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The dual cultivation of art and wisdom

—A brief analysis of Shi Zhongying's sculpture

In the historical forefront of Chinese contemporary sculpture Shi Zhongying's artistic creation
has aroused much attention. Although he is young, his works have made a contribution to
the progress of Chinese contemporary art. Shi Zhongying's unique personality and artistic

expression are distinctive in the evolutionary jungle of China’s art scene.

| have known Shi Zhongying for a very long time. He received an education in fine art and
mastered the theoretical and technical skills of China’s school of sculptural realism with
outstanding results! As the subject for his undergraduate graduation project he chose to
present three statesmen, Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and Peng Dehuai. In his selection of
theme and handling of artistic form; In his rigorous depiction and honest discourse he was
truly brilliant. His presentation of a major theme in sync with social change at the close of
the twentieth century within an artistic context was nothing short of superlative! Given the
social backdrop of the times, his creation from the perspective of both ideology and art was
significant and groundbreaking. | was able to recognize Shi Zhongying’s talent and potential.
Interestingly enough, after his completion of these figurative sculptures of realism this genre

of work disappeared from his directory of personal creation without trace.

What was the reason for Shi Zhongying to abandon an artistic expression that seemed to
be so consistent with his ability and intelligence? | believe that if he were to make the same
decision today it would be deemed in step with social progress and contemporary art. |
have noticed too that in Shi Zhongying’s recent work there remains an underlying social
subtext that is sometimes obscured by symbolism. In this phase, Shi Zhongying is indeed

attracted to symbolic metaphor and sometimes this causes him to neglect the works pure
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essence. Actually, for me the most interesting aspect of Shi Zhongying’s work is not the
social intent but rather the pervasive elements of abstraction and virtual space. This kind of
expression in contemporary Chinese sculpture is a breath of fresh air. | have been startled
by Shi Zhongying’s comprehension of contemporary art and to have witnessed what | believe
possibly is the birth of China’s new sculptural movement and to see Shi Zhongying as the

driving force.

However the progression of things is never that simple. In Shi Zhongying’s new journey there

is another social cause that impacts upon his artistic endeavor and life, that being religion.

The religious factors expressed in his works, shroud the contemporary sculptural approach
in a mysterious cloak. Shi Zhongying’'s immersion in the Buddhist philosophic approach is
reflected in his series the Self. The works Pilgrimage, Empty Shadow, Sublimation, Symbiosis,
Gathering, Parting, Reincarnation, are imbued with Buddhist thought. | was surprised by
the appearance of Buddha in his latest series entitled The Buddha. It is perhaps difficult
to critique the series from the perspective of a Buddhist interpretation. In Shi Zhongying's
words “My solution is to let the art of Buddha statuary be the spirit of enlightenment
inspiring innovative contemporary art.” The works Meditation, Gossamer, Threads, Reflection,

Vicissitudes, Cleansing, Mirror Light and Buddha evoke this spirit.

Obviously, these works affirm the value and significance of religion in society at large. The
deep motivation of his artistic behavior is rooted in the surging social ethos to which he
dedicates himself. The process makes him wise, and lays a solid ideological foundation for
his artistic creation. Several times | have been amazed by the evolution of his creation for he
freely immerses himself in the imagination of art and the enlightenment of Buddhism. As he
says “The creation of sculpture is my way of studying art and understanding wisdom.” The

way Shi Zhongying experiences art is solemn and even sacred just like a devout believer, but



from my point of view, it is more akin to an exploration of modernism and religious doctrine.
It is difficult to distinguish whether Shi Zhongying uses sculpture to interpret religion, or uses
religion to extend the connotation of his works. | am concerned with the pure essence of
modernity, which in fact cannot be isolated from Shi Zhongying’s work. Perhaps, the holiness
and ethereality of religion gives an orientation to the abstract sculpture. Therefore, Shi
Zhongying combines art with religion. Namely, art is the ship, while religion is the water, and

the dual cultivation is awesome!

All in all, Shi Zhongying's sculptures can be interpreted in many ways, and it's hard to
determine which is the most accurate, even in his own statements can only be a reference.
But there is one thing for sure: Zhong Ying is a dynamic creative force, and this vigor
enables him to keep pace and play a significant role in the innovation and development of

Chinese contemporary sculpture. In this regard, | remain full of expectation!

Wang Shaojun
Professor Academy of Fine Arts

April 9,2015
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Viewing Zhongying's Icons

Evensince ancient times, makers of Buddha statues and Buddhist icons have rarely
bequeathed their names to posterity or left traces of their lives. There are two major reasons
for this situation: First, the ancient Chinese did not have the concept of “the arts” (yishu)
that we borrowed in modern times from the West, and those artisan sculptors who relied on
time-honored craft practices were relegated by the “articulate” to the ranks of craftsmen who
vanished among the anonymous mass of the population. Second, those who crafted statuary
were discrete in their “self-identity as artists”, either because they consigned their work to
those who commissioned them or because their work was motivated by religious piety, and
so they tended to be obscured by society or by religious appearances, and were not visible
to most people. The young contemporary sculptor Shi Zhongying has, however, titled his
works “Zhongying’s Icons”; he focuses on aspects of the Void and Reality and expresses
meaning through Buddhist imagery, so that his work is at one and the same time emptiness
and reality, both reality and image. His spiritual experience accumulated over seven years
of creative work has resulted in the creation of his own unique style, and for himself and for

others he has reconstructed the meaning of “making statuary”.

This exhibition includes Zhongying's Buddha Icon series and his Self series. The Buddhas
and the Selves are installed together and so reflect each other. The works use different
materials that are carved and cast, then augmented and completed, some even with plants
and soil. Thus they appear to transform in the process of seeking balance, and this balance
in the works gives them a “harmonious and tranquil style”, yet not simple harmonizing, rather
metaphysical speculation and an atmosphere that is at one and the same time constructed
by harmony, alienation (distancing), development, and change, and this forms the moving

heart of the exhibition.



How does he achieve this? In the context of contemporary sculpture, critics and the market
demand that many works consciously or unconsciously embody elements that are “weird”
and “volatile” to elicit a dramatic reaction in viewers the moment they see it, but the aesthetic
reaction is short-lived and gives way to ennui. So many sculptures are able to arouse
dramatic emotions but this hides a poverty and inadequacy of underlying content; it is all part
of the mad drive to be different in the quest for fame. The works of a few young artists who
have reacted against this trend to “weirdness” and “volatility” have appeal because of their
freshness and purity, but works such as Zhongying’s that achieve an “evenly balanced and

tranquil style” are rare among contemporary sculptures.

I have known Shi Zhongying for many years; his mild temperament and simple manner, and
the persistence he brings to his creative work, give him a unique style. At all times, there
is a Buddhist coloring in what he says and he is not at all flashy like other people imagine.
So, | can confirm that apart from the fact that he and his creative work do not emerge from
some fundamentalist mysticism, yet | am always curious to know whether religion for him is a
home, or a path? Did his mild temperament and emotional makeup find an inner compatibility
with Buddhism or did the teachings of the Dharma gradually lead him to tranquility? From the
perspective of an observer such questions come alive when contemplating the man and his

work in the context of this exhibition.

And so | was looking for answers in the exhibition.

Shi Zhongying, talking about his Buddha Icon series, has said: “My initial motivation in
creating this series of works was tackling the question of how | use contemporary art forms
to convey my understanding of Buddhist wisdom and at the same time remove from these
Buddha icons any traces of the notion of idolatry and superstition that Buddhist images
often evoke in the minds of many people, especially intellectuals, and so position Buddhist

sculptural art and contemporary society in a truly meaningful relationship”. In his works we
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