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Wang Guangyi has stood as a representative figure of contemporary art since
the 85 period, and his creations have always revolved around certain historical
memories and political sentiments. In his artworks, his fresh signs and schemas
have shaped a group skepticism peculiar to this era, and presented his personal
answer to the ultimate question of art. This criticism does not set out from the
perspective of affirmation or denial, but is more of a reorganization of established
memories. This apparently absurd, chaotic and mundane visual language conveys
his profound anxieties about this.

For an artist, entry into art history does not merely imply constant approval.
Over the past three decades of contemporary art’s development in China, Wang
Guangyi has engaged in many experiments on art, making him a case well worth
exploring in art history. As he has searched for his own individual creative
language, he has deconstructed and reconstructed our fixed historical aesthetic. On
this point, his creations cannot be defined by “political pop.” From his explanations
of his own art on the level of philosophy and ideas, he has undergone many different
artistic trials. Art history, however, is not only composed of a series of individual
remarks. To find the true interpretation of these creations, we must turn to the
artworks themselves.

The art museum and art history have a kind of symbiotic relationship. The art
history we compose today places more emphasis on the concepts and creations that
lie behind the artwork and the intellectual realm of their critical spirit. These ideas
are certainly rooted in interpretations of the spirit of our nation and era, as well as
our worldview. Openness is in the nature of the art museum, and we must present
the richness and diversity of the current arts, while also accepting differing artistic
ideals, allowing people of different ideas to coexist, but this does not mean that we
must submit to the preferences of the public. Wang Guangyi’s solo exhibition is
perfectly in keeping with these concepts. Unlike the masses, groups and societies,
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Preface

which easily slip into conformity, his artworks present unique thinking on values.
These explorations, rooted in the memory of events, contain his doubts and
nostalgia for the times. In the face of the passionate social life, he appears like the
outsider.

This exhibition is more than a retrospective and reordering of Wang Guangyi
and his art. The many branches that have split off in the process of reading him
represent the glory of art that we hope to present. This glory rests not in accepted
conclusions but in the broad and free context which we all share.

Zhang Zikang
Director of Today Art Museum
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In the Middle Ages, it has been customary to compare God with the artist in order
to explain the nature of divine creation; later the artist was compared with God in order to
heroize artistic activity. This was the moment when he began to be called “divino.”

Erwin Panofsky, Idea: A Concept in Art Theory1

0

In Visual Politics: Another Wang Guangyi, we discussed the political experiences
and problems in Wang Guangyi’s artistic world. These experiences and problems
constitute an important component of the artist’s public image and reputation,
but they are far from being the entirety of this artistic world. In fact, one could
say that when compared with other, more important contents — the content of the
transcendental world — these experiences and contents appear like mere haze and
dust clinging to this amazing world.

Nietzsche said that the “conceptual lie” between the true world and the apparent
world, or the fabricated world and the real world, is the root of all disasters in the
real world. He was not, however, an atheist in the secular sense. What he wished
to strip away was all of the historical authority of this god, a rational idol without
any evidence for his existence (his non-existence is evidence of his existence),
and replace it with a kind of personal theology - the theology of the artist as the
superman:

Our religion, morality and philosophy are decadence-forms of humanity.

1. Erwin Panofsky, Idea, a Concept in Art Theory, trans. Gao Shiming, in Art History and Conceptual
History vol. Il (Meishu Shi yu Guannian Shi), edited by Fan Jingzhong and Cao Yigiang, Nanjing
Normal University Press
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Introduction

The countermovement: artl’

Wang Guangyi’s artistic world is permeated with this air of personal theology,
but unlike Nietzsche, this world tells of the contradictory indivisibility between
enlightened faith and secular wisdom. He still believes that there is a mysterious
transcendental world behind our worldly experience, a “thing-in-itself,” for which he
has always had passion and reverence. As he says, imagining the absolute existence
of god has given him a sense of security in the real world, and this sense of security
has led him to keep a wary distance from Nietzsche’s cut and dry nihilism.

1

All artistic questions are rooted in Plato’s half-philosophical, half-theological
question: the question of the mimesis of the highest ideas (whether or not they
can be imitated, and how to imitate them). This gave birth not only to the classical
questions in art history, but also to the modern and contemporary questions in art
history.

Though Plato did not assign the duty of the legislation of ideas to artists, his
distinction between the two types of imitation — perceptual imitation and inspired
imitation — left enough imagination room for later artists to strive for the right of
divine creation. Aristotle replaced the dichotomy between ideas and appearances
with universals and particulars, bringing Plato’s “transcendental objects” down
to a level matching that of human intellect, while his verification the use of matter
to express forms provided potential legitimacy to the divine creation of artists.

2. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power, book three chapter four, trans. Zhou Guoping, in The Birth
of Tragedy: Collected Writings of Friedrich Nietzsche (Beiju de Dansheng: Nicai Meixue Wenji), Beiyue
Arts and Literature Press, May 2004, 1" edition, p. 339

LEPNe L (oo
FANFH, AR TFRAGTETL X,
MR LR

TS A T R B R A AR IR, (A RANR], AR )T A R R A
A0 5 ) v S 4 O, AR SR A AE FATT I A 2205 I A7 A5 A — 1 M B S )
R, — AN EAEZ Y, X T A A AEAT SRR, TE Al [ T AR AR (1 4 X A7 Al
b FJA5 T SRR IS 1) 22 QoI I S i Pl 22 4 A il 5 e SRS b= abk BV 48 174 R DG 2 SLARA5 3
RS

1
— YA BBV TR PRI AN A7 2 e A [ e oy JHL 28 P A8 ) I (i #5452
{5 AT A7) , B AU A 1 AR iyl e B, il T 2R e BRI A R

2. Je R s (BRI RE, T R EE e GRS < Je R 062 UKD , AL X2t 2004 4F
5 145 1 b, %5 339 bt,



(i1
&

Plotinus selected a kind of “trinity” solution that bridged the gap between Plato’s
transcendentalism and Aristotle’s empiricism to explain the relationship of
influence between the universe, the soul and the senses. His technique bestowed
artists with the essence of “nous” — a kind of mystical creative ability of the soul
— giving it power that transcends the individual and nature. The artwork is the
“pouring” of this non-worldly, internal form into the “inert” material world in order
to complete man’s divine creation. Like Plato, Plotinus’s solution also tends to reject
the sensory, apparent world, but it confirms the possibility of artists using insights
into a mysterious world through their inner eyes. After this, the question of how to
overcome the dual challenges of the apparent, visual world and the enlightening,
meditative world became the primary question to which art must first respond.

The anthropomorphic god of Christianity scrambled and reconstructed Plato’s
non-anthropomorphic world of ideas. The creation theory of something from
nothing and the redemption of the body through free will provided a more complete
version of transcendental theology, but Christian theology’s affirmation of individual
salvation and confession became the prerequisite for answering the dual challenges
of Neo-Platonism in the Middle Ages. In comparing the creative activities of God
with the artist’s act of creating beauty, Augustine bestowed the former with the
same sacred nature: the artist’s creations possess a Pythagorean mystical “design”
nature; they are the symbolic representation of universal transcendence, unity and
harmonious order. This logic found a psychological basis for artists to serve as god’s
spokespersons. Thomas Aquinas did not provide any further theological proof of
the unity of beauty and goodness in artists’ creative activities, but he constructed
an Aristotelian logical chain for these activities in order to maintain a certain
balance between the empirical world and the transcendental world. The question
of the relationship between the a priori wisdom form of the artist and the empirical
activities of natural things however would not be proposed until the Renaissance.
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The Renaissance “unearthed” the concept of the faithful imitation of reality
in artworks of the classicalist era, while also awakening a faith that transcends
nature. Discussions of subjectivity and objectivity, and the numbers, proportions
and order within the rules of art made it possible for artists to pursue the creation
of a world of “concordant, balanced and harmonious” beauty, “for the first time
breaking the ancient link between the beautiful and the good.” Though Neo-
Platonism still controlled the authority over divine creation for a period of time (the
late Renaissance), Aristotle’s emphasis on the sensory empirical activities (especially
visual and auditory activities) in divine creation, especially the affirmation of
the skill of making materials, foreshadowed certain formal characteristics of
recent aesthetics, and artists were no longer satisfied with their status as mere
spokespersons for God. The emergence of ideas regarding inspiration, talent
and artistic order instilled more inordinate ambitions: to go from being God’s
spokesperson to playing God.

2

There is nothing outlandish about the assertion that Wang Guangyi’s creations
in the 1980s are inextricably linked to the theological and artistic questions
mentioned above. In fact, whether in the mind or in reality, Wang Guangyi has
always affirmed that there are two worlds: a transcendental, rational and orderly
classical world, and a sensory, irrational and chaotic contemporary world. The
“classical world” is an inevitable world connected to mythology, religion, prophecy,
heroism and enlightened faith, while the contemporary one is a serendipitous
world that is idolatrous, realistic, cynical, and lacking in common problems. In
his experience, both of these worlds truly exist and occur. His art is like a match
between these two intertwined worlds on the chess board.
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