 (2000), for instance, Teaturas a ling
of almost identical women leaning forward
with their hands on their knees, gazing direct-
Iy at the viewear. Thay wear nothing but army
helmets as a kind of superficial protection
against an airplane on fire, nose-diving toward
the ground in the distance. In front of them, a
ballerina from the Red Detachment of
Women, wearing an army uniferm of blue
shirt and shorts, performs an arabesgue on
pallet point-shoes with her arms out-
stretched, holding a red kerchief and a gun in
her right hand. The contrast batween the
naked women and the ballenna suggests a
tension between two stereotypes of women
(the seductress and the dutiful woman) as
well as past and present perceptions of the
PLA, In the orginal production of the Rad
Detachment of Women first produced in the
sixties, the Communist army freas the people
from the tyranny of feudalism. Today, howey-
ar, they are more of a police force, In a further
comment upon the current status of the
PLA., Guoincluded in the painting a male sol-
dier crouched on the ground clutching a gun
He wears only green underpants and a meatal
helmet, vet his body is covered in perspira-
tion. His mouth is open and smiling and his

eyes are half-closed, as if aroused

Although Trigger Happy Xi and other paintings
in this series contain unequivocal references
to the decadence and corruption of officials
and the PL.A. in China, thera Is a noticeable
shift in his palette (the use of lighter colors)

and the landscape that serves as the back-
drop (from mountain scenes to heaches), in
contrast to his earlier paintings. This relates in
part to his migration to Australia, whera he
was captivated by the beauty of the conti-
nent’s beaches. As Guo has stated:

The paintings with water and the beach
are influenced by Awustralia. | was
knocked out by my first sight of the
Australian coast, of the beach. We
don’t have any ocean in Guizhou. | love
the sea. | still fesl I've been hare Tor
too short a time, and | haven't digested
my Australian experience. Besidas, |
have to finish one stage in my life

betore | can start on the next. But you
can see now brnight the blues are in
these paintungs—that's all from
Australia. {Guo, 2000, p. 12}

Of all the overseas Chinese artists discussed
in this chapter, Guo's paintings appear the
least wvisibly altered by his migration to
Australia, Yet Guo has repeatedly stressed
that his relocation to Austraiia has meant the
freedom to paint morally suspect officials and
icentious soldiers, subjects that he could not
paint in China. As MNicholas Jose has written,
“The socialist paradise is parodied in Guo

Jian's work as an Australian paradise, as if the
visual environment he has experienced hera,
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