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Preface

Visual Perception and Visual Art:

a Further Exploration of the Meta-Question

LUO YIPING

The Fourth Guangzhou Triennial is an exhibition grounded in research. From
the start, it has focused on an exploration of and reflection upon the ‘meta-
question’ concerning the very nature of the museum and of art per se. The
investigation of such a central concept takes the Guangzhou Triennial beyond
the traditional presentation of art, and expands its scope to encompass a
much broader undertaking: research. This is not a task guided by empty,
theory-laden words buried in the depths of the library; it is a discussion
conducted in the spirit of artistic practice, guided by a specific, realistic

exhibition model.

The opening show of the Triennial first set out the focus, pulling the discussion
of primary concern away from numerous possible forms of contemporary art
and returning it to the nature of art itself and to the function and form of the
museum — with a proposition titled “Meta-Question - Back to the Museum

Per Se”. This show took the Guangdong Museum of Art’s renovation and
expansion as an opportunity to re-examine and reflect upon central questions
regarding the role of art and the function of the art gallery, interrogating the
essential properties and relevant scope of an art museum and of contemporary
art on both ideational and theoretical levels. The projects that have followed
out of this initial interrogation have served both to concretely realize its
intention and further deepen its inquiry. The Triennial’s first project exhibition,
“De-Fascinating the Chinese Imagination”, continued the discussion, speaking
mainly of capitalization and marketization, their intrusion into contemporary
art, and the way in which their accompanying ideologies restrict individual
artistic creation. The second project exhibition, “The Third Nature: Chinese
Reconstruction” focused more on cultural theories of ecology, underscoring
the question “where humans will go?” from a survival perspective in view

of our spiritual history. The third project exhibition, “Dimensions — Analysis

of Three Art Cases”, was a glimpse, through case-by-case analysis, into

the individuality embodied by different universal artistic phenomena. Three
artists deconstructed and broke through traditional values and statutes of

ink painting, forging a new dimension of ink expression suited to their current
cultural context. This so-called ‘dimension’ was a relative concept - its precise
indicators not born out of its isolation, but rather existing in relation to its
surrounding context. Whether a work of art is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ cannot depend

on its individual beauty in a vacuum; the answer is dependent upon its role

and significance within the greater architecture of art history. And taking

this further, the Triennial theme exhibition’s Birmingham Billboard Project in
Birmingham, UK extends the space of the art museum into the public realm,
initiating a discussion of art’s boundaries, its relationship to the public and to
everyday life. The Triennial’s theme exhibition, following the conclusion of its
project exhibitions, takes their respective discussions — which have hovered
between art and society, art and nature, art and art discourse, and art and
public life — and pulls them back into the midst of an exploration of art itself,
one that begins at the most basic level of visual art - that is, the sense of sight
itself — probing once again that meta-question: what truly are these things we
call contemporary art, the art exhibition, the museum?

Curators Jiang Jiehong and Jonathan Watkins have established here a new
model for investigation, establishing a research methodology built around

the notion of “seeing the unseen.” Distinct from previous, traditional theme
exhibitions, this exhibition operates by a “practice-led” strategy, a conception
with strongly positivistic undertones, placing the exhibition within a research
framework built on the foundation of collected experimental data. The display
of works is no longer what informs the ultimate shape of the exhibition, nor is it
the final goal; it is only the beginning, prompting the exhibition’s investigation.
First, it is the delimitation of a scope of study, a setting of research boundaries
through the selection of works; next, it is an observation of the behavior of the
audience, the impact of the exhibition, and the influence of the works and of
other research subjects; next, it is the collection of raw data with the aim of
obtaining new knowledge, of the kind never before unearthed by an exhibition
nor perhaps previously imagined possible at all; and lastly, it is taking the data
to establish a new point of view, or even a new theoretical framework. This
exhibition model corresponds to the current Triennial’s attempts to access

the meta-question by visual means, and further rises to meet the goal of a
speculative, metaphysical theoretical discussion. From this vantage point, The
Unseen is most like a process of experimentation and of data collection; it is a
full excavation of the innermost content of these works on both a visual level
and a level beyond the reaches of sight. At the same time, through its unique
methodology, the exhibition creates and disseminates a message - originating
from the visual images of the exhibition — that would itself be unrenderable

through theory or text, and in so doing dispels some of the theoretical



abstraction, bringing the Triennial’s theoretical explorations back to earth and
grounding them in a more practical substance: each word speaking once

again to a tangible counterpart.

In their exhibition The Unseen, the curators seem to have simply added a
variable quantity on top of ‘artwork’ and ‘art exhibition’ in their traditional
senses: namely, an obstruction of sight. This kind of obstruction in fact brings
with it an extremely large risk, resulting as it does in a direct questioning and
suspicion with regard to the defined domain contained by the concept of
‘art’. Our myriad definitions of art all seem to have been overlooking one of
its most fundamental points of origin: ‘the visible’. When this point of origin is
cut out, can art still survive? Is a work of art that cannot be seen still a work
of art? Is an artwork’s status as ‘art’ dependent upon its visibility? Choosing
to ask a question much like “who created the Creator?”, The Unseen takes
the focus away from the “what is art?” problem and pushes it towards the
“what is visibility?” problem, namely, how do we define the scope of what

is truly ‘visible’? Is it just about the physiological sense of sight? Or does it
also take into account those ‘visions’ of the intellectual or spiritual nature?
For instance, is imagination something we can see? Would an observation of
objects of the imagination be sufficient to replace an observation of objects
presented to us by our ocular visual experience? Before seeing the exhibition
there certainly will be no way for us to answer these questions, and even
afterwards all we will be left with will, most likely, still be a few rough guesses
and vague possibilities. But the important thing is that through highlighting
both the visible and the invisible, through challenging the relationship between
art and visual sense, The Unseen has already revived the meta-question — with
which, as the theme exhibition of the Fourth Guangzhou Triennial, it is most
directly concerned. Driven forward by this explorative purpose, the exhibition
does not rashly cut off all possibilities of seeing — on the contrary, each work
has its visible aspects. The difference is that these works’ visible aspects are
not what constitute their true content. They are merely signposts, pointing the
audience in the direction of the huge valley of the invisible, lying just beyond.
Making known, through this theme, their own definition of art, the curators
turn to the specific works themselves, engaging in further, more detailed
questions concerning the relationship between visual sense and aesthetic
appreciation, the limitations and deceptiveness of sight, and their impact on

our understanding of art: presenting the more pointed, directly meaningful

questions that arise out of their ‘practice-led’ principle.

“The unseen,” an idea proposed by curator Jiang Jiehong, refers to the act of
seeing, on an intellectual and spiritual level, that which the eyes themselves
cannot physically see. This sort of vision, residing outside sight, can be
identified as part of the key distinction between aesthetic appreciation and the
activity of sheer visual observation. The experience of reading an old, dust-
covered book is in many ways no different from the experience of observing
anything else we come across in our lives; seen in this light, the act of viewing
is just the practical, survival-oriented act of data collection. Sub-visual
analyses of the things we observe — direct judgments by which we determine
their comprising materials, their size, how far away they are, their applicable
uses — are all, again, just basic, practical operations. Viewing behavior like this
is disconnected from art and aesthetics. But when the artist, through the form
of his or her work, shifts the subject of audience observation from the concrete
object of the book itself to the slow accumulation of time around and within it,
the nature of ‘viewing’ instantly undergoes fundamental change. It becomes
an aesthetic appreciation and apprehension. The Unseen does not in fact
emphasize what is invisible, but rather stresses the conversion of the visible
subject from representational to abstract: a shift from what the senses see to
what the mind sees. With this exhibition, the obstruction of sight becomes the
very driving force behind this shift; built-in barriers to vision serve as artificially
imposed fragmentations of our aesthetic observational experience into its

two components: the visual and the ideational. In the traditional appreciation
of art these two are typically merged into one, but The Unseen accentuates
the latter, making us consider in greater depth the sort of visual observation
that aesthetic pleasure obscures on the one hand, and the sort of intellectual
understanding that it puts on full display on the other hand. Our aesthetic
appreciation of art seems never to remain on just the visual level; our pursuit
of ‘the art work’ is not by any means a pursuit only of sensory beauty. When
we observe a work of art, we are not just observing, we are also, and more
so, reading; that is to say we are using our minds and our imaginative powers
to intuit that “unseen” which escapes our sense of sight. It is precisely this
level of the ‘visible’ that pulls in our aesthetic engagement. Given this, where
lies the boundary between visual sense and intellectual understanding? What



kind of balance should a work of art achieve between the two, if it is to be
considered a true masterpiece? What kind of visual experience can most
successfully stimulate thought and imagination, and what sort of thought
and imagination can most successfully enrich and perfect visual experience?
These are problems that the curators have left for the audience, and for the

exhibition itself, to work out.

At the same time as they obstruct sight, the curators of The Unseen also
propose another question: seeing as, in appreciating art work from an
aesthetic standpoint, we primarily rely on our sense of sight, and given that this
same sense provides us with road signs on the path to spiritual apprehension,
might the limited and deceptive nature of sight have the potential to lead our
thoughts and imgginations astray? Many of the exhibition’s participating works
touch upon this particular shortcoming of sight. The range of what humans
are actually able to see is extremely poor relative to the scope of what they
are able to cognize. On the one hand, this poverty of sight refers to the limited
breadth, depth, and distance over which the eye can travel - a limitation that
results in our reliance on media to give us access to otherwise unreachable
visual content; thus the content we gliew through these media has already
been subject to an artificial selection and qualification. On the other hand, our
sense of sight is temporally restricted as well. A process that moves to slowly
will be mistaken take for complete stillness, and a process that occurs too
quickly will be missed entirely. Whether it is two cars in slow collision or the
image of a bullet shooting through an apple, it is all content that our natural
vision lacks the capacity to capture. These spatial and temporal handicaps
make visual deception extremely easy; do those military bases in the remote
American desert, reproduced through images, truly exist? Or does the artist
deliberately fabricate them as an expression of political intrigue? Does a bullet
truly pierce through an object in that way, or is it a manufactured illusion? The
continued accumulation of such doubt could result in the questioning of visual
information altogether; would this be the ultimate subversion of our trust in
images? Could art still continue to uncover truth from outside the truth? As
everything is so dependent on sight, if this sense is unceasingly buffeted
about, then what are we to do? And these works that limit vision in order to

call upon imagination: will they widen or narrow visual art’s boundaries?

The Unseen makes use of several of the Guangdong Museum of Art’s
exhibition spaces in addressing the question of the art museum itself, thereby
breaking away from oft employed models of presentation and displaying
artworks of the same theme in different exhibition spaces, each according

to their own individual strongpoints. Unlike other multi-venue exhibitions,

for this exhibition the problem of how to choose separate venues and
distribute artworks among them while simultaneously maintaining their
shared connection was compounded by the challenge of conforming to the
theme exhibition’s academic focus, as well as to the curatorial logic of the
Triennial at large. The precondition for finding a solution to this problem was
an understanding of the concept behind the museum itself, with regard not
only to its originally intended role and significance, but also to its constantly
transforming status in the face of ever-changing art forms, as well as its
constantly renewing central principles in confrontation with a new society, a
new culture, and a new urban economy. This moves into a broader academic
discussion, one to which the entire Fourth Guangzhou Triennial is devoted:
the questions inherent in the issue of returning ‘to the museum itself’, as the
art museum transitions from the principles of a traditional museum model to
those of a contemporary model in its attempt to adapt to the political, social,
historical, and aesthetic demands of our times. The museum fulfills its highest
function when it deals with the relationship between the aesthetic and the
public, a task which in turn relates to the interaction between the museum’s
physical properties — namely the practical functionality of its architecture —
and its spiritual properties — namely its the relationship to the outside world
as articulated by its structure. On this basis, there are two more problems
which require solving: how to break disciplinary boundaries, constructing a
truly polysemous exhibition space, and how — as a museum whose previous
primary focus has been only the presentation of art — to shift focus to audience

participation and experience.

In approaching the former challenge, the exhibition has chosen the
Guangzhou Opera House as its first venue outside of the Museum. The Opera
House and the Museum serve in different roles, but both are devoted to the
presentation of art forms embodying various modes of existence, perception,
and creation, as the over-arching exhibition organically combines and

interperses spatial and temporal arts; visual and audio-visual arts; and plastic



