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The Garden of Forking Paths—Guan Huaibin’s Artwork

During a long period of time, our reading and
sorting of the process of western civilization as well as the
variation in western history of art have almost become
an un-avoidable way to make self-examination and
understand ourselves. We are also accustomed to look for
methodology from some philosophical, social and political
languages or some popular artistic concepts. Today,
when western white-box art museums and the system of
museum are being suspected, we are still adopting those
existing framework and operation system. However, this
adoption hardly associated with my own value system and
aesthetic framework. For contemporary Chinese art, we
cannot deny that there is still a kind of capturing during
wandering. Yet few people could point out the authenticity
and essence deep inside this system beyond the surface,
especially problems of contemporary Chinese.

True Color Museum of Contemporary Art has a
main academic direction of pursuing ‘Eastern aesthetics
of 21st century’. We hope to explore new power of art in
contemporary China as well as the Asian area through a
series of exhibitions as well as case studies and academic
seminars of individual artists. We would sort out a new
thread of thought breaking through traditional art and
construct the art museum system proper for Chinese
situation and our own aesthetics, in order to represent
the integral look of contemporary art in China and Asian
area from multi perspectives and with multi-layers. ‘The
Garden of Forking Paths—Guan Huaibin's Artwork is one
of our case studies of artists proposed on the opening of
our museum based on this idea.

Guan Huaibin graduated from the Chinese Painting
Department of China Academy of Art. He went to study
in Tokyo, Japan in the early 1990s and started to turn

his traditional painting into creation practices of spatial

installation works. During the last 10 years, he had taken
part in many important international exhibitions. As one
of the most important experimental artists in China, Guan
Huaibin is always committing himself to the attempt in
aesthetic concepts and linguistic ways related with eastern
classical garden construction, architecture and painting in
his installation art, and has been getting much attention
world v;/idely with his art.

Guan Huaibin’s work exhibition titled ‘The
Garden of Forking Paths’ displayed several pieces of his
representative artworks created during the last two years
and his latest work, and it’s a re-construction combining
the spatial characteristics of True Color Museum. This
exhibition collected eight large-scale installations, video
and manuscripts created by Guan Huaibin in recent years.
They constructed a mutual influential and interfering
logical aura field, represented the artist’s thought and
attitude on time, culture and tradition. Here, conflicts
have been covered by a kind of Aestheticism aesthetics;
homeland and spirit do not exist in visible aesthetic
appearances, but are wandering in vague behind some
images. What they knock and ask is reality, and the trace
left deeply in soul is what stirring in his art.

‘The Garden of Forking Paths’ is a voyage of time
shuttling in space, a process of behavior going on;

It’s a situation and a way to observe and behave;

It’s a spiritual belief when looking back to the
hometown, and a inner-heart.

In ‘The Garden of Forking Paths’, the artist is in

parallel and crossing with others.

True Color Museum, Suzhou
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Boat Garden for the Rovers
A Preface to Guan Huaibin’s The Garden of Forking Paths

Xu Jiang

Guan Huaibin would like me to make a preface for his
catalogue, I agreed with readiness. Yet when picking up the
pen, I would fall into hesitance, after all, I know not much about
installation art. Although Huaibin is young, he had created a lot of
magnificent and bold installation works, so I really worry that my

writing would be narrow and low.

I

Huaibin’s installations have an inherent sense of weight,
which make us feel ‘heavy’. It is not because the weight of the
material he often uses in his installation, like iron and steel, stone
and rockery, concrete, stainless steel and other heavy things, but
also because that other materials like glass, thermos, wood and
pottery he uses are all quite solid systems, which could construct a
strong impression of material sense.

Another reason of such a sense of weight is that Huaibin
loves to mix and match iron and glass, heavy things and thin
ones together, to express a lingering tension and a eastern
style melancholy through pursuing this unusual tanglement.
The juxtaposition of the solid and the fragile, the eternal and
the momentary, the sinking and the floating produced a kind
of contraposition between iron steel and poem. Guan Huaibin
creates grand spectacular ‘iron steel’ scene, while he always
concerns about how to conceal such a grand sense of material.

Therefore, Huaibin loves creating boat. From 1990s onward,

he created a large amount of artworks related with boat. In 2009,
he created a ‘boat of heart’. It was a twin boat with standing masts
and soaring weather vane, anchored at the seacoast looking far
into the distance, which was really a ferryboat of heart and spirit.
Huaibin has ever said, ‘boat is the carrier of reality and culture. ...
it is the product of the mingling of cultural context and personal
consiousness, which contains my reflection on the concept of ferry,
as well as my understanding and viewpoint about the status quo of
today’s culture and art, especially my floating identity and position
between China and Japan.’ A ferry boat could represent the factual
position of a rover——a rover between reality and internal spirit
most directly. Therefore, Huaibin’s work carefully involved a kind
of floating context from subject to conception: floating, strolling,
ferrying, wandering. This is a pedigree of rover’s verb, one of the
mood between water and cloud expressed with Chinese characters
of water radical. Huaibin is just using it to abandon the heavy
sense of material in iron and steel, but bestowing it with the wish
of wandering. The ‘heavy’ of material and the ‘wandering’ of spirit
constructed a peculiar sadness with one is ‘visible’ and the other is
‘invisible’.

Another symptom of this sadness is ‘fragmentation’. Thermos
is a favorite material language of Huaibin. For the generation used
thermos bottle, it is always fragile and once broken, it would be
horrifying with loud crash like explosion, hot wave rises and the

thermos would become a pile of shining sharp fragments. Frangile



and horrifying, constructed the memory belongs to thermos only.
Now, these thousands of thermoses are hung up in the air with
some gnawing memory hung up at the same time; people are
predicting the somewhat daily seen fragmentation, zvhich made
them melancholic and uneasy. Among the iron and steel pieces,
this fragmentation is especially frightening.

Huaibin also loves to create images of five-pointed star,
which has participated in many of his works repeatedly. On one
side, according to Huaibin himself, this was a borrow of Triones,
in order to introduce classical aesthetics into contemporary life;
on the other side, the traditional inter-inhibition of five elements
as well as the graphic presentation of it contained in the five-
pointed star, especially the symbolic memory of contemporary
China, also shining among them. Huaibin’s preference in using
sharp images is similar to that some singers love rock. His boats
have sharp angles; his five-pointed stars have sharp angles;
everything he uses are of sharp angles thrusting straight into sky
and earth. Huaibin’s sharp angle is to break the sense of material
and set view similar to iron and steel with the memory of sharp

conflicts in contemporary life, to reveal some palpitation of soul.

11
Like all the rovers, Huaibin cherishes hometown deep in his
heart. However, this hometown is already strange and he needs

years of searching and identification to become familiar with it

again. Such a fate like Odysseus was born to be the reflection of
the homeland researcher’s life. Over the years, Huaibin created a
large number of cloisters and courtyards, established borders and
lost cities that make viewers moved like bathing in the rising sun.
For many times, he went to the landscape gardens south of the
river to see and meditate, and to memorize the ancient history;
and also for many times, things from hometown were used by
him as the witness of poem singing while walking. On the 2010
Shanghai Expo, Huaibin created his ‘Time Travel at the original
site of Jiangnan Shipyard, in which he used the skeleton of old
ship to create a maze labyrinth, and changed historical flavor and
recall into the forked paths under common people's feet. Huaibin
finally had this chance to make a superposition between ship
and garden, and proved his own enigmatic nostalgia with this
combination of ship and garden.

With the same sadness and nostalgia, Huaibin created both
a ship and a garden. His ship is just like an old garden, while his
garden is similar to a ship. The garden is a ship anchored on the
land, and the ship is a floating garden. Ship, garden, floating,
sinking, five-pointed star, thermos, celestial body...by now, what
Huaibin has done during these years is to tangle these visible and
invisible opponents together, and re-construct a kind of exquisite
cultural tradition with the help of his revolutionary artistic spirit.
This tradition floats and changes like ship and is timeless like

hometown. The tradition has a kind of noble indifference which
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proposed challenges to us; the tradition collects from all around
the world and creates a pure sky, thus reconstruct inspirations for
creativity; this tradition is also a ferry ship of life of the creater, in
its analysis and reconstruction, what’s really kept is the cultural

characteristic of creativity belong to Chinese nation.

III

The winter of 2009 was in cold wind. Huaibin held his ‘The
Garden of Forking Paths’ solo-exhibition in his hometown. In fact,
this exhibition has the significance of retrospection, ideas and
works through many years were re-arranged in an integral space.
The retrospection is the sailing of the boat and the moment is the
site of garden. This garden has no corridor or pavilion, but full or
normally seen doors and Lan Ting writing desks seems like boats;
this garden has no stones and rockeries, but covered with floating
lakeside rocks, thermoses and sharp shining five-pointed star
symbol. However, the garden still have a long memory made up of
the sailing boat, the skillful touring and viewing experience as well
as some confusion and uneasiness, and some sense of cohesion of
anchored garden as well as some sense of exile of a passing boat.

‘The Garden of Forking Paths’ is the title of both the
exhibition of Huaibin and this book. As to the Chinese character
of Garden which is read to be ‘Yuan’ and written to be ‘[, it is

in itself shaped like a garden with four walls around, a hathpace

in the above and a pond with plants or to say forking paths.
‘There are tens of thousands of literature styles, but there is not
one standard ~of things. * This garden could be collapsed, but its
basement still exists; it could be changed, but the atmosphere
belongs to it would last long. The literature work The Garden
of Forking Paths of Borges is a lost garden emphasizing the
overlaping and description of the fragmented time and space.
Yet ‘The Garden of Forking Paths’ is facing the recalling and
challenging of an ancient story at the same time, sad, dreary and
melancholic. This ‘Garden of Forking Paths’ is a real Lost City in
seclusion, a ‘boat garden’ which was turned and shaked by time; it
could go and stop, but all these are difficult in fact.

The Garden of Forking Paths, the old garden has passed
away, but where is the new one? Boat garden, the boat is always
sailing, but when could the garden be anchored? Everything is
under your tread, and in the process of the garden searcher’s

sailing.

16, 17 August, 2010

At Beijing Overseas Chinese Hotel






