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Preface

Chinese Zodiac in Brush and Ink: A New Exploration of Liu Yonggang’s “Line-appearance”
—Preface of “Chinese Zodiac in Brush and Ink” Exhibition

Jia Fangzhou

Liu Yonggang studied and resided in Germany for many years
in the 1990s where and when he had a direct understanding of and
deep research on historical development of western culture, which
provided an angle and reference system for him to reflect on his
own culture, and made him better understand the uniqueness of
Chinese traditional culture and what to be developed and promoted.
His art direction thus became clearer, and he began to explore from
the words formed by lines. In 2007, he went back home and held
a solo exhibition with a topic of “Spatial-calligraphy”, which was
mainly composed of stone carving and some oil paintings. “Spatial-
calligraphy™ is to make Chinese words stand up and remodel beauty
of Chinese words and lines by stone carving; however, it pays much
attention to linear structure of word instead of only directly restoring
and reappearing the word itself. Since his works inspired by Chinese
words appears, they have been spoken highly of, have been collected
by several organizations and permanently “stand up” in square, art
gallery, museum and other public spaces of many cities.

In the following years, Liu Yonggang furthered his research
on traditional culture when exploring flat and solid shapes, and
wrote a long paper named Artistic “Line-appearance™ and Spiritual
“Standing up” — An Interpretation of Ancient and Modern “Line”,
putting forward the concept of “line-appearance”. We can say that
Liu Yonggang’s concept of “line-appearance™ is not only a kind of
rational understanding on thousands of years of traditional culture,
but also his summary of past creative practice and theoretical
preparation for future creation. Liu regards the “line” in painting
and calligraphy as “essence of art with thousands of years of
history™. He says, “In our artistic tradition, the ancients took line
as modeling language and aesthetic clement rather than directly
modeling according to visual observation. Therefore its reflection
on an objective target is to express and show the reality instead
of directly imitating the reality, which leaves some space for
painters’ subjective consciousness to participate in objective visual
perception. As it were, taking line as medium makes its reflection
on a target expressive. Subjective consciousness of a creation
subject is just reflected in how he arranges, organizes, shows and
uses the lines.” It is just based on such awareness that he knows

better what he should do. When exploring theory, he also develops

visual interpretation of “line-appearance™ on canvas, where he tries

to completely give up expressing “word image”, “shape image™ and

“object image™ while forming “appearance™ with only “lines™ (the

“appearance” here is basically referred to what it looks and shapes of

various objects showed outside and imaged in people’s heart). “Line™
structure makes up “appearance”, which can be simply interpreted
as “appearance of line”. For exploration in this stage, Liu Yonggang
chooses a pure abstract method, and the only difference lies in that

he replaces the concept of western “abstract™ by “line-appearance™.

This concept should be regarded as the theoretical contribution of

Liu Yonggang and has been demonstrated by him in practice.
Therefore, it could be said that the concept of “line-appearance™
created by Liu Yonggang is his perfect summarization of Chinese
traditional painting. There is image for human, image for object and
image for word; however, “line-appearance™ gives up expressing
the target itself (human, object and word) while only reserving
“appearance of line”, namely pure form structure of lines. In
“Spatial-calligraphy™, the artist makes use of “line-appearance™ to
deconstruct “word image” and makes “words™ become pure “line
structure™ which are unreadable while does not break away from
abstract structure relationship between words. He further attempts
on the canvas, completely eliminating pure line organization and
structure of “word image™, namely making up picture by pure
“appearance of line™, which makes “line” the only “appearance”

only with main body significance of painting. In view of this,

“line-appearance™ is only “appearance” of the line itsell instead of

carrying meaning of other “images™ or content of “word image”,
“shape image”™ or “object image™. That is the “pure abstract” realm
of main body significance of painting that “line-appearance” tries (o
create.

However, in series of “Chinese Zodiac in Brush and Ink™, the
painter turns back from the “pure abstract™ realm. To present various
images of the twelve Chinese Zodiacs, he has to express the images
again from purely expressing “line”. If in “Spatial-calligraphy™,
he has to consider word image when deconstructing it (make the
readers aware of the words at first); in “Chinese Zodiac in Brush
and Ink™, he has to consider various images of Chinese Zodiac when

creating “line-appearance™, so brush and ink and Chinese Zodiac

are contradictory and inter-dependent. When such a relationship is
in the best condition, the picture will show not only the meaning of
Chinese Zodiac, but also plump and complete brush and ink, and
best present beauty of “line-appearance™ during painting.

It is worth noting that the new works of Liu Yonggang are
finished by use of traditional media — ink. He is not an ink painter.
neither is he good at traditional calligraphy brush; however, with
his research on and rational cognition of traditional painting for so
many years, he quickly succeeded in expressing Chinese Zodiac on
Chinese rice paper with brush and ink. Since the twelve Chinese
Zodiacs are to refer to an orderly time quantum with animals (for
example, rat comes out at midnight, so it is also called Rat Charm:
Ox plows early (during Chou Period), so it is also called OX
Patient). Therefore in Chinese traditional culture, Chinese Zodiac is
a code with the time concept and gems of wisdom of Chinese nation.
However, in Liu Yonggang’s “Chinese Zodiac in Brush and Ink™,
he “expresses” Chinese Zodiac not “directly modeling according to
visual observation™ and reappears Chinese Zodiac by “expressing
and showing the reality instead of directly imitating the reality™ (by
Liu Yonggang). Therefore core value of brush and ink lies in “line-
appearance” rather than “Chinese Zodiac™. In terms of art, Chinese
Zodiac opens the door to interpret “line-appearance” while “line-
appearance” is made up of various image of Chinese Zodiac, which
makes them supplement each other.

Liu Yonggang converts between medium material and
expression way in recent few years, from stone carving to grease
paint and from grease paint to stone carving, but he always sticks
to the essence of traditional culture — line-appearance when trying
in many fields. The “Chinese Zodiac in Brush and Ink™ Exhibition
is the latest fruit of Liu Yonggang in the academic course of “line-

appearance”.
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Seeking for Beauty of Great Ease: Creating Abstract Art of

“Chinese Zodiac”
By Art Critic and Doctor Liu Xiaochun

In terms of the artistic theme on Chinese Zodiac, previous
artists would always create by combining folk tradition with their
own form language, such as Han Meilin. The biggest difference
between Liu Yonggang’s works and theirs is that Liu Yonggang
applies the concept of abstract and he is an abstract artist in nature.

Liu Yonggang created the works with a basic theme of Chinese
Zodiac by combining words and painting, and his major material is
ink. The present works are interlinked with his previous works, such
as Standing Characters.

When Liu Yonggang came to Germany, he began to explore
modern art which is different from classical art in internal problem

of art. Language of abstract art is point, line, plane, brushwork and

accumulation of material. Such a language itself carries a kind of

spirit which is mainly a blending of artist’s soul and these materials,
points, lines and planes, and even the nature, which is the core of Liu
Yonggang's abstract art.

Abstract art is easy to become alienated from the public when
considering its internal problem and own language. When it comes
to how to blend with the public, make the public appreciate from the
perspective of painting and the expert from another perspective and
both can appreciate, Liu Yonggang has been trying from “Standing
Characters™ series to “Chinese Zodiac in Brush and Ink™ series and
furthering to explore abstract art.

In his “Standing Characters™, Liu Yonggang transforms the
words into some abstract symbols since people are familiar with
Chinese Characters and words. Though it does not emphasize on
readability, we can still understand from this perspective and feel that
it has something to do with our familiar things. Appreciators may
understand before observing the artist’s form, his modeling, force
and structure and gradually approaching to modern art. The present
“Chinese Zodiac in Brush and Ink™ inherits the aesthetic ideolog
of “Standing Characters™. It is abstract ink paintings exploring the
relationship between brush and ink and point, line and plane.

As a professional artist, Liu Yonggang needs to pay attention

to the most important issue which is between similarity and

dissimilarity and being and not being. The biggest characteristic of

his ink works is that they are on the background of gray ink and large

blank and mainly composed of black lines, which forms a relation of

unity of opposites.

How can opposite relation become harmonious. One is firm and
another is gentle; one is heavy and another is light; one is forceful
and another is virtual, but the two will become harmonious. Such
harmony is artist’s feeling about the nature and material. Why should
material be emphasized? In abstract art, material itself is the nature
which itself has life and is related to human’s soul. Therefore he
expresses his caring for heaven, ground and human by corresponding
relationship between brush and ink, which is his internal language
and true abstract language.

Liu Yonggang finds harmony in internal exploring when

14

expressing opposite relation. Such exploration also has a problem.
If the artist fails to fully blend the two aspects together, he will also
fails to thoroughly express points, lines, planes and structure in the
work. Liu Yonggang well deals with both of the two aspects.

Liu Yonggang is still pondering and exploring. I once used a
concept of calligraphy image to describe his exploring field. Chinese
calligraphy has a strong consciousness of abstract which I call
calligraphy image in art, which can also been seen in Liu Yonggang’s
present works. He emphasizes on Chinese Zodiac, but we can also
catch a glimpse of pictograph.

Concrete content is always contradictory to abstract
consciousness of artist. Once abstract consciousness prevails,
this problem will become more complicated. It is difficult for Liu
Yonggang to explore the relation between concrete and abstract. He
has many projects which are delightful for he has well-dealt with the
relation in some of his works.

When it comes to how to convert plane work to three-
dimensional sculpture, first of all, it needs a three-dimensional
concept rather than making a plane with thickness. Having a three-
dimensional concept is different from making a plane with thickness.
A finished sculpture is the same big breakthrough as his painting.
When making a breakthrough, he should solve another problem:
how to make the public understand the abstract sculpture. If he
completely use sculpture language and destroys the sense of plane,
Chinese Zodiac may be beyond understanding in three-dimension,
therefore breakthrough of sculpture may be more difficult than that
of ink. We have never been concerned with such a problem, and this
is where the basic value of Liu Yonggang's artistic exploration lies.

As far as I'm concerned, all artists engaged in Chinese Zodiac
are working on something plane and concrete, and few are involved
in something abstract and three-dimensional sculpture. Liu Yonggang
is moving forward, keeps trying something new, constantly looks for
problem and solves it. Why are there so many critics paying much
attention to Liu Yonggang? The reason is that he is always thinking,
exploring, looking for problem, and trying something new especially
on a certain realm.

There are two kinds of spiritual temperaments in Liu
Yonggang’s Chinese Zodiac works. The first is humanistic spirit, in
other words, harmonious coexistence of people, unity of opposites
of people, which is so called harmony in diversity. For example, two
Chinese Zodiacs can be referred to human relations such as wife and
husband, Yin and Yang, father and son,, and relations in the universe,
such as Yin and Yang and life. The latter is closer to internal
relation of abstract art, and the former is closer to deliberation on
communication between the art and the public. People are different
from each other while respecting and relying on each other, which
inherits temperament “Standing Characters” in humanity. The
second is internal problem of his pure abstract art. In fact, Liu

Yonggang pursues more the relation between a person and himself



