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Garbage man by day, reproduction artist by night
HANGZHOU — Wei Guangming 

paid his monthly electricity bill by 
selling a reproduction of Claude 
Monet’s Sunflowers and bought fuel 
for his motorized tricycle with three 
replicas of Gustave Courbet’s The 
Wave.

Wei, who works as a garbage col-
lector, paints replicas of famous art-
works in his spare time. With the 
money he’s earned, he’s been able to 
decorate his new home and pay 
school expenses for his four sons, 
creating a better life for his family.

The self-taught painter works in 
a cramped studio in Shaoxing city, 
East China’s Zhejiang province. 
The dimly lit 20-square-meter 
room, where he also cooks and 
sleeps, is piled with cartons, scrap 
metal and discarded home appli-
ances retrieved around the neigh-
borhood, which he sells to make 
his living.

Catapulted to online fame after 
sharing his classic reproductions, 
the 48-year-old is viewed as special 
for the way he seamlessly switches 
from his grueling daytime job col-
lecting recyclable materials to his 
sedentary evenings contemplating 
layers, colors and composition.

Netizens inspired by Wei’s drive 
and paintings have responded 
with outpourings of support, and 
dozens of journalists have beaten a 
path to his door, which has a frame 
so low that in the artist’s own 
words, even a noble soul must bow 
before entering. 

He never tires of telling the story 
of well-known French painter Jean-
Francois Millet. 

“His conditions were worse than 
mine,” Wei said. “He painted in a 
tiny room for 27 years with no 
income.”

After buying an easel last year, he 
wrote three sentences on it: “I 
would rather starve than surrender; 
I would rather starve than steal; I 
would rather starve than scrounge.”

Wei had received a message 
online after uploading photos of his 
paintings, implying that he collect-
ed and sold recyclable materials by 
day but stole by night. 

“I was so angry that I wrote the 
three sentences as a response,” he 
said.

Wei once did any odd job he could 
for money. He made 30 yuan a day 
smashing gravel by hand for an 
infrastructure project and dug tren-

ches in the mountains to bury 
cables.

He became interested in painting 
at an early age and used to draw por-
traits for passersby in South China’s 
Guangdong province. He later 
stopped, settling in Shaoxing in 
2003 in exchange for a stable 
income to support his family.

Things began to turn around 
five years ago. A human resources 
manager at a plastics plant 
requested a copy of a landscape 
Wei had posted to his WeChat 
Moments, which earned him a lit-
tle money.

Wei bought picture albums and 
watched videos on a used computer 
to improve his painting. After he 
went viral online, orders flooded in.

He is able to copy three famous oil 
paintings a day when he feels 
inspired, each of which sells for 
between 300 and 500 yuan ($46 and 
$77). Sometimes, he sends an extra 
painting to the customer if he is 
unsatisfied with what he has done 
because he believes that what he 
gives them should be worth the 
price.

Wei lives a simple life on his own, 
sending most of his income to his 

wife and sons back in his hometown 
in Central China’s Hubei province. 
He does little in his free time except 
for reading books and exchanging 
ideas with art lovers through an 
online forum.

The forum has more than 100,000 
members, including retirees, rural 
teachers, greengrocers and art stu-
dents. 

After discovering that Wei had 
recently become an internet celebri-
ty, many sent their congratulations.

Wei’s sudden fame hasn’t changed 
his daily routine. “I can’t rely on 
orders from the curious,” he said. “I 
must keep learning and practicing to 
improve my skills, so for now, I’ll 
continue collecting recyclable mate-
rials to earn a steady income.”

The overnight sensation has his 
own understanding of his online 
popularity. 

“When more young people who 
have enough to get by prefer to ‘lie 
flat’ (a Chinese term that refers to 
young people who choose not to 
work hard), people are attracted by 
gorgeous, colorful paintings of 
things that are often considered 
commonplace,” he said.

Xinhua

Vocational majors on 
alternate path to success
By CHEN MEILING in Beijing 
and YANG JUN in Guiyang

As the saying goes, all roads lead 
to Rome. 

As China attaches greater 
importance to vocational educa-
tion based on students’ abilities, 
more high-level blue-collar work-
ers can receive good salaries and 
social recognition, embarking on 
the road to self-fulfillment. 

In a class full of students major-
ing in 5G intelligent terminal 
maintenance at the Changshun 
County Secondary Vocational 
School in Guizhou province, stu-
dents were carefully welding chips 
with soldering irons and heat 
guns. They could be future 
employees at tech giants such as 
Huawei and Xiaomi based on a 
school-enterprise cooperation 
program, and their monthly sala-
ries could exceed 10,000 yuan 
($1,542), according to the county 
government.

The school began offering the 
5G major in June last year. It 
signed an agreement with leading 
companies in the communications 
industry to train students based 
on market demand. There are cur-
rently 198 students pursuing the 
major in four classes. 

During the three-year study pro-
gram, those who pass tests and 
perform well enough on inter-
views may participate in a three- to 
six-month-long training session at 
Huawei’s maintenance center in 
Beijing as an intern, and those who 
do well there could be recruited 
after graduation, according to the 
school.

“We established the major to 
help increase employment and 
promote poverty alleviation 
through education, and we 
thought the investment was very 
worthwhile,” said Qi Liangliang, 
deputy head of Changshun county, 
adding he hoped the students 
could contribute to the develop-
ment of the big data industry, a pil-
lar in Guizhou.

Ye Wenjie, 17, was one of the first 
students to be enrolled in the 
major. 

“I was not sure what I wanted to 
do in the future before I came 
here,” he said. 

A naughty boy keen on disas-
sembling telephones as a child, Ye 
now finds himself on the right 
track to become an electronic com-
munication engineer.

Ye said he has learned how differ-
ent components of a phone work 
and how to judge their quality. He is 
capable of taking them apart and 
reassembling them correctly. He 
also acquired knowledge about 
computers, communications net-
works and professional ethics. 

Last month, together with 52 
classmates, Ye went to Huawei’s 
maintenance factory for training.

“At first, my hands trembled 
while holding the heat gun. After 
repeated attempts, I succeeded,” 
he said. “I want to be employed by 
a renowned and reputable compa-
ny and, if possible, open my own 
maintenance store in the future. I 
want to live a better life and help 
my family be well-off, too.”

Feng Xiaohai, principal of the 
school, said when the county was 
working to reduce poverty in 2019, 
the school sent teachers to visit 
local teenagers who had dropped 
out or had not found a job, and 
suggested they take the course. 

“A well-trained teenager can be a 

future breadwinner for a poor 
family,” Feng said. “Our effort 
moved many parents. Though the 
students may not perform well in 
academic studies, they can earn 
good wages if they can do manual 
work. The idea is not to give up on 
any student.”

He added the tuition for the 
major is 1,510 yuan per year, and 
students get a living subsidy of 
2,000 yuan annually from the gov-
ernment. Boarding is free, with 
bedding provided by the school. 
Students from poor families can 
receive a discount of 610 yuan on 
their tuition and receive a higher 
subsidy of 3,000 yuan per year.

Feng said most students trained 
in Beijing have made significant 
progress in their maintenance 
skills and are earning enough to 
feed a family. Some interns have 
received a monthly salary of 4,300 
yuan. 

The 5G intelligent terminal 
maintenance major is also part of 
the cooperation between the voca-
tional school and the Beijing Uni-
versity of Posts and 
Telecommunications, which 
donated 2 million yuan to build 
modern training rooms for the 
school. The university also 
designed textbooks and trained 
teachers for the school.

With about 3,000 students, the 
vocational school also offers 
majors in numerical control and 
application, hairdressing, image 
design, auto repair and nursing, 
and is cooperating with auto 
maintenance and mechanical 
processing companies, as well as 
hospitals. 

“The key to deepening the inte-
gration of vocational education 
and industry is to match demand 
and supply, exchange resources 
and share benefits,” Feng said. 

“As China has made remarkable 
achievements in poverty reduc-
tion, our country has also seen 
drastic changes. The next step is to 
promote rural vitalization and 
educate the youth to play a key role 
in that.”

Bai Huarun, who comes from a 
poor family, graduated from the 
school in 2015. She is now a nurse 
at the emergency center of Chang-
shun County People’s Hospital, 
earning a monthly salary of about 
4,000 yuan.

Bai, 26, said the school arranged 
for students to be interns at the 
hospital for a year, and she passed 
the tests to become an employee. 
She later married a doctor at the 
hospital. They bought a house in 
the county and now have a child. 

“I’m quite satisfied,” she said. 
“Before, I had no plans for my 
future. The school taught me prac-
tical skills and a sense of responsi-
bility. Knowledge can change 
lives.”

China has underscored the 
importance of accelerating the 
development of a modern voca-
tional education system, training 
more high-caliber technical pro-
fessionals and lifting their social 
statuses by offering more policy 
support and investment as the 
country moves toward socialist 
modernization, according to a 
national conference on vocational 
education in Beijing in April.

Zhao Yandi in Guiyang 
contributed to this story.
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Ye Wenjie, 17, a student majoring in 5G intelligent terminal main-
tenance, attends class at the Changshun County Secondary 
Vocational School in Guizhou province. PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

By uncovering the 
art in daily life and 
objects, students 
showcase beauty 
of country life

By Xin Wen
xinwen@chinadaily.com.cn

When artist Wu Xiaochuan and 
his student Cui Kaimin searched the 
countryside outside Xi’an, capital of 
Shaanxi province, for a village with 
good views in May 2018, he did not 
plan to start a rural art festival, let 
alone one that would still be taking 
place three years later.

But earlier this month, students 
from the top eight Chinese fine 
arts academies arrived in Caijiapo 
village, 50 kilometers southwest of 
Xi’an, to take part in a residency 
program with the aim of creating 
original artworks in the foothills 
of the Qinling Mountains.

The program is part of the annu-
al Mangba Arts Festival launched 
by Wu and Cui at Caijiapo in 2018. 
Mangba means “gathering in the 
fallow season” in the local dialect. 

“What is art? Harvesting wheat 
is art,” said Wu, director of the 
Xi’an Academy of Fine Arts’ Exper-
imental Art Department, recalling 
what Caijiapo residents said about 
their artwork earlier this year. 

But three years ago, when he 
and Cui first visited the village in 
Huyi district on the southwestern 
outskirts of Xi’an, villagers had no 
idea what they wanted to do.

Cui, a young artist and teacher 
at the academy, said that he and 
Wu first rented about 4,000 square 
meters of wheat fields from farm-
ers for their use.

“They didn’t quite understand 

what we were doing. Four of our 
graduate students, all girls, had to 
get rid of weeds on their own while 
villagers just stood by,” he said. 

As the villagers and students 
spent more time together, resi-
dents came to understand what 
the aspiring artists were doing and 
occasionally gave them rice and 
snacks. 

“Also, most of the residents are 
elderly. They’re lonely and were 
happy to do something with the 
young people,” Cui said. 

When the one-month study ses-
sion for the 40 experimental art 
students ended in June 2018, a 
large glass mirror was erected in a 
harvested wheat field and some 
old items, like small stools and 
hand fans were displayed in a well-
crafted cabinet. The students used 
tracks made by hand drawn rack 
trucks, empty flour sacks, and 
even wheat straw, to make the con-
nection between art and village 
life. 

They launched the arts festival, 

which included a cornfield arts 
exhibition and a crop-themed arts 
project. 

“Art is enchantment,” Wu said. 
“Villagers here deserve a life of 
good taste.”

Wu believes that in the past 30 
years, social art research has 
become cutting-edge, allowing 
experimental art to explore its 
relationship with the mechanisms 
of Chinese society. 

“The way of narrating a story in 
experimental art is to find a 
unique solution to the develop-
ment of Chinese villages,” he said. 
“We are not learning other coun-
try’s art forms and ways of presen-
tation, but are reconsidering and 
reconnecting with rural people, 
the land, and society.” 

Some changes have taken place 
in the village. By the summer of 
2019, infrastructure had been 
improved, houses renovated and 
roadways widened. 

A circular outdoor theater was 
also built in a large, abandoned 

fishpond. During the fallow sea-
son, usually from July to October, 
villagers used to rest and socialize 
and seldom went out. Now that 
many young villagers work else-
where, however, few people get the 
chance to get together any more.

The theater brought all the vil-
lagers from Caijiapo together 
again.

The students put on shows and 
invited friends from other art 
academies in Xi’an to stage dra-
mas. Some nights, villagers staged 
Qinqiang Opera, amazing the visi-
tors with their beautiful voices. 

“It was cool! We sat in the wheat 
field and listened to the villagers 
singing old opera,” Wu said. “It was 
quite amazing. Then we started 
thinking about organizing a dra-
ma festival.” 

The drama festival became a 
part of the annual arts festival in 
2019.

The Central Shaanxi Art Cooper-
ative came into being. For the past 
three years, paintings and installa-
tions have been created during the 
festival to show the transforma-
tion of the rural environment. 

“Turning daily life into art” is 
the way villagers understand the 
festival. 

This year, besides grapes, kiwi 
fruit and wheat fields, the villagers 
themselves have become topics of 
murals created by the arts stu-
dents. “When the villagers saw the 
murals, they felt proud to be part 
of Caijiapo and proud to show 
their village to more outsiders,” 
Wu said. “Compared to traditional 
art, contemporary art has always 
been controversial. But in Caijia-
po, whether it is making paintings 
on walls or installations in wheat 
fields, being controversial doesn’t 
seem that important.

“After all, it’s the people who live 
there that really matter.”

Farmers stage a Qinqiang Opera performance in the outdoor theater at Caijiapo village in Xi’an, Shaanxi province, during the Mangba Arts 
Festival in 2018. photos provided to china daily

Rural project
becomes annual festival

Arts students create an installment work on wheat fields in Caijiapo 
village.


