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Undisguised “Black and White”

and the Limitless “Offense”
—on Sui Cheng'’s Works

Professor Guang Jun Central Academy of Fine Arts

Director of Printmaking Committee, Chinese Artists Association

The woadcut works created by Suicheng several years ago
were expressions of his feelings, which have idealized the common
things, and touched our hearts. The black and white in those works
are undisguised. It seems thal he was telling stories through these
waorks.

Recently, there often appeared waves and the semi-human
figures in his works. It seems to me that he has grasped something
and wants lo change.

Several years ago, on the walls along the streets in Beijing, there
were always some silhouettes of human heads drawn in one stroke.
They were always the same. The person who drew those things
worked with perseve;ance. After a period of lime, people, ho matter
whether they are artists or not, have remembered these things. The
arlists understood those as art actions and the latter ones regarded
them as environment pollution. Now the silhouettes have gone.
Maybe the reason is the walls are removed so fast that the drawings
have been painled in vain.

Suicheng has also created a human figure. But this is regarded
by all as a work of art. He named it "swimmer”. Is it a person who can
float on water or is it swimming? It has been put in different places.
Wherever it is, people will think of swimming or floating on water and
immortality. It seems to have come out of the ground. People can't
predict where and when it will come. It is strange that because of the
different places it is in, tHose white figures are changing. But anyway,
he is a person lives in a city. When he is in the wood, he is a grace:ful
aristocrat;, when he is in the field, he is a visitor who can neither toil
his four limbs nor tell the five cereals apart; when he is under the
statue of the great persons, he is an idealist; when in the lanes of a
village, he is ostentatious...... They are scouts sent by Suicheng to
collect different forms of human lives. It's more like Suicheng himself
than an “icon”™. But if it is, there should be another explanation.

Maybe | haven't understood thoroughly. | think he has made the

images abstract, but I'm not so sure, because the symbols in his
works are human beings and water. These are indicative symbols,
or maybe elements. These concrete things become abstract when
they are put together. Kandinsky had regulated the characteristics
of symbols in his works: one thing with these elements and another
thing with other elements. But | don't think Kandinsky had always
done in this way. Anyway, the work which is what it looks like seldom
cause disagreement because the viewers can at least get a pleasant
sensation of cognition. But an abstract wark is different. It can lead to
different understanding and can satisfy different imagination. This is
the advantage of abstract works. But | feel it is somewhat ambiguous.
However, some other people don't think so. And this is its another
advantage.

Many people have written comments on Suicheng's works and
have made different guesses. This is amazing for the artist. Works
of art can bring different feelings to different people, and this is the
relationship between art and audience. Artists have their freedom to
create their works, and people have their own freedom to understand
the works. This is the relationship between works and comments.
They are independent on each other. The artist will not be successful
if he follows others' comments. Whatever the comment is, the
artist will make his own decision. | just want to feel and don't like to
explain. Even after | feel, | don't want to speak it out. Since Suicheng
can offend us, why can't | have the freedom of talking nonsense?

Nowadays, in the field of printmaking, very few have independent
examination view and imagination space, or independent expressing
way. But Suicheng has, all of these.

In the end, there have to be a formal comment. I'd like to quote
the words of his son, who is called “Little Buddha" by us:

The works are bright, and healthy, and will be better.

4/22/2008
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Calmness in Intensity; Conflict in Order
The Contradictory Characteristics in Sui Cheng's Black and White Printmaking \Xorks

Professor Qi Fengge Vice-director of Printmaking Committee, Chinese Aritist Association

Editor-in-chief of china Printmaking

Suicheng is a persevering striver in black and white printmaking field.
Since he crealed his first woodcut work in 1983, for more than 20 years he
has been deeply in love with black and white world. Despite the fact that
Chinese black and while prints are on the decline under the pounding of
markel economy and western modernist art trend, and that mimeograph
color process (chromatography) and watercolor block printing are stealing
the show on art exhibitions and markets, Suicheng doesn't want lo change
his original intention and insists on expressing his feelings in life and
his concern in reality and nalure by means of black and white. From the
point of view of visual form and inner qualification, his creation has gone
through two stages. The first one is to seek calmness in intensity, and the
second one is to show conflict in the order. The contradicting structure is
just the perceptual expression of his art characteristics.

The characteristic of seeking calmness in intensity can be found in
his first printmaking works from late 80s to 90s. In Dance, Café, The Sea,
People Crossing the Street, elc. with casual knife touch, disordered black
and white, free image, and even an unusual enviranment, the artist has
expressed a restless emotion, an aggression to human being's spiritual
world from the busy and complicated ultilitarian society. On art orientation,
he has taken avant-garde attitude to fight against the traditional aesthelic
mode. But his intention is to comfort the restless and upset souls and to
lang for a calm and simple spiritual world. The light beam in Dance and
the light faculae in Café separate the still image into fragments. The artist
weakened the space relationship on purpose. The subjectively treated
image, casually arranged composition, and the disordered print mark
have made those people seeking calmness and escaping from turmoil lost
in another miscellaneous world. Is modern civilization bound to destroy
harmony and calmness?‘ This is so far a subject worth introspecting for
most of us. .

If the visual form of the above mentioned two pieces of works is
metaphor of objective reality, Calm Lake and The Sea show directly
the longing of people in modern society for returning to nature. In the
illustration of The Sea, the artist wrote as follows:

The two young girls who repeat the same action are harmonious
with white clouds. Scuipture-like figures and paper-cut like lines make
the image stretch hard. The incomplete cut of feet, boats and clouds
intend to break the restriction of frame. The sea implies the deep eternity
surpassing life surface, the boat symbolizes time passing and settlement,

and the young girls symbolize the freshness and passion of life

The combination of these images shows people's love of nature.
longing for freedom, and surpassing the living space. As modern industrial
economy developed rapidly, pollution and noise have dissimilated the
nature and transformed the blue sky and clear water. People have
nowhere to avoid these turmoil .Then the appearance of this surpassing
mood is reasonable.

The characteristic of showing conflict in the order can be found in his
Swimmer and Metropolis and Swimmer series. From the beginning of this
century, Suicheng's black and white print works are no longer intense,
disordered or free, but have become patterned and regular. However, this
calmness and order contain some conflict and contradiction. The artist has
redesigned, copied and rearranged the water waves In Chinese traditional
painting, and used simple and dense wave as the swimmer's background
space. Meanwhile, the interchange similar to industrial traffic symbols
separate the image with some rational traffic signs adarned among it. This
makes the scene vital and the fictitious traffic orderly. The swimmer in it is
just a symbolic sign. He moves back and forth showing a great vitality, but
meanwhile he is lonely and helpless within the limit of regulations. This is
the artist's feeling of modern urban life. What he wants to express is the
conflict between human being's desire and impulse and the regulations,
order, and industrial management way. and the contradiction between
active life and the calm and grim real society. It has the function of calling
for deep thought.

These works show us Suichéng's artistic characteristics. He has
opened the door of a unique style with a different visual form, and made
traditional black and white print fresh and original with modern idea
and new visual angle. From the intensity, disorder, free style in the first
stage lo the calmness, order and delicacy in second stage, from the
former calmness in intensity to latter conflict in order, he is explaining
the contradiction characteristics in black and white prints. Contradiction
can present personality and difference and promote development. Just
because of the artistic grasp and application of contradiction and the law
of unity and opposites, Suicheng keeps his vigor and enthusiasm in the
unitary black and white printmaking. and sticks to his own world among
the printmaking artists with different personalilies.

9
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Thinking and Piousness

Thoughts on Sui Cheng’s Printmaking works

Professor Peng Feng Beijing University

Suicheng is an artist who focuses on both thinking and experience.
In contemporary Chinese art field, the red and bright vulgar style and the
wantonly expression of sensual desire are very popular, Comparing to
this trend, Suicheng's perseveringly striving for the art of black and white
woodcul appears so unique that it gives people a feeling of an interval of
the whole generation. However, Suicheng is obviously a contemporary
artist, not a technician who has obtained a certain technique. According to
A. Danto, the art today has stepped into its post-historical stage, in which,
its magnificent narrative career has come to the end. Thus, the art will no
longer keep its progressive history, and there will be no longer differences
between the advanced and the backward. All sorts of art forms appeared
in the history can reappear today. Of course the forms appeared in the
history should have somewhat changed if they want to become the art
again. The change here is not seen in its exhibited characteristics, but
in its non-exhibited ones, which can not be recognized by everyone or
someone’s sense. Only those experts or the members in the art field
can recognize the non-exhibited characteristics of art by their special
sharp senses. Above all, the difference from non-exhibited characteristics
is similar to the one between “the mountain is the mountain” and “the
mountain is still the mountain”. Danto quoted this famous saying of Master
Qingyuan when he tried to explain a certain thing is the art, but a thing
similar to it is not. '

What are the non-exhibited characteristics which form art? According
to Danlo, it is the theoretical explanation about artistic works. This is often
understood vulgarly as the conspiracy of the critic and the artist, that is to
say, whether a certain thing is the art depends on whether there are critics,
art historians or theorists say it is the art, not on the thing itself. Thus a
theoretical atmosphere is formed around the thing, which brings it into the
art world. Nevertheless, Danlo stressed that the theoretical explanation
cannot be given wantonly. The theorists cannol' transfigure a thing into a
work of art as he pleases. The explanation of the theorists must depend
on the potential non-exhibited characteristics of the thing itself. The thing
must be about and express something before it becomes the object of
the theorist's explanation and is transfigured into a work of art. Therefore,
maybe the exterior forms are the same as those in the history, but the
art loday has to have “aboutness” and lead to the thought beyond itself.
From this point of view. the artists today are all thinkers, which is the core

of Danto’'s art philosophy. But as Danto has said, when artists become
thinkers and the art starls o express thoughts, the art dies, Just as Hegel
had predicted, the place of art would be taken by philosophy.

However, the arl still exists because of its non-exhibited
characteristics, which have been ignored by all thinkers and philosophers
today. The characteristic has nothing to do with the expressed object, but
something to do with the expressing way. Of course, the expressing way
here refers to a certain art attitude, not a certain art technique as some
artists thought. The former is non-exhibited, while the later is exhibiled
The things made in same way can be a work of art or not a work of art.
It is not decided by techniques, but the aftitudes. The art needs a pious
attitude. This is a quality found by C. Bell on modern artists, which is
either ignored or ridiculed today. But | think it is an essential non-exhibited
characteristic 1o keep the artist an artist. Piousness s a religious attitude.,
But the art will not end in religion because it has the non-exhibited
characteristic-—thinking. Just as piousness can keep the art from ending
in philosophy, thinking can keep the art from ending in religion. Any form
of art appeared in history has to have its theoretical atmosphere and pious
attitude if it wants to keep its art halo.

The reason | said that Suicheng’'s woodcut is a contemporary art
instead of a continued habit is there exist these two characteristics in his
works. The art of woodcut is not young. And every possibility of it has been
embodied in pre éxcessors' experiments, Although Suicheng has superb
not the reason we regard his works as contemporary
art. When we retrospect Suicheng's art route, it can be found that the
technique in his works has not been strengthened, on the contrary, it has
been properly weakened. This is because the key point in contemporary

. technique, this

art is not the technique, but the expression of art. The best tool of
expression is symbols. For the purpose of expression, Suicheng gave up
his realistic technique and expressive style and turned to symbalization.
which is especially clear in his Metropolis and Swimmer series. In these
works, human beings are fixed as human symbols and water is fixed as
water symbols. Together with the borrowed traffic symbols, the whole work
is made up of symbals.

Since the purpose of symbolization is to express better, people would
like to know whal these symbols used by Suicheng have expressed.
Different viewers will have different understanding, which can't be stopped



even by the explanation from the artist himself. Aithough the symbols
used by Suicheng are not complicated, the combination or the collision
of them means a lot. Metropolis and the swimmer, the two separated but
linked potentially things are put together, can induce fantastic reveries.
They make me think of the “flaneur" written by C. P. Baudelaire. A group
of young people, never knowing the next destination, idled from street to
street until they were tired and hungry, and went to a strange room for a
rest. The image of the flaneur was mentioned by W. Benjamin again and
was pushed to a new height of philosophy. Idling has become people’
s instinct for existence. For a modern flaneur, the ideal place is not in
the forest, but in the city, The city offers both open squares and hidden
buildings. which can meet the needs of the flaneurs for both “watch-out”
and “protection”. Modern cities offer people the ideal idling places, but not
all peaple living in the cities are flaneurs, To be a flaneur, one has to learn
to be lost and to see the things around oneself without utili(y or purpose.
In face, the flaneurs under the pen of Baudelaire and Benjamin are the
embodiment of aesthelicians. Different from |. Kant's opifiion regarding
aesthetics as no gains and no losses, Baudelaire and Benjamin regarded
‘aesthetics as aimless idling. Only when people are idling aimlessly, can
they gel rid of the trammels of all sorts of status and become themselves.
Therefore, | understand aesthetics as a lingering under the condition that
one gets rid of his self status. Suicheng's Metropolis and Swimmer series
have patterned the images of "flaneurs”.

However, if Suicheng's works are regarded as the illustration of
the “flaneur” or that of Baudelaire and Benjamin's words, they are
misunderstood. From Suicheng's works, it can be found there are many
points different from those described by Baudelaire and Benjamin.
Suicheng's metrapalis is symbolized by roads and traffic signs, while the
works of Baudelaire and Benjamin are full of arches, squares and streets
in the cities. But the perplexity of Suicheng’s mefropolis symbolized by
interchanged expressways and traffic signs is no less than the cities
made up of the arches, squares and streets. On the contrary, the effect
caused by the sense of loss is stronger, because once one is lost, the
expressways will take him to somewhere far away outside the cities.

The "flaneurs” under Baudelaire and Benjamin's pen are wanderers
in the city. Theoretically, Suicheng's “flaneurs” in the metropolis which
is symbolized by expressways and traffic signs should be the “driving
family". But Suicheng chose the more primitive swimmers as his
“flaneurs”. The reason of this is, besides to set up the relationship with his
former Swimmer series, the understanding of “wandering”(swimming) in
Chinese culture. From the source of Chinese character, both “wandering”
and “swimming” in Chinese have something to do with "water". The
beginning of life starts in the water, then wanders on the land, later in the
space. Suicheng uses swimmers to symbolize “flaneurs” o embody the
continuance of his creation and to relate to his own culture. Meanwhile he
dislocates the time of swimming ways and swimming places. Suicheng'
s recognition of his own culture is embodied in his symbols of water. No
matter whether one is familiar with Chinese traditional painting or not,
he can find clear Chinese preference in these symbols. Those who are
familiar with Chinese painting maybe find the history of these symbols.
In fact, these symbols are refined from the Chinese paintings describing
waler. In the 1990s, Suicheng did some experiments to recreate some
famous Chinese traditional painting in his woodcut works. Of course, the
waler refined as symbols is not the natural water, nor is it the water in
traditional culture, but the modern symbol with marking and designing
quality,. Water and expressways are opposites, because they are the
medium in different limes. Suicheng likes to strengthen his works with
contradictions.

What attracted me in Sui's works is not the symbols of the cities nor
the symbals of the culture, but the symbols of human beings. Similar
to the image which both makes use of and deviates from the water, the
“swimmer” in Sui's works makes use of and deviates the “flaneur”. In
Baudelaire and Benjamin's works, the “flaneur” has got rid of all sorts of

social binding and expressed successfully his existence in the world. If we
say the masks on the *flaneurs” standardized different people and their
life, then the “flaneurs” are different individuals existing in the world free
from the binding of the concept. According to T. Adorno, “flaneurs” showed
human beings' nonidentity and resistance to the thinking of identity. In
accordance with this, there should be various sorts of the swimmers’
images. However, Suicheng has summarized them into one symbol-
--a symbol of human beings, which is similar to that in the scribbling
works. In my opinion, this highly identical symbal of Suicheng can show
the existence condition of modern people. Baudelaire and Benjamin’
s works kept the romantic ;antasy for personal freedom. This romantic
fantasy regarded the alienation of human beings as the result of social
oppression. Once one gets free from the oppression, he can show fully
his individual characteristics. However, as the consumer society came,
this romantic fantasy was shattered. The alienation of human beings is not

" the result of the social oppression, but that of free choice. Human beings

chose to be non-human beings, to be the highly identical symbols. Just
as what we have seen in the scribbling works all over the world, although
this sort of art style has great freedom, the figures in them are almost
the same. Hence, we can see that in Sui's works, freedom has shown
its ridiculous side, i.e., people always run after the least free resuit. The
people who lack freedom long for it, while those who have it choose to
follow blindly, v

If we decode the key symbols in Suicheng’s works, we can find
that Suicheng is, in fact, describing the contradictory living condition
of contemporary Chinese in a symbolized way. The climax of this
contradictary condition is the ridiculous nature of life. Due to the endless
backwardness of the future, the object people are running after will never
be realized. The only thing people can realize is just what people are
trying to avoid, that is, the end of one's life. People are marching to his
end. To human beings, the only animal who can reason, what can be
more ridiculous than this?

This ridiculous nature of human beings' life has been stated
many times by existentialist philosophers. If Suicheng's works simply
illustrate this thought, they are not art expression, nor can they touch
people's hearts. The perceptual characteristic of art is neglected when
contemporary art is running for its conception and criticism. Different from
philosophy, the art seems to have a magic to present the thing directly.
Many contemporary art works are lack of this magic, thus become direct
philosophical statement or political declaration. This is the reason Danto
declared that art wase died. But Suicheng's works still have the magic.
Where is the magic from? It is from his pious attitude to art. Benjamin had
used the word "aura” to distinguish between the original works and copied
anes. The copied work can be very similar to the original one. The only
thing lost in it is the “aura” in the original one. This “aura” is not the object
of rational analysis, but that of feeling. Benjamin's “aura” is similar to my
“magic”. Both of them have something to do with the artists' experience
in life. The arlists loday are keen on following the trend and making
some images or ideas irrelative to their own existence or life. They have
lost their heads in front of the commercial success, and have no way to
obtain the power from the root of one's life. These artists are skillful and
have their own thoughts, but their works have no "aura“. Suicheng has
his religion-like piousness to his art. Without this piousness, we can not
imagine that he can be so persistent on black and white woodcut. This
pious attitude makes him touch the root of life and his works share the
vital “aura”.

Just like one's thinking, piousness is also a non-exhibited
characteristic of art works. However, | can sense a certain unusual feeling
in Suicheng's works. Perhaps this is the "aura” or "magic” of the art. They
are so clear in his works and meanwhile so unpredictable.
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