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Three Dimensions of Embodiment

—— Written for the First Chinese Oil Painting Biennale

Xu Jiang

One

The China Oil Painting Society (COPS), founded in 1995,
is not only a pioneering arts organization and a breeding ground
for artistic innovation, it has also played a major role in bringing
together China’s oil painters and promoting the development
of modern oil painting. It has served as a representative of
China’s artistic spirit, and a platform for the introduction of
global artistic ideas that have shaped the era. COPS recognizes
the importance of developing and popularizing oil painting
in China, and its far sighted leadership has shaped a decade
of artistic endeavor. The Society is also actively involved in
scholarly debate about the role of contemporary oil painting
and has created artistic guidelines for various developmental
phases, helping to forge an integrated academic presence for oil
painting. The Society’s deep sense of responsibility is reflected
in its willingness to host academic conferences, its support for
social causes, leadership in academic matters, and efforts to
build a new, self sufficient developmental model for the field.

In this age of increasingly visualization of information
and advancing globalization and public participation, Chinese
oil painting finds itself under pressure to adapt and change in
several ways: to solidify the role of oil painting among other
visual media; to reestablish the status of Chinese oil painting

in the global cultural arena; and to reassert the credibility

and the role of oil painting in a popularized, urbanized cultural
ecology. The complexity of these new demands exceeds our
previous experience in the realm of visual arts. They intersect
and interact, providing opportunities and conceptual support for
the development of modern oil painting, and tracing a strategic
blueprint for the development of thinking on oil painting.
Undertaking multifaceted restructuring is a matter that
presents both local and global difficulties. Drawing on the
contemporary practice of oil painting, we have formulated
three proposals to guide future developments: first, a return to
the essence of oil painting, and to the roots of the native artistic
spirit; second, a reevaluation of painting’s visual structure and
methodology; and third, a special focus on the psychological
aspects of art creation and an invocation of art’s poetic
spirit. It is with these goals in mind, and in order to bolster
the profundity, technical proficiency, and poetic spirit of oil
painting and strengthen its status as a contemporary national art
form, that COPS and the National Art Museum of China, with
the support of the National Ministry of Culture’s Department of

Arts, are hosting this Oil Painting Biennale.

Two

Western painting, as epitomized by oil painting, has

nearly six centuries of history in Europe, and has marked the



horizon of human culture for numerous civilizational epochs.
After undergoing a series of upheavals during the twentieth
century, Western oil painting has come under increased
scrutiny. Or rather, what has come under scrutiny is the
authority of the metaphysical tradition. Is the world really the
way we see it and paint it? In the torrent of new cultural and
intellectual currents, painting has at times seemed like an old
river ferry, at once wanting to overcome a monolithic logic,
while also reveling in différance. At the same time, postmodern
thinking has taken a critical stance toward discourse, and
questioned the authority and exclusivity of traditional European
assessments of history, culture, and politics. Such approaches
claim that no tradition has the authority or validity to represent
all human culture; rather, all cultural traditions and their unique
approaches to perception and cognition should be respected. It
was at this very historical juncture that contemporary Chinese
oil painting was born. The story it had to tell was not one
imported from overseas, but rather one of a language surviving
outside its native linguistic environment, and finding strength
and vitality in difference to express truth. It was also a story
of China achieving its own cultural ideals on its own terms.
The importance of Chinese oil painting extends far beyond the
field itself — it provides a model for the development of other
domestic Chinese arts in a globalizing environment, and a
guarantee of the continued survival of oil painting worldwide.
“In Time”, the theme of this biennale, is so broad that it
is less like an exhibit theme and more like a cultural attitude.
It is an attitude with two layers of meaning. The first concerns
the respect for and revival of painting’s modernity. Modernity

here is not a temporal concept or a ready made cultural mode.

It is, rather, the tense in which things happen, in which current
events awaken; it allows people from different eras to be
present, together in the same place. This simultaneous presence
of different eras ensures that “modern” is not the same as “new’”;
rather it occurs precisely as the revisiting or reevaluation of
history. Of course, as the director of “The Last Emperor”
Bernardo Bertolucci said, “Individuals are held hostage by
history”. People are kidnapped by the times in which they
live. But postmodernism and the post-Cold War world have
given us a unique perspective on the individual’s thoughts
and memories, and have allowed us to effectively rewrite and
reimagine history so that people can find space in which they
are free to seek refuge, while at the same time making possible
the simultaneous presence and interpenetration of different
eras. This phenomenon is exemplified in the architectural
trend towards critical regionalism. The presence of different
eras is not a kind of emotional reunion, but a deconstructive
interception that examines how knowledge and meaning has
been constructed in the past. Revisiting different eras is like
an interrogation that questions the way discourse changes in
use and in transmission. Certain paintings attempt to express
the unsaid, which may be as important as what is said. The
simultaneous presence of different eras is like a drifting game,
allowing the space between true painting and the reproduction
of graphic symbols, and the space between generative
difference and unlimited imitation to complexify. Thus the
modernity of painting is not a deep truth waiting to be revealed,
but rather is gradually peeled back and exposed by discourse
and its own cultural construction.

Another aspect of “In Time” is the direct confrontation of



contemporary cultural difficulties. Globalization has brought
with it an international, intercultural way of life, and today’s
people have already lost their pure, monocultural homes.
Whether we are talking about a building or a public space,
the huge overarching structure of today’s world allows us
to transcend the limitations of our body and locale. We are
surrounded by a gigantic, boundless communication and
resource network, trapped in its embrace. It is everywhere, and
its unprincipled duplication of visual images and deceptive
multiplicity and diversity have lead to the fragmentation
of the modern subject. We are faced with endless streams
of old images and consumer products, and when we start
to doubt the possibility of original innovation, what we are
actually confronting is the fragmentation of the subject and
the oversimplification of aesthetic perception. The decline of
perception has gradually become the foremost problem facing
modern painting. Unlike the trial and subsequent rehabilitation
of the dead subject carried out by modernism, and the new
theories and practices which followed, postmodern cultural
trends are more concerned with how signs, texts, images, and
other cultural products and activities determine subjectivity.
This kind of retrograde thought lacks the passion of the
individual subject, and departs from painting’s attempt to “touch
the divine” using the innermost core of the self. This is the
true cause of the chronic weakening of aesthetic perception in
modern times.

As a cultural attitude, “In Time” can be looked at from
two perspectives: on the one hand it uses discourse to bring
back the modernity of painting, and on the other it confronts

the weakening of aesthetic perception, and appeals to the

living core of the physical self. In this time of cultural shifts,
too many signifieds have become deceptive, specious, and too
many signifiers have become obscure and confusing, resulting
in a palpable différance between signifier and signified.
For this reason the process of discourse construction is full
of pitfalls, the most dangerous being the fragmentation of
the subject and weakening of perception caused by hollow,
composite discourse; that is to say, our efforts in one area
are deconstructing our goals in another. In order to solve this
problem, we must let paintings speak for themselves, create
a discourse founded in the physical self, and strengthen our

powers of perception.

Three

Embodiment: a concept ripe with implications in the
Chinese tradition. The Chinese term (tixiang) refers to the
visible form, as well as to sensible bodily experience. A related
term (ticha), meaning “to experience personally”, implies
the interposition of the self, the insertion of the self, the
implantation of the self into an environment. Only this physical
and mental “implantation” can lead to ticha. The word “ti”” has
many different interpretations in the English speaking world,
but “body” comes closest. The implantation of the physical
body leads to personal experience, reflecting a special kind of
Chinese hermeneutic practice; based on which ti describes a
kind of unity among living beings, movement caused by the
insertion of a physical body, and ensuing ripples of both anxiety
and sympathy. The direct observation that occurs during

painting adjusts the circulation of vital energy unique to each



body. This is the secret to painting’s creativity and emotional
appeal. As Merleau Ponty said, “When you lend your body to
the world, the world is able to appear”.

“Xiang”, the other part of tixiang, lies at the very core
of traditional Chinese hermeneutics. It refers neither to a
pure object of sensation, nor to a pure object of subjective
consciousness; it is not ready made, ready at hand, but neither
is it imperceptible, without outward manifestations. Xiang is
the perceptible, sensible mediation between the object and the
subject, and this mediator vividly describes the hermeneutic
and visual relationship between object and subject. It is also the
realization of the totalizing, sensuous act of “seeing”. Xiang is
not a “third party” independent of the object and subject, but a
spatially and temporally present form of life that includes both
subject and object.

In “Daodejing”, Lao Tsu says: “So unclear, so indistinct;
within it there is substance. So indistinct, so unclear; within
it there is image (xiang).” Here xiang appears abstracted and
distracted because it is not a “thing”; seeing it is not enough,
one must experience it with the body (ti). With xiang as a
mediator, we can use bodily experience (ticha) arising from the
“cross contamination” of body and mind to directly observe and
grasp the essence of life. We call this tixiang. The process of
painting is the process of tixiang. It is a process that merges the
corporeal body of the subject with the painted object to create
a kind of “mystery beyond mystery, wonder beyond wonder”,
bringing the various parts of the universe together in one place,
where they radiate life.

This is a visible transformation of life accomplished

with the help of the “body”. The body is like a window

through which the painter comes and goes as she pleases,
sometimes looking out, sometimes looking in. Like Van
Gogh’s shoes: from the outside they look like shoes, but on
the inside they are the world of the peasant. At moments like
these our body becomes the shoes, in order to experience
their suffering, and to experience the suffering of the
peasant woman or of van Gogh himself. At the same time
this extraordinarily complex painting, with its tangle of pale
yellow brushstrokes, allows all who suffer to project their
suddenly activated memories of suffering onto the shoes.
And all idle speculation about whether the shoes belong to
a peasant woman or to van Gogh, or whether they are both
left footed, are no longer important. Because the painting
has aroused our sense of tactile perception, and allowed us
to fully appreciate, at the present moment, these “shoes™ as
part of our shared memories.

The modern structuring of painting is in essence the
structure of this kind of embodiment (tixiang), this transference
of life experienced with the body (ti). In contemporary painting
practice, the modern notion of this kind of “embodiment” is
often expressed in three dimensions. The first is the strength
of the painted representation. Renowned Song Dynasty
painter and poet Wen Tong, who was known for his paintings
of bamboo, had “vast forests of bamboo in his heart, and
the spirits of thousands of heroes”, so with only one stalk of
bending bamboo his painting is as powerful as any masterpieces
in Chinese history. Poet Su Shi praised his technique, saying “He
grasps the brush and looks intently, until he sees what he wants
to paint, then he moves his brush in pursuit.” These glimpses

into the past emphasize that thought comes before visual



representation, and also emphasize the power of historiography.
Modern painting is constantly eradicating reappearing insights
into the nature of life, and swiftly, effectively unveiling those
who have taken refuge in the status quo. This kind of revelation
is not limited to the painted surface, but extends to spiritual
reflection as well. Such reflection cannot fail to shed light. This
is precisely the strength of visual representation, the strength of
unrestrained artistic expression.

The second dimension is the purity of pictorial language.
It is a rich language, and every artist starts by painting from life,
gradually experiencing and building experience, and from the
common language distilling a personal language that gradually
becomes a personal purity. The physical experience of painting
is intimately connected with the self, and it bears the traces
of life itself, constantly ridding itself of the irrelevant in order
to forge something of permanent significance in an elegant,
carefree style. During this slow process of experiencing,
what is seized is not only language but the emotional essence
of language, the mental images evoked by language. When
Chinese artists paint bamboo using black ink on paper, they
are actually painting themselves. The purity of language is the
purity of mankind, the purity of consciousness.

The third dimension is the depth of artistic reflection.
This is an experimental field for painting. Traditional artistic
experimentation emphasized the approach to the divine;
whereas modern experimentation values sensitivity to temporal
and historical change. True experimentation does not stop at
experimental “testing”, but involves repeated observation and
the disclosure of truth. This kind of experimentation stimulates

thought on the big questions: investigations of human life,

and concern for society at large. It engages with social
transformations, media revolutions, resource development,
institutional critiques, mass participation, and the representation
of being. It provides a spiritual space for unbiased perception
and investigation. In this sense, the depth of reflection is just
the depth of experimentation, and depth of investigation.

The strength of representation, the purity of language,
and the depth of thought are three important dimensions of the
“embodiment” of modern painting. And these three dimensions
each point to the power of the artistic image, the purity of
consciousness, and the depth of experimentation. Depiction,
consciousness, experimentation are behaviors intimately
related to painting. Do these three words and three dimensions
form a network that embodies the world? That provides a
clear persistent outline? The answer to this question is not
to be found in words, but in the intimate experience of the
paintings themselves. Let us then uses these “three dimensions
of embodiment” as picture albums and exhibition frameworks,
as we enter, both physically and emotionally, the painted world
of the biennale, and immerse ourselves in the modernity of

Chinese oil painting.

April 20, 2012

San Chuang Ge (Three Windows Residence), Hangzhou
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