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Editor’s note: In the industrialized society, we have long been
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unable to be close to true nature, and even away from the poetic beauty
characterized by the harmony between men and nature created by men of
letters through paintings, calligraphy and gardens in the ancient society.
It seems to many people that people in the present age are divorced from
nature; however, in fact, in the contemporary era, we have only made use
of various new media to give explanations of the relationship between
men and nature that conform to the context of the times. In Professor
Deng Guoyuan’s work Noah Garden I1, the natural plants such as plums,
orchids, bamboos and chrysanthemums in the original space are replaced
by artificial plants made with meticulous care, and the use of multiple
mirror images and the multiple combinations of images and installations
have created the visual interweaving of reality and illusion and show the
modern people’s concept of nature.
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Deng Guoyuan Noah s Garden II (2016)
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Map

This version of Noah's Garden I1 is specially created for this time’s
Singapore Biennale by Deng Guoyuan, in which the concept of map is
particularly planted into the work by the artist. The very first map was
used as a prayer book to protect the territory and maintain peace and
firmness. The work Noah's Garden II borrowed this concept and, from
these original rocks and clay tablets, expanded it to a great vision of
praying for the world and turned into the hidden clues which echoed the
theme of warning.

Different colours symbolize different landscape, territory and
country. The artist particularly pushes colour brightness and purity to
excel and make the scenario be filled with heat of Pop art and fashion.
Through expanding people’s sense organ in colour indefinitely, the work
enhances impact force of mirror image.

Points

The idea of using dot elements in this work is inspired from the
Map murals in the neolithic age in 6000 BC. These points with painting
quality merged with lines which represent geographic profile and became
main language clue through the rocks and plants. In the meanwhile, the
artist also borrowed auspicious patterns on classical Chinese porcelain,
and further strengthened good expectation for world peace in the cloud
picture made up of maps.

Colour

Colour is the crucial part of feeling this exhibition. The selection
of colour in Noah's Garden II has its specific cultural meaning. It is
inspired from different colour of partitions of world. The specific colours
of ocean, desert, mountain, forest, grassland and administrative division
stimulate the artist’s association about colour. He converts colour into
symbolic element and puts this symbolic meaning into effect towards
rocks and plants in the garden. He breaks the original functions of color
code on map, which represents the Pacific Ocean, the Atlantic, the
Eurasia and the African continent. It also breaks the recognition function,
which represents the richness and containment of the world, and the
integration between the world and China as well. Therefore, the artist
shatters the location and relation of color configuration and enhances the
meaning of fusion. There is no doubt that, this work is endowed with
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higher level of cultural significance, that is, fusion. It includes not only
the signified of China and world, but also the signifiers of all kinds of
conflict and contradiction in current society. Color becomes the most
active part in terms of orientation in this work.

Pathway

The single leading path had an implication of visiting an encircled
space in the previous Noah's Garden work. With the entering of viewers,
the slowly rotating reflectors created infinite extension and changes of
space in very limited room. In Noah's Garden I1, the encircled space is
turned into two both independent and complementary parts of space,
which are differentiated by single color and multi-color. With the
previous single touring route being doubled, the maze becomes more
complicated, which means that visitors may have more unexpected visual
experience.

Multiple Mirror Image

The interlacing and implantation of different elements make
Noah's Garden II show an even more complex mirror structure. From
monochrome rock and plant to polychrome ones, to the distribution
and implantation of map elements, and to multi-level cultural meanings
by artist’s expression, they all merge into the rotating multiple image,
tangling and overlapping each other. When one door open, people find
another one behind. The oncoming and inconceivably extended complex
scene, with front, back, head and feet, is just like a kaleidoscope, a world
without start or end, or a VR world that you need to step into personally,
which will bring you inside a realm of chaos.

Reality and Illusion

This time, the artist made a crucial adjustment by replacing the
natural plants, such as plums, orchids, bamboos, chrysanthemums and
pines which were normally used in past works, with elaborate fake plants.
After being coated with glaring colour, those fake pines and bamboos
bring visitors a sort of unreal aesthetic experience. They further confuse
the boundary of reality and illusion, building up an infinitely extending
and reflecting surreal magic world.

The artist has raised the proposition of the real and unreal whereby,
which involve the deep thinking in terms of phenomenon and essence.
The packaging of phenomenon covers up the essential meaning and the
life entity being replaced by the lifelike reproductions. The succedaneum
exists independently and it is endowed with surreal cool colour so
much as to make people ignore or even forget the original feature of the
superseded substance.

Che Jianquan: professor at Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts
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Inheriting the Tradition and Keeping Forging Ahead:

A Review of “When Ceramic Meets Glass: Wang Jianzhong’s Artwork Exhibition”
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Artwork Exhibition” is a concentrated display of the top-notch art works
designed and created by Professor Wang Jianzhong since he started
his artistic career, covering ceramics, boccaro ware, glass, etc. The
ideas guiding the creation of handicraft articles, “objects as a vehicle
of the Way” and “objects as a vehicle of beauty”, are fully manifested
in his art works. “When Ceramic Meets Glass: Wang Jianzhong’s
Artwork Exhibition”, in which both the inheritance of tradition and
the highlighting of the spirit of the times are embodied, manifests
Professor Wang Jianzhong’s professional spirit. These works are
products accumulated in the long process of history, from which we can
find that Professor Wang Jianzhong’s design is unique in its abundant
and impressive connotation and its combination of ancient and modern

elements.
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“Transcendence” Absent in China’s Contemporary Art World
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in this paper is, in fact, a possible clue that the author draws
through a reexamining effort to developing contemporary
Chinese art. Also under scrutiny are this period’s background,
art phenomena, and artists’ identity. Besides, art history, theory
and criticism at all levels are touched upon thanks to the author’s
extensive reading. And the paper, too, offers an insight into the

origins and developmental trends of China’s contemporary art.

“Transcendence” and “engagement” may be deemed two directions
in contemporary Chinese art. However, the absence of the former
becomes an urgent concern in contrast to the latter’s varieties. It helps
warn professionals and laymen of this long-neglected dimension to
highlight this issue, study its background, and explore why many art
phenomena are under- or over-estimated. Such an illuminating effort
may lend artists a support for theoretical explanation and creation, and
reveal a secret, untold “gate” leading to China’s contemporary art.

I. Why Has “Transcendence” Been Shrouded?

1. Since the mid-19th century, “transcendence” has been suspended
because “fine arts” (and other art categories) became more “realistic”
and “tool-like,” willingly or unwillingly, due to China’s suffering and
humiliation from foreign invasions, a clearer body of art consumers, and
an urgent demand of Chinese nationals for making their home country
powerful in the international community.

In the first half of the 20th century, the majority of Chinese
visual artists were seeking a “path” engaging art in external reality.
China witnessed “Fine Art Reform,” “Fine Art Revolution,” the painter
Xu Beihong’s emphasis on “realism” and his debate with those who
advocated “modernism,” the appearance of the term “traditional Chinese
painting” and the painstaking explorations of traditional Chinese
painters, the vigorous New Woodcut Movement (including cartoonists
who rose with the growing print industry), and the sudden change from
traditional sculpture (which used to serve monasteries and ancient tombs)
to modern sculpture relating to reality. In those sorrowful days some
patriots even wished to become revengeful bullets at foreign invaders, to
say nothing of the community of artists.

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, with
service object made clear and awareness of service emphasized, artists’
pursuit of “transcendence” was labeled as “a taste of petty bourgeoisie,”
“a manner of romance,” “a feudal superstition,” and the like, until China
launched its economic reform and opening up. Artistic notions would
be ill-intentionally interpreted as signs of incorrect political stances. So,
“transcendence” was no longer an art topic.

After the 1980s, behind social obsession with “modernity,” “post-
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modernity,” and current discussion over “contemporaneity” was a sense
of urgency, a longing of “evolution” up to the highest level, which had
long been hidden in the creation of Chinese artists. This partly comes
from a desire for an equal “dialogue,” partly from a sense of apprentice-
like inferiority, which has been more than one century old. A state of
mind like catching up in GDP growth index is not rare in China’s art
community.

So, a temporal mode on the basis of stage theory and evolution
theory helped form an “ouroboros-like” vicious circle. Individuals were
trapped into it and struggled in vain to survive through the stages of “the
past,” “the present,” and “the future.” Incidentally, it is also true with a
nation.

2. A “head-up” or equal perspective, implied in “reflection” that
China’s intellectuals value most, makes “reverence” a rarity. Even worse,
tradition, which was almost separated from us, has been reduced to
misery due to China’s political movements marked by “Down With ...!”
in the second half of the last century, and the baptism of postics in the
1990s. Moreover, Western sciences mostly remain pragmatic in China:
their theoretical transcendence has been neglected, as shown in a variety
of disciplines or fields.

In fact, a critical attitude developed from arrogant overlooking
or from humble looking-up is a shame or disgrace. Only an equal
perspective prevents haughtiness and humility, which may be mostly
valued in intellectuals. That explains why René Descartes’ statement
that “Cogito ergo sum ” ( I think, therefore, I am ) is among the most
widespread in China. Everything must be placed under the magnifying
glass of “doubt” for re-examination. No experience, history, figures or
life is trustworthy unless they have been “reflected upon.”

However, the problem is this: little is considered about a reflector’s
own knowledge structure, morality, motives, and psychological
framework shaped in a special period!

For one who dares to unhorse the emperor, he does have enough
courage. But what lacks in him, may we ask? With the aid of their
abundant knowledge, a good many intellectuals try to reduce historical
figures to the same level as theirs. But, is this an “equal” footing?

For example, they choose to deconstruct historical figures including
Confucius, Laozi and Mencius as “poor homeless dogs” or low fellows.
When they speak about the theorist Zhu Xi, they never care about his
philosophical ideas but his anecdotes. They may claim there was no such
a person as Laozi or Sakyamuni in history after so-called “investigation.”
They, with new archaeological, historical, and geographical discoveries,
may even declare core Confucian, Taoist and Buddhist ideas are illusory,
which, in the eyes of the public, seem to be scissors or axes attempting to
cut clouds.

Over the past more than 100 years of importing “Western learning”
to China, outstanding academicians rose in their fields. However, their
multiple backgrounds behind their achievements tend to have been
filtered. Particularly, in the current context, religious or “mystical” (as
we call it) impacts on them are lessened or removed in China. Examples
are: astrology upon the art historian Aby Warburg; evangelicalism
upon the critic John Ruskin; religious beliefs upon Sir Isaac Newton,
Descartes and the painter Piet Mondrian; The Book of Changes upon the
psychologist Carl Gustav Jung; religious people upon art institutions
like Bauhaus; and Zen upon the director David Lynch. “Pragmatic”
knowledge can be temporarily useful, but a “castrated” learning must
always be vulnerable. This, like a sourceless river, will not last long even
in a home country, let it alone in a foreign land like China. Actually, we
have gravely underestimated the role of sources upon their knowledge.
Or, we may have long been accustomed to “overlooking,” “pseudo-
looking head up,” and have given up the thought of “looking up to the
sky overhead.”

3. “Simplistic binary opposition thinking” —“social determinism”
—“meaning-clarifying theory” (where “validity” is valued) —
“representational theory” —all of these form an interlocking chain,
operating in art creation, teaching and criticism. However, artists and
researchers seldom reflect on their own thinking patterns.

Basically, “dichotomy” is one of normal ways of human thinking.
However, if complexity, all-sidedness and historicity are neglected, it
will be reduced to “simplistic binary opposition thinking,” an outcome of
specific time and space—simplified and abstract, causing sharp division
into hostile camps and forming “opposition” purposefully to overwhelm
one’s rival, which are the habitual steps of this process.

Here lie a key issue—"classification criteria,” which may change
in a particular period: historically from “property,” “family background,”
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to “class stratification due to gap of wealth,” which may be currently a
primary variety.

If complexity is removed, problems are concealed, and questioning
consciousness is weakened, what is then left is a “pseudo stance” for one
to hold on. For us a spot is easy to get, while a “stance” is hard to find.

When we cannot depend on “transcendence,” we have to turn
to “reality.” However, this reality is shackled within the iron-clad
framework of “social determinism.” With the hindering of “simplistic
abstract thinking”, this distorted “reality” is but a body of broken pieces
created by a variety of discourses, especially by mainstream ones. Here,
the authenticity of “discourse” is precisely beyond doubt, which is not
only cognitive, cultural, but also political, and nationally ideological.

If we are to ensure the effectiveness of art, the clarity of meaning
must be emphasized. Then simplification is a sure choice, but at the cost
of subtlety and ambiguity, which precisely reflect the value of art. For
example, it is easy to reduce a piece of painting to a slogan, but what
is left may be just a poster with a definite meaning. Then, if still the
meaning is not well expressed, a slogan may be added to the painting.

In fact, “simplistic binary opposition thinking” coincides with
“representational theory” in a secret way, which was greatly valued
in the 20th century. When the subjective and objective worlds are
divided, either representation or expression can be regarded as a bridge
connecting the two, but at the cost of chances of combining or blending
them. Further, “representation” has a gorgeous cloak with it—science.
When the spirit of truth-seeking in science devolves into “scientism,” it
turns into even tougher shackles bearing the least doubt. At this point,
positivism, which was originally valued in science, has retired or even
disappeared.

Accordingly, such “representation” is nothing but imitation. Though
the painter’s object may be scenery, landscape, a given population, or
a second reality consisting of images, little value can be seen from his
work, except proving the artist’s skills whose wherefores he might not
know himself.

It is also true with traditional art forms, e.g. painting, sculpture. So
is it with conceptual art, installation art, multimedia art, and whatsoever.
Such a situation exists in both art creation and teaching. Therefore, the
diversity of art forms cannot hide the effects or restrictions of stereotyped
modes.

4. “Transcendence” seems unattainable due to the urgency of the
real world and the national inferiority complex caused by China’s long-
term vulnerable status.

“An equal perspective” is a prerequisite for equal dialogue. But over
the past a hundred years, miserable collective memories—China’s poor
strength, historical humiliation, disadvantageous economy, backward
technology—all have deeply affected individuals’ psychological state.
Chinese nationals would not look up to the sky—thinking about their
nation’s future; they would even worship “the West.”

To speak of “the West,” this is truly a broad term. It has its own
origin, rise and decline. But when it is so abstract as to become a general
concept, its signifier has long been drifting endlessly. In fact, any effort
of contemplating on, longing, disobeying or fighting with the West has
strengthened its existence over the past a hundred years of Chinese
history.

Though such an impediment may finally disappear a century later,
its presence is beyond doubt for the time being. In this context, how can
we address the “dimension of transcendence?”

Under such a mentality, even if an artist makes certain achievement
in a global sense, whose work involves “transcendence,” some Chinese
critics who have grown up in a domestic environment will not accept
him. This is surprising enough. Their logic of criticism is extremely rude
and simple—use of “traditional Chinese symbols.”

With simplistic abstract thinking, one tends to neglect the value of
artwork and its subtlety; “symbols” will be so near at hand. Behind this
reading mode, in fact, is still an impulse to pursue a clear meaning, a
comparative logic of simplistic “representational theory.”

5. The particular 20th century knowledge composition led to a
distorted understanding of core concepts in ancient Chinese painting
theory and artworks.

Such a misunderstanding occurs in the context of “scientism” and
“representational theory.” Let us take the ancient painter Zhang Zao’s
statement “Wai Shi Zao Hua, Zhong De Xin Yuan” ( the division comes
in a psychological source ) as an example.

As a usual interpretation, Zao Hua is taken as nature, and Xin Yuan
as the artist’s inner comprehension. So, that idea means that art creation
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derives from imitating nature, and from the painter’s own feelings at the
same time. However, here four doubts arise as follows:

First, “Zao Hua,” when regarded as nature, gets materialized, static,
and objectified. Nonetheless, no dynamic characteristics and evolutionary
truth of “endless mutual generation of all things” can be seen at all
in this interpretation! “Getting materialized” and “static” is related to
“scientism,” which was popular in the 20th century. Of course, in this
process materialism plays a crucial role. Moreover, “objectification” is
largely an inevitable outcome of dichotomy popularization involving the
subjective and the objective.

Secondly, “Shi” is often misunderstood only as “copy”, a verb with
a visual meaning of “observe,” under the background of “representational
theory.” In fact it should include both connotations involving “humans”
(not only artists) and their opposite “Zao Hua”, e.g. “experience,”
“perceive,” and deeper philosophical meanings, e.g. “revere,” “unite
heaven and man.” This seems a mere theoretical issue, which in fact
directly affects the artist’s ways of “viewing” and “creating.”

Thirdly, “Zhong” is wrongly given a contemporary meaning. As
required for traditional Chinese antithesis, it should have been replaced
herein by “Nei” or “Li”, meaning the inner. However, Zhang purposefully
chose such a different word, which precisely has close ties with three
Chinese beliefs: Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism (as in “Zhong
Yong,” the doctrine of mean) and their followers who sit in meditation for
moral purification. Then our doubt is: if we take “Zhong” as “Nei,” what
does it mean then? Wild, capricious inner thoughts? A modernism-valued
crazy state of mind, or an extreme longing for ultimate perfection? A
calm, clear saintly scene, or tabula rasa as put in John Locke’s theory?
Or “the doctrine of mean,” “Nirvana,” “approaching the ultimate truth of
the universe?” Which of them can “lead to” the law of mutual generation
of things and images; the flow of artistic resonance; and final freedom
of all things? However, if we remember the statement “Zhi Zhong He,
Tian Di Wei Yan, Wan Wu Yu Yan,” meaning the heaven and the earth are
put in good order and all things begin to prosper when moderateness is
achieved, it is safe to say that “Zhong” is rather a show of self-discipline
state or kind of religious cultivation state than inner feelings as generally
understood to be.

Fourthly, it is wrong to take “the fluctuations of the mind” as “the
origin of the mind,” like taking ripples on the river as the source of it. A
current misunderstanding is that, with “Zhong De Xin Yuan,” we “get”
emotions, perceptions, emotional fluctuations, moments of inspiration,
and even passion.

Such examples of “contemporary misunderstanding” are countless.
It is natural that every generation reinterprets historical concepts.
But it is surprising that “painting theories,” which should have never
been categorized like disciplines, are overshadowed by broad Western
disciplinary systems, from which transcendence has been unfortunately
removed in China. So, deeper, spiritual dimensions that “painting
theories” may concern are basically cut off. Particularly, painting
theorists” academic background involving Confucian classics, history,
philosophy, belles-lettres, and their moral pursuit are oversimplified.
Even worse, their life status may be misinterpreted. This is also true with
painting theorists and “painters” that we call today.

II. What Has Been Shrouded When We Neglect
“Transcendence?”

1. “The subject.” As shown in the community of Chinese fine
arts, “‘contemporary artists” are unilaterally understood; the complexity,
individuality and transcendence in their mental activity are neglected.

Historically, the transition from “literati” to “intellectuals” suggests
deterioration of the status of “the subject.” The influence and timeliness
of intellectuals’ reflection and criticism are doubtful particularly when
they face various barriers and no official system stands by them. Then it
is easy for us to understand their pain in seeking their own position. In
fact cultivating one’s moral character does not necessarily bring good
luck to his family or his country.

Since the 20th century, intellectuals have been looking for a
new position, struggling to balance themselves between tradition
and the secular world. It was in this spatio-temporal node that “Neo-
Confucianism” was born. So far their practice has been unsuccessful in
reality.

There are “artists” who consciously regard themselves as
“intellectuals.” Only when they are placed in this broader identity
role can we measure them. Currently, how do “artists” treat their own
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practice, positioning in reality, tradition-inheriting nodes, and relationship
with Western learning? Although not many of them think about these,
such concerns remain there, which, in fact, trouble their nerves from time
to time in a profound way, showing confusion in value orientation and
even in creation.

Worse is the fact that there is still a serious lack of in-depth case
study of individual artists. As a result symbolic interpretation leads
to underrating many of them. Brilliant artists continue their exploring
efforts, but the “label” on them remains untouched. Some yield to
expectations from collectors or to market behavior, degrading themselves
to the position of symbol and patent copiers.

In such a realistic context, any debate over “transcendence”
seems to be a luxury. Arguably, artists are a community that is likely to
be closest to “transcendence,” many of whom are on their way in this
direction indeed.

The problem is: any effort to interpret Chinese artists’
transformation from tradition often encounters the dilemma of
“metaphysics.” Whatever traditional philosophical ideas an artist deals
with will arouse no interest from critics or the audience. Their responses
are “Greek to me!” “Too mysterious!” and the like, which unmistakably
reflect critics’ indifference about such creation. This is likely to have
resulted from artists’ inability of creation, but more likely from critics’
own ignorance of tradition. Artists who believe in Christianity face
similar embarrassment.

Again similarly, the critic Gao Minglu’s “Yi Pai theory” has
been coldly greeted. He notes that Western art history remains trapped
in the theoretical structure of “binary opposition,” whose core is still
“representational theory.” While examining Chinese philosophy, he
hopes to connect contemporary art with tradition by his Yi Pai theory,
and has done a careful study of it. However, it is embarrassing that his
ideas have received no effective response or analysis because they touch
on “tradition” too frequently. His innovation has aroused just concern, no
interaction.

2. “Art language” as well as “art itself” are ignored. “Language”
seems less important than “subject matter” and “stance.”

In the course of more than 30 years development of contemporary
Chinese art, “subject matter criticism” and “avant-garde criticism”
have showed their significance. However, the “criticality of artistic
language” has always been neglected in text study and exhibitions.
In an art atmosphere where “event” is given priority and “emotional
aggressiveness” prevails, potential “art language” clues in the first
two criticisms are no longer seen. For this, a deep reason is the serious
neglect of “art itself,” and another further one is all-pervasive, distorted,
“vulgar socio-culturalism”.

A close look at contemporary Chinese art history shows that
“language” is a most sensitive and challenging issue which has troubled
and contributed to artists’ creation, from the painter Wu Guanzhong
addressing the value of “ beauty in form” to “’85 New Wave” activists
exploring in the perspective of language (e.g. Zhang Peili and Geng
Jianyi of Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts consciously rose against “Scar”
artists who followed Soviet and French painting techniques with their
technique of even application of color), to the 1990s’ “political pop”
artists showing language idiosyncrasy (e.g. Zhang Xiaogang, whose
painting language characteristics changed in this period), and to those
engaging in new media art, installation art, photography and performance.
A more telling example is China’s abstract artists continuing their similar
efforts, and experimental ink painters absorbing Chinese and Western
elements, though without much success so far.

Present-day “artistic language exploration” has gone beyond the
level of visual language or the scope of abstract art, and has become
a self-presenting way of “the subject”. “Materiality” and “presence of
the body” have been so repeatedly mentioned that close engaging ties
between the two have formed. Their “criticisms” have dispersed the mist
of “subject matter priority” and “stance priority” which overshadowed
China’s art over the 20th century, showing a significant difference from
efforts in the Western art world. So, if we fail to seize this opportunity to
present such explorations, that would be our substantial neglect of duty.

3. Artistic phenomena neglected:

(1) The school of “traditional” ink painting. However, recent years
have seen improvement, e.g. in the works of the artists Lu Fusheng,
Qiu Ting, Tai Xiangzhou, Hou Zhuowu, and He Jiandan. In contrast
to reformist traditional Chinese painters, they try to avoid the trap of
“representational theory” of binary opposition. They trace the origin
of traditional Chinese painting back to the dynasties of Qing, Ming,
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Yuan, Song, even back to the pre-Qin period, and translate their insights
into tradition and modernity into works. In this novelty-seeking age,
their works are not to bring the audience excitement but reverence and
serenity.

(2) “Outsider artists” as a group. They are an untrained body of
artists whose creation depends on special past experience. They are
great in number, and many of their works are high in artistic value. A
recent example is Wang Hua, an “outsider” working with a dining hall
at China Central Academy of Fine Arts. There is Guo Fengyi, a female
“outsider artist”. She first appeared in public in Long March Space years
ago. She also attended the thematic exhibition in the previous Venice
Biennale. However, debate online focused on her identity—*“a witch”—
and her connection with Taoism. In fact, the Chinese art community
lacks due recognition of those with such “identity” and “metaphysical
background.” Domestically, they gain little attention, who expect to “be
discovered” by foreign museums open to “outsider artists” just like them.
To our delight, there is a success story far out in Australia—a “legend”:
an old lady began to learn drawing at the age of 80, and her artwork
is worth over one million dollars now! So, what a sharp difference!
Ridiculous! What is the matter behind the contrast?

(3) The “organic” and “internationalization” tendencies in the
creation of art professionals and college teachers. If we know little about
this, we can imagine: what would happen to Georgia O’Keeffe, a famous
U.S. female artist, if she were in China?

Therefore, the expression of “love” is pale in China. I remember
Yoko Ono, who delivered a lecture at China Central Academy of
Fine Arts in November 2015, in support of a solo show at Faurschou
Beijing. Before the lecture, she brushed out 11 Chinese words with big
strokes: “Shi Jie Ren Min Tuan Jie Xing Fu Fu Fu Fu,” meaning that
the united world people are all happy. Later, the coverage of her lecture
mostly focused on her seemingly odd behavior. In fact, “love” was her
primary concern in the whole process, and that embarrassed China’s
contemporary art world, which is filled with “hatred”.

In fact, either China’s contemporary art circle or academies of fine
arts do not lack artists and students with colorful, personal worlds, who
absorb images from habitats of animals and plants. Their worlds are full
of rich, magical lines and colors—a rosy, charitable space. However, in
the eyes of the audience who pursue “meaning,” most of their works are
“invalid.” If people only keep their eye on “meaning,” they would never
be moved even for the whole world!

(4) The spiritual connotations in abstract-style (or “image” style)
art. Neglect in this field has been long, though signs of improvement
have shown in recent years (for example, the artworks of Shang Yang,
Tan Ping, and Ma Luqing have gained wide attention). This phenomenon
is closely related to the long-neglected “art language.” From the deep
sense, abstraction involves not just language or artistic form at all;
actually, it suggests clues to an artist’s pursuit of complete subjectivity,
and exploration of transforming age-old tradition to meet contemporary
needs.

In the process of creation, their drawing strokes are like emotional
imprints of life. Textures of intertwining pigments seem to be open
pores, breathing and proving that the self is being present, no longer for
the sake of representation. Strokes, as an interacting result of the body
and the material, become a heterogeneous existence outside them. When
this existence ceases to represent the images of the objective world,
strokes’ own characteristics unfold freely on the canvas. They seem
a spiritual body for both the material and the artist: moving around,
running, jumping, or slowing down from time to time. The painter,
while maneuvering his strokes through movements, is experiencing the
traveling traces of life: the previous moment’s speed, this moment’s
strength, and the next moment’s direction. On the other hand, the intense
presence of strokes through self-activation creates a strong appeal to the
body in turn: every ending stroke controlled by the body is ushered in by
its predecessor; and this cycle repeats.

Then, the running energy within the artist’s body, his active mind
and his moving hands begin to act upon the work. A careful viewer can
perceive how this spiritual breath penetrates into his pores, and into
his mind together with inhalation. Therefore, what exists between the
body and the work no longer remains in the artist alone, but extends to
the audience, forming a real-time scene. At this moment, whether the
“theater” exists or not is no longer a key factor.

For an artist, subjectivity-constructing requires both introspection
and lasting sensitivity to “object” and reflection. This dual experience
is the starting point of comprehending temperament and objecthood.
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If the two channels of thinking go deeper, the process of subjectivity-
constructing will, more clearly, evolve into that of “the continuity
of object and self,” whose result will eventually come in the form of
finalized artwork.

The process of “the continuity of object and self” and the rendering
of language into the “carrier” vary considerably with an artist’s
temperament and objecthood he faces, the interaction of which makes
the external “carrier” into a real illusion. Only when this is convinced to
be an illusion can we see how the temperament of the subject and object
are blended in this world, thus forming a unique way for contemporary
Chinese artists to reject representational theory and adhere to language
purification. The artistic language creates a huge tension possible
between the real structure of the “object” and cultural psychology—a
hidden force.

(5) Interpretation of the transition in recent works of contemporary
artists. For example, little criticism is available to the sculptor Sui
Jianguo’s The Blind Men and the Elephant, and the sculptor Zhan Wang’s
Morph, which show no clear theme, or whose symbols and material
show no definite meaning. Why did they—China’s most representative
sculptors—make this shift almost at the same time? Is this a coincidence?
Obviously not. In fact, decades of their contact with “objects” (sculpture
clay, stainless steel) have activated an intercommunication between the
body and the material, which is closely linked to Chinese people’s way
of sensing, which emphasizes a sense of touch!

What is “object” then? Since the moment it is given a “literalist”
meaning, it starts to remain in a vacuum state. When “minimalism”
displays an “object” in an extreme way, it is attempting to highlight
“objecthood” with “literalness,” which remains only at an external,
physical surface level, and visually “deceives” the viewer, with
the support of the theatrical scene. “Form” is nothing but physical
appearance. Even if “minimalists” participate in the making of the
“appearance,” such an “intervention” never incorporates “the artist” into
his work, who is still an observer of “substance”, and whose background
still reflects a world view in which the subject and the object conflict
with each other.

The “object and one self in harmony,” which is attributed to
philosophy or metaphysics in traditional Chinese cultural texts, lacks a
link to our age, because both philosophy and metaphysics are currently
overlooked. Such a relationship plays its role in the public’s daily life,
and also influences the artist’s ways of perceiving the material and
intervening in it in creation.

The particular mode of the subject’s perception will lead to
differentiation of artistic language concerning works. In opposition to
the “objecthood” in “theatricality” questioned by Fried, Chinese artists
have a special understanding and perception of “substance.” Further with
historical memories their body has carried, they incorporate this feeling
into the material of works in the process of creation, which enables the
work itself to possess relative “self-sufficiency”—without theatricality,
these works can stand themselves.

In fact, the recent works of Sui Jianguo and Zhan Wang give the
author hopes of such a possibility!

(6) “Hermit” artists. They are largely overlooked, whose artworks
clash with the theoretical framework provided by current prevailing critic
discourses. The suicide of the performance artist Zhang Shengquan may
be a topic that the community of China’s contemporary art cannot elude.
Countless honest, marginalized and noble-minded artists are left at the
mercy of fate in an age when high market value, popularity and frequent
public appearances are worshiped.

III. What Has Resulted from Neglect of
“Transcendence?”

1. The simplification of the “subject,” lack of stance, and “emotional
aggressiveness” priority to please the audience.

In the field of contemporary art, artists need to air their attitudes—
their own cultural criticality and avant-garde via artwork. This is a
presentation of their artistic mind and stance, and a prerequisite to acquire
his identity as an “avant-garde artist.” However, the author suspects
that, once such an identity is acquired and then used as a bargaining
counter, this airing will be worthless—nothing but another form of bet
or stunt in Vanity Fair, nothing different from blood ties identification.
Particularly, it is noteworthy that, in the circle of contemporary art where
commercialism prevails, this act is a shortcut to profiteering success,
reminding so-called affected, “avant-garde” artists who seem to be kind
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of angry clowns daydreaming to become cultural giants some day.

It sounds correct to take a reflective attitude in any real political or
ideologically-controlled environment, e.g. emphasizing cultural diversity,
highlighting identity difference, making virtual political criticism,
conduct post-colonialism analysis of current global patterns.... But what
is the basis for correctness judgment in the art world? Is it enough to take
a single attitude only? Is it right for a critic to praise whatever defying
attitude he spots? In the field of contemporary art, any rebellious gesture
against the real world possesses “correctness” beyond discussion, any
questioning of which is taken as a conspiracy with the mainstream. But
my suspect is: if a stance-less, indiscriminate rebellion is reduced to a
“fashion” and “shortcut” for profiteering, what are its targets then? What
is it critical of? Personally speaking, if the mainstream art is assumed to
overpraise reality, those pseudo-avant-garde artists can be deemed to be
making themselves striking in avant-garde art with seemingly blood-like
red pigment.

Then, why is “avant-garde just as an attitude” possible? The
reason is that many artists just hold “avant-garde” as an attitude,
which, however, has nothing to do with their standing points, and has
become a show-off of identity, an apparently rebellious yet insincere
stance. Simplistic opposition to or blind escape from “tradition” is not
necessarily “avant-garde.” If any “avant-garde” is not critical of reality, it
would be like an aimless arrow, which looks so penetrative at first sight,
but will end up feathery and useless.

Although all kinds of actual rights for “the other” have not gained
substantial growth in practice, the creation based on “the other”” has won
a unique position in art. On the one hand, part of such artists exaggerate
their true marginal status, or claim they are still on such a status even if
they live a luxurious life. On the other hand, others who deal with “the
other” select it only as a strategy of rising to prominence in contemporary
art. Then only marginalized groups are chosen, and only bloody violence
is sensational. Accordingly, the third world countries have become the
“arena” of international exhibitions. For so-called correctness, few care
about artistry; and art evaluation criterion become a current version of
“subject matter determinism.” Works are reduced to the footnotes of
theory, and the rights of “the other” are extended unrestrainedly in a
virtual manner.

Since the Renaissance, the term “artist” has gained an independent
identity in Europe. After the stage of modernist “artistic heroes,” it has
won larger space of freedom. Undoubtedly, modernist art history, which
emphasizes “the autonomy of art,” has inched its way to enshrine artists.
Since the moment the philosopher Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche declared,
“God is dead!” artists, to some degree, have stealthily occupied a corner
of the altar, though they were mostly only servants in service of the altar
in the Middle Ages and before.

In ancient times, China’s professional “painters” and “sculptors”
(or collectively referred to as “professional artists”) never achieved a
high social status. Only after China’s literati joined painting, the former’s
status began to rise. However, they had not actually reached their
identity until the 20th century. Thanks to the influence of Western social
stratification mechanism upon China, “artists” have gradually acquired a
social role equal with that of “scholars” (part of whom have been called
“intellectuals™ after a division in the 20th century).

The above is the historical context in which we speak about “artists.”
So, when we discuss the word, what do we really mean? What type of
them we mean?

Many, the author believes, would remember a list of “art heroes”
involving modernism: Van Gogh, Paul Cézanne, Paul Gauguin, Pablo
Picasso, Henri Matisse, etc. And their Chinese counterparts would be:
Lin Fengmian, Pang Xungqin, Guan Liang, Chang Yu, Pan Yuliang, Zao
Wou-ki, Wu Guanzhong, etc. How should we treat artists after Marcel
Duchamp overturned the art autonomy model in modernism? Then, the
approaches to socio-cultural history revealed deeper associations between
“art heroes” and society from a variety of perspectives.

Duchamp was followed by Joseph Beuys, Andy Warhol, Jeff
Koons, and Takashi Murakami, who successively subverted the bounds
between “art” and “non-art.” It is no surprise that some art historians
announced: “Art is dead!”

Synchronically, this developmental trend of art history is replayed in
China, having won waves of supporters. But contemporary Chinese art is
mainly based on “criticality,” “intervention,” and “problem-orientation,”
which, in fact, have more potential connections with thinkers like Kang
Youwei and Chen Duxiu, Xu Beihong and his followers, the KMT-
controlled areas, New Woodcut Movement in base areas, and even CPC’s
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policy that “Art Should Serve the Workers, Peasants and Soldiers.”

The above two interpretation modes of art history, seemingly
opposite to each other, always exert an influence upon China’s artists.

However, there have been two soft spots in contemporary Chinese
art: self-construal in artists’ subjectivity; language independence in
contemporary Chinese art.

In the context of current political, economic, and cultural storms,
few young people can become “surfers” of their times. When they
cannot tackle a difficult situation with their art skills, one or two outcries
may capture attention, which explains why “emotional aggressiveness”
occurs. A look at the past decade of contemporary Chinese art will show
that many young artists choose this method, and strategically act as “event
artists,” who eventually find themselves just an art streaker when short-
lived pomp dies out!

How can one develop his “standpoint” if he is not “independent?”
Has the transitional period of contemporary Chinese art come? Everyone,
including the author, may have just a vague idea about this. Nonetheless,
it is amazingly encouraging that a new state of mind has emerged, which
is based on self-construal and probing as the subject, and pays further
detailed attention to social concerns.

“Going from emotional aggressiveness to stance” is more an
expectation than a judgment. Such a concern itself may draw more
awareness, which may be of value to creation, criticism, curatorial
activities, and contemporary art history writing?

2. Mere, massive imitation of “artistic language.” Artistic fashions
come and go, successively after “German expressionism,” “Gerhard
Richter,” “David Hockney,” “Li Songsong,” “Wang Yin,” “abstract ink”
popular in overseas markets a few years ago, currently market-driven
“visual abstraction,” etc.

After the invention of photography, artists borrowed a variety of
media for “breakthroughs.” To a certain extent, a modernist Western art
history can be seen as a history of breakthroughs. With the progress of
printing, visual resources and classic works of individual periods spread
extensively via books. Currently, with the rise of internet and mobile
terminals, our world has already been a sea of images. Except to “Nature”
as we habitually call it (in fact, even our ways of seeing “Nature” have
greatly been affected by image communication), how to deal with this
“sea” is already a challenging issue artists have to confront.

After China’s reform and opening up, art world encountered a
more pressing problem: image bombing from Western artworks. Chinese
artists who were able to see exquisite print pictures, or who had the
luck to go abroad and see original Western works changed their vague
understanding of such works to some extent, and corrected their previous
misinterpretation. Of course, they felt pressure on them. In the face
of striking Western painting language, some Chinese artists chose to
imitate, or unconsciously resemble their Western counterparts, which led
to contemporary critics’ negation of part of the 1980s artists. Others, with
the hint of language self-consciousness, began a long way to explore
artistic language.

In China’s art circles, “the dialogue with images” triggered several
significant events:

(1) Local realism appeared in the early 1980s. (2) At the same
time, Hangzhou-based “Pond Society” artists criticized part of Sichuan
Painters, and chose the technique of even application of color. (3)
Though from different starting points, some “Northern Art Club” artists
chose calming strokes in style, neglecting passionate ones. (4) “New
Generation Artists” and “Political Pop” artists rose in the early 1990s.
(5) “Richter-style even application of color” became widespread at the
turn of 21st century until a Richter solo show was held at National Art
Museum of China in 2008. (6) “Li Songsong-style impasto” gained
popularity in various forms. Along with the latter two, all kinds of
“simple appropriation” flooded in the name of “deconstruction,” and
head portraits of politicians and film stars were most common symbols
in paintings. (7) China’s fourth generation critics began to attack this
situation around 2006, and indirectly contributed to the “prosperity” of
“abstract art.” Unfortunately, even within 10 years, we are sad to see
that most of abstract art has turned into “decorative painting,” or “tool
painting of concepts.” Though stimulated by Archile Bonito Oliva’s visit
to China, such an art is being overdrafted by the market in advance.

In fact, that “dialogue with images” is far from ending up. How will
such an artistically rootless trend improve, when contemporary Chinese
art has caused more concern; when the market is playing a leading role,
and criticism is declining; and when foreign art masters continually
visits China, causing rounds of imitation (after Richter, Anselm Kiefer,
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Lucian Freud, Hockney, or forthcoming...)? Further, how can we address
the language logic and self-sufficient characteristics of contemporary
Chinese art? Indeed, a tough question we have to answer!

The painter Wang Guangyi, based on his personal understanding
of E.H. Gombrich’s “schema and correction,” began his “The Post-
classical” series in the 1980s. About ten years later, his “Mass Criticism”
series made him an important representative of “Political Pop.” And the
dialogue between Chinese painters and “images” has been continuing for
three decades now.

In a so-called “image age,” the “dialogue with images” can be
mentioned in the same breath with “painting from nature,” as in the past.
But the present case is more like “painting from the mirror,” a “second
reality” built with images. A serious problem is that a great number
of painters are unable to examine images, which they just take as a
substitute for reality, for past sketch tools, and as “a pair of crutches”
for painting. There are two simple, common ways of image processing:
1) quick interception, transferring, and contrast; 2) filter-type treatment,
i.e. covering individualized “strokes” onto images. The former focuses
on subject matter while the latter on techniques. Undoubtedly, this has
nothing to do with any image theory, as an invalid depends on rather
than examines his crutches, for which he might develop a liking close to
“fetishism.”

Admittedly, to our sadness, the survival space for painting is
gradually narrower in an era of electronic media. However, good use of
the “limitations” provided by this small space may bring artists additional
creative possibilities. Under the pressure of “images,” how should artists
face reality? And the virtual? Seemingly no longer unilateral problems.
Specifically, the creation space has to be discovered and enlarged by
painters before artworks are materialized. “Image breaking” may, after
all, be an option, and the trajectory of a generation of painters’ efforts can
be displayed by “combining” its results.

3. “Idea-centered” overuse of materials before visualizing the idea
into a “standard contemporary art work”.

All sorts of “standard contemporary art” are reigning as follows:

(1) Standardized “bad paintings.” An example is seen in a WeChat
public account “Painting Art Bad Guys Shop,” in which many artists
seem bizarre just to make their works “bad.” What can we say if we find
a football player, who even does not know how to juggle a ball, directly
rushing to the goal with the ball held with two hands as in a rugby match?
Even so, there are some tricks behind them: a little graffiti, a few pieces
of ready-made articles nailed on the canvas, and then a few English dirty
words; Richter + Hockey + visual illusion + youth memory; realism +
accidental texture (colloquially known as “snot painting”). Once a new
pattern emerges, it will be imitated immediately, widely and excessively.

(2) Experimental articles of material conversion. For example,
as in painting, a chunk of wood is locally carved into a watermelon,
then painted with bright colors; silica gel is made into a melting stone
tablet or tank; a chain carved out of stone is combined with an iron
one; transparent plastic is used to copy clothing under security check.
Basically, those are created by static “montage,” a simple dualistic
transformation.

In present-day contemporary art exhibitions, there are also many
other stereotyped contemporary artworks. What actually support those
cool show-offs are simplistic thinking habits always working there.

Conclusion

The purpose of readdressing “transcendence” is to expect the arrival
of a true, “equal” perspective, which is the basis for communication
between integrated people, without being limited by thoughtless
thinking modes, knowledge structure and national psychology. Such a
perspective will lead to a fundamental interpretation, helping clean up
a novelty-seeking mentality and ideological filters on contemporary
Chinese art. A true, “equal” perspective does not need to break away with
“transcendence;” instead it pays full respect to its origins and tradition,
realistic situation, and personal experience.

Of course, that means self-respect, too.

China Central Academy of Fine Arts, September 2, 2016
Liu Libin: doctor, associate research fellow at Fine Arts Research Institute,

China Central Academy of Fine Arts
Yue Zhongsheng: associate professor at Civil Aviation University of China
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Abstract: Chinese female artists have separated themselves from
the discourse power of the male and begun to focus on their personal
experience of growth and gender experience, and to explore their own
value. Some female artists for the first time clearly put female bodies
on the stage of history, which will no longer be absent in the field of
Chinese culture. This will be of practical significance to the development
of modern and contemporary female art in China.

Key words: “private narrative”; female art in the 20th century;
body; female art
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