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Inheriting and Transcending
On Ma Baozhong’s Super Structuralism,
a Network Language of Oil Painting

Zou Yuejin

Among China’s best contemporary artists, Ma Baozhong has conducted
a conscious study of primitivism, classicism, academicism, realism, and
expressionism before ultimately turning to avant-garde art. Over such a
course of development, he has displayed an ability of getting the most
out of the well-established, time-honored cultural and artistic traditions
and thereby creating a style of his own. OFf course, the above-mentioned
evolution of Ma Baozhong has been one of arduous explorations; in the
process, Ma has gone through many trials and tribulations.

Ma Baozhong’s life has been full of ups and downs. However, the endless
battling against the many vicissitudes has led to an exceptional artistic
career for him. His three expulsions from the Central Academy of Fine
Arts had filled his career both as art student and artist with numerous
hardships, which, instead of crushing him, made him into a tenacious,
single-minded fighter in defiance of outrageous fortune. It is no accident
that the special experience has helped him form a unique understanding
of life, which is the basis of his distinctive outlook on art. That has greatly
contributed to Ma's explorations and establishment of a system of
figuration language of his own, as expounded in his latest book Super
Structuralism — "Network Figuration".

Traces of the network language of oil painting, which is based on "network
figuration", can be detected in the still lifes and landscapes in oil from Ma
Baozhong's years as an art student. In his early works of portraits and
human figures, the language becomes even more apparent. In his practice
of super structuralism — the network language of oil painting, we can see
an enthusiasm for and devotion to research work on art. In the process
of learning and borrowing from the traditions of Chinese and Western
arts, he has put greater stress on innovation, instead of simple imitation.
Refusing the short-termism of studying the techniques and language of a
certain artist for immediate success, he chose to conduct a systematic
and discriminating research on the fundamental laws of figuration and
thus explored a set of figuration methods that are in perfect harmony
with his personality and perception.

A fact we cannot afford to ignore is that Ma Baozhong's super structuralism
— the network language of oil painting has been established through years
of outdoor sketching and painting. Therefore, Ma’s first guideline is to
learn from nature and respect the self-sufficiency of nature. The object
of expression is treated as a noumenon, a thing-in-itself, of artistic
expression, and the artist should make every humanly possible effort to




discover the external features closest to the essence of the object of
expression and thereby give prominence to the essential features of his
obiject.

The second guideline is to emphasize the revelation of the inner spirit of
object. Ma Baozhong believes that the true value of a work is the "spiritual
core" buried deeply underneath those common images and painting
techniques. That is why he, staunchly opposed to the devotion to creating
flashy outer effects, sets great store by the expression of essence and
inner spirit.

The third guideline is the stress on the important role of an artist’s
independence in expressing the object. Ma Baozhong believes that it is
impossible for any individual artist and school of painting to expressing
the object in a comprehensive, holistic manner, which echoes the old
Chinese saying that only by giving up can one acquire what he truly wants.
Therefore, the artist’s independence and life will are of the essence.

Ma Baozhong believes that the above-mentioned three guidelines come
in a harmonious combination in the process of outdoor sketching and
painting, which is essential to the creation of a unified artistic pattern full
of life force.

An examination of the history of art will make us realize that, ever since
the Renaissance, the development of realism in art has always following
a triangular structure, the shiftings and variations of which have formed
the time-honored tradition as well as a host of styles and schools. The
triangle is one of the objective world, traditional pattern, and the artist's
independence. Judging from the evolution of his network language of oil
painting, | believe Ma Baozhong has a clear understanding of that triangle.
Generally speaking, he has inherited and developed Northern Europe’s
visual art tradition represented by Germany, instead of Southern Europe’s
style of France and ltaly. That has secured for his super structuralism -
the network language of oil painting an enduring place in the sun in China's
art history. Since the early 20th century, the realism in China’s fine arts,
which has been under the influences from France and Russia, has stressed
the light and shadow, sensual reality of colors, fantasized effects of
empathy, and tendency of loftiness and beauty. By contrast, Ma Baozhong
has followed Northern Europe’s art tradition represented by Germany
and established the super structuralism — the network language of oil
painting, which highlights the object’s quality as a thing-in-itself and reveals
the omnipresent impetus of life and tragic forces in the world. As a result,
he has supplied the realism of China’s fine arts with a fresh set of methods
for observing and expressing the world.

Around 1993, Ma Baozhong concluded his research on figuration
language; by then the network figuration system of super structuralism
has been set up. In the middle and late 1990s, Ma turned to the research
on and expression of the significance, creation, and socialness of artworks
and thus has secured a unique place in contemporary art.

July 29th, 2006
Wangjing Garden
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