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Exploring art through its humanistic and
sacred dimensions

Interpreting contemporary art through the
world—cultural picture

Reclaiming Chinese thought through the
transcendent and imminent

Bringing academia and the art world toge —
ther into a dialogue of ideas and spirituality
Realising the concern for humanist values in
Chinese contemporary art through academic
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ART

[ Editorial ]

M At present, contemporary Chinese study is entering a creative phase from the absorption and
synthesis of both academic thinking in the West and classical tradition in China. It is
particularly so in the artistic fields. In order to encourage academic study in Chinese
contemporary arts, we have decided to publish Humanities and Art series, which is supported
by Shanghai Joint Publishing Co..

B It emphasizes the study of arts that is humanistic in depth and historic in width. It
encourages academic religious quest for the specific forms and the general phenomena of
Chinese contemporary arts based on the concern on humanist value. It elucidates broad
cultural contexts of art, and promotes the dialogue between scholars and artists in the
academic and artistic circles.

M In every issue of Humanities and Art, there are five columns including “Art Studies’, ‘Note
of Art Experience’. ‘Cultural Review’, ‘“Metaphysical Argument’ and ‘Translation of Cla—
ssics’. Art Studies are covered by pure academic papers. Addressing humanistic thinking in
the contemporary era. this column investigates humanist nature in arts. Note of Art Experience
expresses humanist spirit in the heart of artists. These include art works, reading notes and
writing by artists. Cultural Review is based on humanist study of the arts in both Chinese and
foreign cultural traditions. It undertakes an objective review of various trends, school of the
thinking as well as a critical review of the leading thinkers. Metaphysical Argument clarifies
the necessities, possibilities, and approaches of metaphysics as the groundwork of the
contemporary humanist study in China. It aims to create a pure transcendental dimension in
Chinese thinking. Translation of Classics is to broaden the synthetic horizon of the humanist
thinking in China. It publishes selected articles on arts and humanities overseas.

WM The editorial board of Humanities and Art consists of a group of Chinese scholars and artists
as well as some Western scholars and critics.

M1t is our hope that Humanities and Art will contribute to the cultivation of our individuality

and humanity in contemporary art.

The series of Humanities and Art academic committee

August of 1998
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Practical Focus of Humanistic Criticism
——Event Aesthetics

The true object to which Relational Aesthetics is applied is the world —
picture logic. This logic is formed by the interaction of human —linguistic
relationships, human—temporal relationships, human-—self relationships, human—
thing relationships, human —human relationships, human —history relationships
and human —divine relationships "', Given that these relationships are in a
constant state of interacting and formation, within any particular durée the world
picture logic that we can see is a kind of dynamic structural logic, or a kind of
structured dynamic logic. These relationships are in a process of becoming, and
in such a process the different forming factors of the world (language, time. the
individual person, the natural world, society, history and the divine) will
coalesce to form a particular focal event. Focal events are the encounter,
communication, interweaving and fusion of different forming factors. These are
realized in the individual to become psychological events, in the natural world
to become natural events, in society to become social events and in history to
become historical events. The mission of criticism that is based on the world
picture logic is to elicit the ‘idea events’ as they manifest in works of art, to
investigate what specific arrangement of factors was involved in the formation of
such events and to understand what kind of influence and effect these events
have on the mental, flesh and blood, psychic and cultural lives of the audiences
that encounter such works.

The ‘idea events’ within a work of art are different from the psychological
events found in the experiences of our mundane lives, such as being admitted
into college or dropping out, marriage or divorce, promotion or demotion, an
illness, death or accident of a family member etc. Such events bring about a
deep rearrangement of our psychological structure and form for us a specific
personal vocabulary in our conceptual systems. Of course, we can definitely find
instances of artists expressing in their work these kinds of psychological events.

Zeng Fanzhi [f54E75] s 1994 work “Inner Wound™ [neishang PJ14] is one such

[1]Zha Changping # % -F."“Zhongguo xianfengyishu sixiangshi  (4) — yishushi xiezuo yu

guanximeixued E £ # Z K B A # (4) ZARE 5 ES X £ %% [The History of Ideas in

Pioneering Contemporary Chinese Art 5: Art History Writing and Relational Aesthetics|” in

Yishu Dangdai 1(2014):39-43.
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work. Looking at the image it is apparent that the blood that covers the face and
arms of the subject is blood that should have leaked out from his own blood
vessels and not have been painted on. Lovers of art when they approach this
piece do not see directly any sign of the pain of a person being deeply rent
apart by inner wounds, rather they see pain through what the artist has painted
on the skin of his subject, they see the pain through an object of artistic
expression, a kind of superficial mask of pain that is invoked through
brushstrokes. The collar and sleeves of person in the image are not stained with
any blood from this “inner wound’. This is an example of a mask-language,
expression through the use of masks, which is typical of this artist’s work. His
“Last Supper” (2001) is nothing more than a repetition of such a mask -
language, his artistic language has already become a cliché. The children in the
image all wear the red neck ties of China’s so—called “Young Pioneers”, lower
and junior middle school students who take on extracurricular communist
ideological tuition and serve as a form of hall monitors or school prefects. In the
image, the child in the place of Judas wears a golden neck tie instead of a red
one, which could be a symbol for China’s second generation rich. His
relationship to the other masked school children in the red neck ties, however,
might not necessarily be interpreted as the betrayal of the communist ideals of
the young pioneers by China’s new generation. Formally the artist has
demonstrated his potential for expression (or expressive potential), but the work
lacks depth and thus falls short of amply providing potential for interpretation
(or interpretative potential). The same can be said for Cui Xouwen’s [ Ui [H] |
“Three Worlds™ [ = #] (2003), where the same red necktied, insincere group of
little girls are arranged as Jesus and his twelve disciples. In the process of
appropriating this motif the capacity for idiosyncratic interpretations of the work
or the creator are completely lost. The story of the “last supper” in the New
Testament touches on the ethical question of how friendship between people can
be bought and sold with the temptation of financial gain, as well as how the
relationship between student and teacher, which is based on knowledge,
collapses in the face of relationships between humans and the material world. In
actual fact, in just the same way an artist takes a natural, social or historical

event that 1s external and turns it into an internal psychological event, an artist

013
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must also work on the difficult problem of how to turn external psychological
events into their own idea events. To perform this the artist must have a high
degree of empathy in order to realise their interpretive potential through
thematic concerns. They must also be able to realise their expressive potential
through formal concerns. If one can only express and not provide depth for
interpretation, then a work is doomed to become subservient to the artist’s
personal artistic language. While if a work is nothing more than the presentation
of themes to interpret and lacks expression, then the piece will be nothing more
than documentation of an artist being an advocate for a certain cause, opinion or
doctrine.

The idea events within a work of art are the result of an artist’s internal
processing of any psychological, natural, social or historical events!! they have
encountered. Such works come across as dramatic and dynamic, interweaving
the ideas and beliefs of the artist. The semantic tension they contain is a result
of the artist’s internal restlessness and yearning for tranquility in their lives.
and is exhibited through an implacable aesthetic of contradiction. Meng Yan’s
huge work in oil, “The Last Supper” (1150x400cm, 2013), is just that kind of
piece, presenting a conceptual image of the human - divine relationship
through the contrasting contents of the upper and lower half of the image. “The
image is composed of four levels: at the top there is Jesus and the twelve
disciples. They are positioned in the air above the turbulent, war—torn city, their
heads surrounded by haloes foretelling their salvation, their hand gestures and
expressions full of uncountable subtleties. Jesus is positioned in the centre,
extending his two hands out to the collapsing rift in the ground below, even as

his expression bears ink marks mapping out His infinite suffering. The second

[1]Jannis Kounellis’s 1967 piece “Untitled” had a parrot on a perch that extended from a
vertical flat steel plate, the vivid colours of the parrot and the monochrome appearance of
the steel formed a poetic scene. Two years later, he positioned twelve live horse equidis-
tant apart outside the Galleria L’ attico in Rome. One can just imagine the dramatic expe-
rience for the audience, the smell and sound of the animals (“Untitled”, 1969). Both of
these works represent an example of how an artist takes a natural event and transforms it

into a psychological event.
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level represents the modernised, industrialised, civilised city, which includes the
Pearl of the Orient among its towering buildings, seeming built upon a vast and
boundless ocean. The third level is at the eye—level of the audience. Here we
see on the left industrial furnaces, silver Yuan and American dollars while on
the right there is a war going on, with soldiers, tanks, planes and homing
missiles. Again all of these seem to be floating on this great ocean. The path in
the centre of the image has already collapsed and is increasingly crumbling
away into the giant chasm. On the left side of the lowest level we have the
image of Jesus in submission, as if crawling through the air, calling out to all
those falling into the widening abyss, while at the same time appearing to be
throwing himself down into that abyss to save those souls that are rapidly
receding down the path of the lost. As this goes on, the soldiers on the right of
the image, in their gas masks, are relentlessly continuing to carry out their
massacre. This kind of image, structured top to bottom, brings to lovers of art a
vision of hope for salvation from collapse and the abyss through the divine love
of the God of Jesus, a love which overcomes all of the hatred in the world.” !
Above the ruptured ocean or ground Judas is leisurely drifting off to sleep, while
Jesus and the other disciples are weeping tears of desperation and pity. The gulf
stands for sex, earthquakes, war, power, money, urbanisation, industrialisation
among other things that are the interplay of psychological, natural, historical,
social events. The overall imagery arises from the artist’s deep internal anxiety.
You could say, the piece is a final sense of closure on all the things the artist had
personally experienced and been through up until that point, it is the externalized
form of his idea events.

From looking at artist’s work, any semantic tension must be communicated
through the presence of formal tension. In Meng Yan’s “Last Supper” this is
evident in the tension between the hopeful serenity of Jesus and the twelve
disciples above and the utter desperation and chaos of the world below. It is also

apparent in the tension between Jesus on the bottom left who calmly throws

[1]Zha Changping % # ¥, “Chenlun zhong de jiushu — ping mengyan de jinzuo ¥ #: ¥ & $
zhongguo bailaohui shangceng,7(2013),66.

W & & B9 22 1F "[Salvation in the fallen world — on the recent works of Meng Yan],
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himself down to offer salvation and the scattered souls struggling and suffering, as
well as the tension between the backdrop of the city and the foreground of war
and carnage. Here then we have an aesthetic of dissonance that modern art has
initiated and the personal idea events of individual artists have brought about.
This aesthetic of dissonance has come to replace the aesthetic of harmony that
preoccupied the classical world. If we use the categories of classical aesthetics to
describe such an aesthetic of conflict, we could rather contrivedly see it as a kind
of sublime. Of course this is not the sublime of beauty, nor is it the beauty of the
sublime, rather it is a kind of feeling of awe at the idea of human existence. It
compels people to assess what kind of way of life they should choose in order to
realise their desired existence.

At the same time, just as a relational aesthetics based on existentialism
must itself be rooted in relational theology. event aesthetics must be rooted in
event theology. The area of inquiry of relational theology encompasses questions
such as how did the word of God become flesh through Jesus in history, what
purpose did this Jesus in the flesh have in history, how was it that he was killed
and rose from the dead, etc. In the same way, event aesthetics explores how idea
events of art are formed in the mental, flesh and blood, psychic and cultural
lives of lovers of art, what psychological, natural, social or historical events in
an individual artist’s personal experience formed their individual original art
concepts and how these came to bring about their original artistic language
schema (Zha Changping 10th September 2014 at the Ao Shen Ancient Town in
Chengdu; Translation by Lance Pursey,checked by Zha Changping).
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