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Property of meduims and nature of minds,
contexts and presentations

—— A brief review on Gang Huang'’s painting art

Guiyan He

In 1984, American critic Arthur Danto proposed his famous “the end of art” theory. Of course, what Danto said by end of art did not mean art could
not progress ahead, but the evolutionary, linear, elitist, and style oriented principles of presentation had come to an end. When art entered the era of
postmodernism, there came a new period of history. Based upon Danto’s understanding, in this period, “artists can truly do anything, and it seems
everybody can be an artist”. From this perspective, Danto’s thought was convergent to Joseph Beuys's.

Here comes the question, in the era that art is heading to an end, how about painting? What is the correct direction of painting? In the modernism
period, painting had its own traditions, regulations, principles, believes, and boundaries. However, all of these vanished naturally when postmodernism
approached. In the 60s of last century—under the pressure of modernism—artists were more or less quailing, and exploring new possibility of painting
arduously. During 1980s, some pioneer Chinese artists began to learn from the westerns by imitating and borrowing the forms and languages of western
contemporary art. This process lasted until late 1990s. Nevertheless, after Chinese artists accomplished the conversion of art languages, similar question
arose: how many new possibilities remain in contemporary painting? In addition, Chinese artists should also consider how to effectively respond to the
impacts of contemporary western art, and keep in distance from it.

Indeed, Chinese contemporary painting has unique social-cultural background and art historical logics. But “how about painting” is still a question that
artists cannot avoid. It should be seen that contemporary Chinese painting is facing a new era when the conversion of languages has been finished. The
routines of creation became very diverse: some start from the surrounding social and cultural situations; some intend to make their personal forms and
styles of languages; some try to break through the existing context of art history; and some keep moving along their own consistent paths.

To Gang Huang, questions ought to concern him include how to break through existing forms and boundaries of painting; how to build the language and
rhetorics of works, for example, to form a new visual content, and new methodology of creation. Based on his works of the latest decade, it is difficult
to assign them into a simple category. They are produced via highly diverse routines, together with multiple styles, including characteristics of western
modernism as well as postmodern elements; western structural languages as well as traditional eastern spirits; respect to properties of medium matters
as well as attachments to graphical presentation; love of traditional culture, especially those religious antiques, as well as contemporary people’s
rethinking and probing of history, culture, and eastern cultural identity. Although there are obviously many characteristics of modernism in Gang Huang'’s
works, the dimension of his works is multivocal, floating, and dispersing.

Gang Huang’s works bind a deep complex of modernism. The direct presentation of this complex exists in his crush on property of medium matters.
The source of this crush is his obsession of collection. He said, “| love to collect antiques. This personal hobby affects my creation deeply. | used a large
number of ancient woodcarving Buddhist scriptures, Tibetan leather trucks, silk fabrics, even belt buckles of Soviet Union army 50 years ago. | love the
seasoned beauty created by the hands of nature and time. Such fine and smooth textures make me crazy.”

In fact, according to American critic, Clement Greenberg’s description, western modern painting was sourced from the emphasis of property of medium
matters. Based on his perspective, before the appearance of modern painting, existing presentation modes of art history was developed by Italian art
historian Vasari in the middle of 16th century. This presentation mode was built upon art conquering the imageries of real world. In other words, the
development of art was represented by pictures reflecting the reality more and more vividly. The progress of art, hence, was represented by generations
of artists polishing their skills to higher levels. Based upon such ways of presentation, an art history would be documenting how artists imitated,
reproduced the reality, and conquered visual imageries. The ways of presentation developed by Vasari were apparently successful on the paintings and
sculptures during the Renaissance. However, with the invention of photography, painting was widely questioned for only being presentation of visual
imageries. Photography was better at capturing the world of visual imageries, and closer to the reality at reproducing the visualization. Hence, a group
of modern artists tried to lead painting towards a new direction when Paul Delaroche claimed that painting was dead in 1839. Modern painting gradually
deviated from the objects being imitated, and abandoned the presentation of visual imageries in the middle of 19th century. On the contrary, artists shifted
the meaning of artistic works to the presentation of inherent forms. Opinions such as “making art for art” and “aestheticism” began to spread widely.
They made up a trend of thinking in art and later became a movement of art with tremendous impacts. However, it surely meant the end of a way of
presentation when the values of artistic works were no longer judged by whether they could reflect the facts of visual imageries. Painting, thus, needed
to form a new way of presentation. In Greenberg’s opinion, the history of modern painting actually documented how modern painting was gradually
deviated, returned to two-dimension space, returned to medium, returned to art itself, and headed to pure art. In the meantime, artists began to switch
their emphasis from presenting contents of subjects to reflecting forms and fundamental languages. By this means, the history of so-called modern
painting is actually a history of development of forms and styles.



Although Gang Huang paid serious attention to the presentation of properties of medium matters, he did not perceive them as merely physical “matters”.
He made great effort to tell and dig the inherent attributes of history and culture hiding behind mediums. Consequently, Gang Huang'’s works differed from
western modern painting. He assigned his works with imposing, deep, and generous tastes of beauty, and made them carriers of inherent meanings.
We could perceive them from the woodcarving Buddhist Scriptures marked with vicissitudes and scars of history, the old Tibetan leather trucks carrying
identities of time and ethnic cultures, and the ancient silk fabrics obtaining deep memories of cultures in his works such as “Buddhist scriptures and Pipal”
(2004), “Buddhist Scriptures in Snow Area” (2005), “Chasing the Sun” (2007), etc. Gang Huang tried to find a proper way of presentation that matches
with the mediums in order to highlight the culture underlying the mediums. Such match should not only fit for the habits of viewing, but ought to achieve
the merge of forms and contents on the culture and opinion level. Hence, Gang Huang began to search for proper languages and rhetorics in the native
traditional cultures. About the style of his painting works, Gang Huang once said, “| have an emphasis on the combination of expression and handicraft.
Handicraft is a significant part of eastern aesthetics. Throughout the thousand-of-year history of China, a lot of great art, from paintings to crafts, are
tightly attached with handicraft. It is a parochial sight and deficient taste to deny the aesthetic orientation of handicraft in eastern art. In my artistic
creation, the direction in which | stick to is to balance the traditional handicraft and the free expression in western painting, raise handicraft naturally to
the level of art and spirit like many great ancient Chinese artisans did, and form unique language of art.” In fact, in his earlier pieces like “Calligraphy” (2002)
and “Tiger” (2005), the artist has already attempted to make the conversion between the forms and opinions of calligraphy’s intentionality, pencraft,
abstractness, and expression. Only just in works like “Buddhist Scriptures and Pipal” and “Buddhist Scriptures in Snow Area”, was the expression
weakened. At that moment, what the artist emphasized more was a piece of progressive and physical experience. Those mottling textures remained on
the surfaces of pictures, then, were traces left by reflection of minds.

In another group of works such as “When Wind Springs up” (2006) and “Triple World” (2007), Gang Huang used the “mosaic” and “appropriation”
methods for most of the time. Theoretically, “mosaic” is regarded as a symbol of modernism, when “appropriation” is considered as a classical method
of creation in postmodern art. In brief, appropriation means artist using existing graphic patterns, pictures, and other ready-made articles to conduct
creation. But appropriation is not simply imitation. Appropriation deals with artists’ further appeals of culture, which is to reform a new context in order to
highlight the meaning of artistic works. To Gang Huang, appropriation had double meanings. It could develop unique artistic styles for his works, and form
new visual contexts of the antiques. More importantly, when the artist was deconstructing and reforming the ready-made articles, he actually assigned
a new type of presentation to them, and consequently made his works dispersing new meanings. In “Buddhist Scriptures and Pipal” and “Buddhist
Scriptures in Snow Area”, the artist preferred to present the meanings of his works from the social and cultural backgrounds. In “My Red Star, My Box"
(2006), “Beijing is My Home” (2008), and “Red”, then, Gang Huang emphasized more about the current cultural realities and individual cultural memories.
Tiny changes of creation methodology occurred in this group of works. On one hand, the artist emphasized especially the individual visual experience,
trying to build respective personal visualization system. On the other hand, he paid attention to the method of graphical presentation. Graphical
presentation indicates that the meanings of works are carried and presented by graphics and imageries. Though audience could still see some graphics
with public memories, such as stars and red flags, in Gang Huang’s works, the artist's perspective is totally personal and microscopic. It is the most
remarkable characteristics of Gang Huang's this group of works—from a personal perspective—to reflect the controls and impacts of an era and culture
on individual visual and cultural memories.

In summary, based on evolution of personal creation routines, Gang Huang started from the medium of modernism, but did not fall into the cliché of
forms. Those antiques became a series of mysterious codes of culture. Gang Huang took advantages of the historical and cultural meanings they
carrying to reform a group of new visual contexts. To Gang Huang, this is a method similar to culture or knowledge archaeology, more or less. In the
meantime, judging from the styles and rhetorics, Gang Huang preferred a mixed, multiple neutralized style, hoping to find effective forms and languages
from native cultures and traditions. About his creations, Gang Huang once said, “The free expression in western art is too attractive to us. I'm fascinated
by the expressionism in painting. The freedom, power, and passion are indispensible in art. It is a tremendous challenge for artists to build personal
artistic styles. I'm pursuing the artistic style as contemporary, independent, and eastern, which includes issues of artistic forms and spirits. It seems to be
an illusion or false hypothesis to merge eastern and western cultures in art. It could fall into the trap of being artificial, unnatural, and end up in vain. But it
is a practical way to get stimulated from traditional art, and learn how to maximize the freedom of expression from contemporary western art. However, it
is by no means an easy task.” In fact, Gang Huang does not believe that painting on the easel is ever going to an end. But the presumption is that artists
could find a new methodology of creation and language of presentation.
In East Garden, Wangjing, October 10, 2011
(The central Fine Arts Academy Art History PhD)
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