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Striving to Seek Roots*
—in lieu of Preface
Wang Zhaowen

...Judging by the titles of your pictures, think that you prefer
lyrical or symbolic titles to descriptive ones.I have no objection
to titles in different styles,but 1 am not in favor of the titles
whose meanings are difficult to understand and which fail to
guide the reader to feel the special interest or detect the special
flavor of the content,I regret that I cannot point them out one
by one.Here I have only one suggestion that you deliberate your
titles or ask friends nearby for comments.

A few years ago,l visited Wuchang, where 1 was particularly
interested to find a restaurant called “Imitation Sichuan-style
Restaurant”. But I take littie interest in the titles that are not fit
for the contents of paintings or pictures and that do not go with
what the reader feels about.

The tree roots you have found are amazing. How much energy
and time you have devoted to them!... On the first page is a
picture of an interlaced root.What is the living condition for
such a root structure?Why can this interlaced structure form so
special an organic whole?...

The root whose form goes with the title is Gazing at the
Moon.You see,I don’t deny all your titles.] also don’t think that
tree roots need to look just like animals. That’s not possible,and
there is no need to make excessive demands of nature. The last
two roots in your brochure are root carvings,instead of
ornamental products featuring a natural shape These roots
should be classified into a different category. They should not
be on display as the same works of roots art at the same time.

Anyway.easier said than done.Let me congratulate you on your
striving to seek roots,...Possibly,I will revisit Yuhuan next

spring.Should it be convenient to you,I wish to visit your studio.

November 5, 1998

*This excerpt.entitled by the editor,is taken from the letier
Wang Zhaowen wrote to Wang Renhui on November 5,1998.
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My Words

I Wange Rendi

Born in Yuhuan on the East China Seall cherish a deep love for
the vast azure sea. Swumming in the calm waters and sailing in
surging waves often arouse my boundless atfection. Weathered

chifts and reefs, which appear in vanous grotesque shapes, amaze

me. Therr imposing grandeur and manner impress me. It was

all these that kindled my earhiest artistic imagination

Inthe early 1990°s. I took up gardening. photographing and model

making in spare tme At long lastat was only roots art from
which [ found a kind of language expressing something deep in
my heart and what could link up the “heart”™ and “thing™ I was
thus delighted and yver worried about my superficial
understanding So | visited as many masters and experts as |
could Meanwhile.l tried to blaze a trail by carrying forward and
even going beyvond the traditional features of Chinese

woodcarving and stone carving and by combining the ads antages

of pottery making.bronze casting and Modern City sculpture,

During the first few years after the establishment of the Yuhuan
Wonderwood Art Muking Center.l traveled all over the
country.looking for root materials which are both good in shape
and quality and expressive of man’s soul. Those broken branches
and wasted roots experiencing a glorious span of life have
"L'L'”?L'll Loy remaain \l||\\' lor me as we ]Ji'l_\ll]l'\L'li L‘([L’]I S]]l]l_‘l'
hundred or thousand years ago.l do marvel at the exquisite
making of natural art.but 1 show more respect for the original
artistic shape of material.In terms of creation, ] pay great attention
toan artistic conception and implication with special stress on
the shape being the picture of the mind and meaning underlying
the shape.For a choice between likeness and unlikeness, | prefer
the latter. All T try to do is cut the roots o fit the shape that can
give expression to my ideal or wishes. And all | have done are

echoes of my heart
I'hope that every piece of my work will embody the ideas in my
difterent time and space and represent the experience of my

lfe.

[ wish to continue to strive for it.while expecting your teaching

and guidance.

October, 1999
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Modern Roots Art and Its Outstanding Master Wang Renhui

Fan Daming

From traditional root carving to modern roots art

~ Traditional roots art,actually tree root carving is merely a special
kind of carving craft. No wonder.it has always been known as
root carving. Whether the carving is good depends on whether
it resembles something in the real world, What requires concrete
carving apply to root carving.

After all,however,there is or should be something special about
roots art that is based on its material — tree roots.As this art
develops from idea to practice in modern times,the “carving”
in the craft is being diminished gradually.Instead,the special
esthetic nature and value of natural beauty there are in the tree
root itself have aroused ever-greater interest among the
craftsmen,who are developing them conscientiously.As a
result,the said nature and value have become the essential factor
determining the esthetic grade of the root as a work of art Hence
the term “modern roots art”.In no cases can “roots art” be
regarded as “root carving art”.It should be the fruit of art the
root bears after discarding “carving”.In other words.it is a
modern transformation achieved by sublating the art of
traditional root carving,or it is an artistic liberation and
independence of the art of traditional root carving. This is a
leap.In essence,the transformation happened in step with the
significant trend of a development from traditional art to modem
art. The transformation also shows that the specific art achieves
its conscious,final retum to the material, which it bases itself on
and ascribes intrinsic and unique value to.In terms of industrial
art,it is a similar case with modern ceramics that has transformed
from traditional pottery and with modern wall hanging that has
transformed from traditional weaving craft,...

Modern roots art as the second
art: genuine and original

Meodern roots art means preserving roots while discarding
carving,or rather,maximally preserving the natural shape of tree
roots while basically excluding the transformation of roots by
craftsmen.Thal is “genuineness”, one of the basic characteristics
of the esthetic expression of modern roots art.On the other

hand,such a personal product that the roots artist bestows special
connotation upon shows his creativity or originality. But,this
creation just reflects an esthetic discovery the artist obtains from
the original material.Even if the product is processed,it is
processed not in a transforming way but in a superficial way. That
is “originality”,another characteristic of the esthetic
expression."Originality” here contains two meanings.One is that
the esthetic appearance of the root work,endowed by
nature.cannot be repeated or copied. The other is that the esthetic
connotation of the work just results from the artist's invention
of the exclusive shape of the material.Such an invention is
unique.Ultimately,the above-mentioned two basic
characteristics are decided by the special features of the material
itself,judging from the esthetic viewpoint of modem roots art.In
other words,uncut jade is jade.Or,jade can be made into
something without being cut and polished.The said special
features make modern roots art essentially different from the
previous works of art including traditional root carving.If the
previous works of art,through the artificial transformation of
the natural material become unnatural or artificial products ,or
man-made products,mamely,the so-called “'second-nature”
products,modern roots art presents the products whose material
is kept as natural as possibel. They are something retuning to
nature (“the first nature)from “the second nature™. Although
they could be regarded as a kind of product,an artificial nature
that manifests artistic characteristics,they are an art different
from the original art.They belong to what 1 describe as “the
second art”,which returns to nature but remains different from
“the first art”. All in all,modern roots art is the embodiment of a
typical representative “second art”.

Wang Renhui:an outstanding master
of modern roots art

Works of modern roots art register its birth,marking the birth of
a new generation of modern roots artists.In China,
however,modern roots art appeared just 10 years ago.Chinese
modem roots artists are too young to form one generation. Their
representatives are only a few.Among the few, however,Wang
Renhui stands out as an outstanding master. Wang,37 years

-’.



old.cut a striking figure through several years’ efforts in the
1990°s.

Firstly,in terms of idea,Wang has a keen understanding of
modern roots art.Unlike those who turned to roots art from
traditional root carving,he entered the modem roots art circles
directly.In 1994 he founded what he called “Wonderwood Ant
Making Center” The wonderwood is not due to artificial carving
but due to its evolution.In one word, Mother Nature creates the
“extraordinary root”. As a roots artist,he is ever ready to wear
oul iron shoes in searching,exploring and gathering. Wang is
clear about the fact that modern roots a1 is the work of nature
and man.For the beauty of root material in form,structure,state
and grain exists naturally. What the artist should do is to enhance
its beauty instead of diminishing it.He holds that he would rather
not carve than carve,rather make the work different than
similar.What counts is that the root material chosen should be
more in line with the invention and idea the artist bestows on
the material.

Secondly,in terms of practice, Wang has attained remarkable
achievements in the creation of modern roots art within 19
years.Because of his great learning and his notable
accomplishment,his works cover wide subjects,reach a high
level,contain deep meaning,and give rise to rich esthetic
imagination. Their lofty grade and style have won assured
popularity among visitors and collectors.ln 1992 his works
Gazing at the Moon was awarded the Twin Dragon Cup union
gold prize of the 2nd National Master' Root Bonsai Spring
Greeting Invitational Competition and the Queen Flower Prize
regarding potted flowers and roots of the national landscape
and afforestation.In 1997.at China’s 6th Exhibition of Works
of Roots Art,2 gold medals of Liu Kaiqu Roots Art Prize were
given to him for his Urban Language and Rhapsody;| silver
medal for his Solemn and Stirring, 5 bronze medals for his
Coming Back Late.Auspicious,A Divine Moment,Heavily
Loaded and In Meditation,besides a fine work prize.In 1998 his
Propitions (Kindness) and A Bumper Harvest won a gold prize
and a silver prize respectively at the 1st China International
Folk Arts and Crafts FairMeanwhile,he was awarded many

prizes (most of which were top prizes) at some provincial arts
and crafts exhibitions or provincial roots art exhibitions.In
addition ,he won two honorary titles “Advanced Worker of
Chinese Roots Art '96-97" and “Advanced Worker for the 6th
Chinese Works of Roots Art in 1997 His works have been in
favor with collectors in Hongkong, Taiwan,Japan and Western
European countries.

Thirdly,in terms of business,Wang has gradually developed a
well-coordinated system in research,exploitation,production and
marketing for his creation of roots art.Both an artist and an art
director of his making center,he has succeeded in turning his
artistic creation to economic production by integrating artistic
execution with modern market-economy.Having distinguished
himself as a business-conscious artist of new type,he has
established for his roots art undertaking an economically
irdependent condition good for survival,competition and
sustainable development.

In his letter to Wang Renhui on November 5 1998, the renowned
esthetician Wang Zhaowen said,"] also don't think that tree roots
need to look just like animals. That's not possible,and there is
no need to make excessive demands of nature™.Then.he
“congratulated” Wang Renhui on his “striving to seek
roots”. Although it contains a few words,his comment does tell
the esthetic features and standards for evaluating modern roots
art,which is different from traditional root carving.It also
definitely indicates an orientation in what roots artists should
devote them to.

I believe that through modern-minded roots artists’ “'striving to
seek roots”,more gratifying achievements will certainly be
attained in Chinese modern roots art circles in future.Wang
Renhui’s album contains wonderful works,which give eloquent
proof of such achievements attained.

July 11,1999
at Meiyuan Pavilion
Hangzhou,China
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An Arhat Hill  Stophanthus divaricarus
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It1s Tike a hill formed of rocks i various shapes or Buddhist arhats in various
postures.Rocks seem to be a craggy hill.while arhats appear vivid and natural.or
indistinet in jagged rocks of grotesque shapes The picture is both intriguing and
tantahzing."Regardless of its height.famous is the arhat hill”,
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Folded Cloud Liriodendron tulipifera
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What a bizarre rock! Being thin.groovy and porous,it is better known for its
folded beauty. But its grain and form seem like a weatherworn face,
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Mirage Tectona grandis
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Itis just like a treasure on the sea floor or nothing less than a coral reef. Although
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101 nota natural phenomenon —an optical illusion caused by hot air conditions. it

does acquire an element of mystery and wonder.
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Carnival  Litchi chinensis
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This openwork is shaped like a fan with twisted roots and gnarled branches.In

this special fan are seen various kinds of acrobatic movements.such as
leaping jumping.diving sphitting and somersaulting. These movements,though too
bewildering todentity one by one.compose an enthusiastic atmosphere wholly,
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