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Recreating the New Ink Style: Interpreting of Cai Guangbin’ s New Art
Pursuit

Lu Hong

From Cai Guangbin’ s art chronology, the 1990s was an important period for the artist searching a new art style.
Although at that time, the abstract water ink was rising and gained its popularity, he did not follow the trends. The
reasons as far as | know, first, he found that “the soil brought out Chinese abstract art is not solid enough” [11;
second, he considered that “Chinese contemporary art is much better than abstract water ink; the later is too superficial
as just making some texture, rubbing and collage.” [2] In later interviews, he amplified his ideas as abstract water ink
was not fully involved in reality and lacked of deep thoughts. | should say it is based on these considerations that he
took significant steps in the water ink exploration in the new century. It is conceivable that he would never leap out if he

followed some abstract ink artists” practices.

In 1999, Cai Guangbin was transferred from Harbin to Shanghai, as a non-native he soon keenly found that Shanghai,
the dense “cement building forest” , was always overcast by grey clouds all the year round. Besides, in this especially
commercial city, it was very hard to communicate with other people for one seems to be guard against others. As the
French existentialist Sartre said, “Hell is—other people” . This feeling confused and upset him, but impressed him with
windows he constantly greeted. Thinking and exploring after a long time of, he began to create the “Windows” series.
In this series, he aggregated and arranged lots of “windows” , in which he presented faces lonely, depressed, sad
and nervous but longing for communication. These images fully illustrated the embarrassment that people’ s instinct
to communicate encountered in aliened society. This feeling is familiar to many people and makes it easier for them to
appreciate his works, and stimulate healthy interaction relations. On art processing, he puts emphasis on images using,
[3] also focuses on traditional water ink expression. Undoubtedly, Cai Guangbin formed his own art features and gained

comparatively extensive academic recognition in the blending of images and ink.

However, Cai Guangbin could have deeper exploration to the “Windows” Series: not only he obtained the exclusive
right to use the images and technique, but also won the market. As we all known, driven by interests, some artists
would feel comfortable to repeat it constantly as long as the exclusive achieved. It is rare that this never satisfied artist
chose not to. One night on the way to Chongming, an island in Shanghai, Cai Guangbin had a sudden inspiration of
expressing deep thoughts through human skin’ s nuance and subtle expressions, and then he decisively abandoned
his familiar subject and technique of last five years to explore a completely new direction. It will not be difficult to find
out in the ink painting history background that the dilemma Cai Guangbin wants to solve is never achieved before. It is
tremendously difficult, because no one dealt with it before, or there was no example to follow; but at the same time it
has a hope of development, as he could use the advantage of knowledge which ancient people lacked, to solve a new
problem that never done before. That is what | called as “strong problem” in contemporary ink creation, from my
point of view, which is much more significant than a traditional “weak problem” solved well by ancient people but
not much space left for development. [4] Then, he needed to find his own special way to achieve the goal. However, it
is not easy to do so; through art history studying, he well understood that failure is the only end to an artist with good
idea but without specific artistic language. Take C é zanne for example, he used self—created art language to express
his understanding of a new world order, and then establish his style. He would not and never use Angle’ s expressing
method to present his artwork. For his concern, idea is embodied in the specific expression method. Vice versa, the
specific expression method became his idea. These two are undeniable inseparable. As the same reason, after new
pursuits and thoughts came out, Cai Guangbin found out the most important thing is still solving problems of forms or

visual expressions. At this point, new idea and new thoughts can not be directly converted into new expressions. And



the later is not like a coat at hand to put on at any time, it only could promote an artist to think about relative questions
then solve them effectively. A lot of facts proved that, artwork eventually exist in forms which are largely self—sufficient
life with its own history, and related to particular technique, tools and materials. Without sink into it, or research it in
specific way, an artist would never have great achievements. Therefore, an excellent artist not only paints for thinking
but also paints for seeing, and invites appreciators to understand the implicit thoughts through seeing. In fact, the
viewpoint that image and form are different and can not be confused with each other is mentioned in both books written
by the French art historian Henri Focillon and the German scholar Bruno Hildebrand. [5] Hence, it is definitely failure that
tries to solve the problem only by image without solving the problem of forms. From this point, Cai Guangbin devoted a
lot to adjust his former art expressions:

On the one hand, from exposing a deep psychological of present people, he took a further advance of using images,
from photos to website pictures, and then, photos shot by mobile phones. For example, in his series “Shooting the
Other — Fade Away” , he used a lot of photos and website pictures, and then in  “Self — Snapshot” series he applied
a lot of mobile phone shot images with hand shaking. Of course, this caused him violet people’ s privacy. On the other
hand, he put emphasis on face and limbs as close ups, take “Fade Away” Series for example, he piled up lots of
close—ups of children’ s faces, while in No. 49, No. 54 etc. of the same series, he focused on body close—up. While
on exhibition, he matched some artworks with psychology concerned images, as in the work “Hot Spot— 2012A” ,
a young man’ s portrait was on the right side, while on the left side was an image of a young pioneer walking in a
dense fog. He explained that it was more helpful to illustrate the social information source and deepened author’ s
understanding and communication to the work.

On the other hand, closely linked to what | said above, in his works he introduced a lot of images but to which he did not
limit. In order to enforce the expression of skin feelings, and highlight the special charms of water ink, he gave up the
way converting images from realistic painting or traditional pursuits of lines and brush trace. While he paints, he directly
places rice paper on painted wood plate, and then wets the paper with water, brushes ink on it with thousand times.
Beside all these, he also uses multiple kinds of skills as spraying, splashing water, blowing, folding, and burning. The
whole process is similar to black and white photograph developing gradually. And the later results proved that it makes
painting more exquisite, more abundant and more delicate, and establishes a close inner connection with the ideas he
wants to express. It is especially important and extremely uneasy that he created a brand new ink style, explored a
totally new possibility for ink expression. The history of ink art development told us that it is the value of “use brush as
handwriting” that traditional ink artists emphasized in process of creating, even when using ink splashing or coloring,
they were still sticking to the manner of using handwriting, which is exactly the tradition that the artist Cai Guangbin
turned back to. When the famous critic Liu Xiaochun interviewed by an Artron journalist, he gave a high appraisal to Cai
Guangbin’ s creation, and considered his traceless brush applying is both a connection to tradition and a new creation,
the key was bring out new conception from using water and image. | can not agree more to these points. Here | want
to make a complementary: it is the using of the contemporary image forms that impels Cai Guangbin to change the way
applying water and ink, to which related it is the new applying way of water and ink that let him departing the science
and technology of the image and the expression of German artist Richter. And these are the exact reasons why art
historical meanings exist in his works, because he expressed his special feeling of realistic and felt free to use modern

images in his works.



The French art historian Focillon wrote points as below in his great work Vies des Formes: [6] the art of an era is not
only included styles emerged now, but also included styles that survived from the past, and also styles that will mature
in future. | believe that it is obvious Cai Guangbin’ s new art style has the three factors above, because his works
maintained the material characteristics of water and ink, as well as the rendering methods of traditional water and ink,
while at the same time manifest a strong sense of modern. Those provide people to reconsider the gigantic potential
expressive of ink art, and so it worthy for us to concern, to research. The largest difference between Cai Guangbin and
other artists is that, as a modern intellectual, he was able to consciously pay attention to the presence of people, and
showed a strong sense of humanistic concerns in his artworks. With all due respect, this is rare in the whole water ink
art scene, and with such high starting point, he obviously beyond many contemporaneous new ink art artists. It seems
that the most important thing for one to infuse new energy to ink art is put one’ s own art creation directly into real
contemporary culture. It is not far enough to convert from western abstract art. However, it is not simply obtaining a
new object or image for doing this, the point is to search new art view and problem from deep experience of realistic
and then find a complete new expression. So called “idea is form, form is idea” made sense from this point, which
fits to explain Cai Guangbin’ s recent works. But for those who consider only forms problems, it is difficult for them to
achieve at Cai’ s level.

Note:

[11 “Cai Guangbin’ s Interview with Ku Art” , 26th July, 2012. P.S., he used “experimental ink” during the interview,
but | sensed that he was actually talking about abstract ink, so | made a small change.

[2] Ma Yan, “I Concerned More on the Problems of People Themselves” , July, 2013.

[3] As | have discussed in detail about the meaning and problem of image appropriation in  “The Image Appropriation
and Ink Exploration: Reading of Cai Guangbin’ s Recent Works” (contained in ArtChina, No.8, 2013), the related
contents did not repeat in this article.

[4] See details in  “The Image Appropriation and Ink Exploration: Reading of Cai Guangbin’ s Recent Works” (contained
in ArtChina, No.8, 2013).

[5] See Vies des Formes, Henri Focillon (FR), translated by Chen Ping, Peking University Press, January, 2011; Das
Problem der Form in der Bildenden Kunst, Bruno Hildebrand (GE), translated by Pan Yaochang, China Renmin University
Press, June, 2004.

[6] Henri Focillon (FR), translated by Chen Ping, Peking University Press, January, 2011.
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The Juxtaposition, Combination and Transference: The Contemporary
Narration and Expression of Cai Guangbin’ s “Image Ink”

Pi Daojian

The Artworks that Cai Guangbin continuously created during the 21st century were called “image ink” or “handmade
image”, from the early series “Fade Away”, “Windows, Peeping and Exposing”, to the series of “Chenhai Road”, “East
Beach” and “Estuary” which juxtaposed groups of ink work and images, as well as the work “Bethune” and “Hot
Spots — 2010” etc., till the recent work series “Shooting the Others” and “Selfies” , received wild and continuously
concerns from the critics without exception. From these two facets only, we have enough reason to believe that Cai
Guangbin created a new contemporary art form and a special art style, which have deep and inner connection with the
context of Chinese traditional art history. Cai Guangbin’ s art practice demonstrated that applying traditional art material
as water and ink to express the contemporary values and spiritual pursuits, or implanting the water and ink nature, spirit
and pattern into plenty of new art media or art languages, could be a special support of eastern cultural spirit. To be
specific, the “image ink” or “handmade image” of Cai Guangbin provides us a new “mode” with inner historical
sense, reality and importance of methodology, to explore our own history and value orientation under the premise of

“realistic” coral value.The greatest enlighten meaning of this “mode” is it made us believe that the traditional media
and the new art media combined from inside and outside could be possibly match with the contemporary life style and
experience, at the same time be provided with a language form with eastern temperament and a function to express
traditional context spiritual value. How to activate traditional media again, and to present the contemporary humanities
spiritual, have been a historical responsibility for every real contemporary artist consciously performs. It is self—evidence
that the water and ink is an eastern language of thousand years, as a way of seeing or a speaking way of producing, or
a way of saying, it is apparently become an era difficulties lying in front of the contemporary artists. As Cai Guangbin’ s
art practice “mode” , the “image ink” expressed the multiple methodology wisdom when solving this difficulty of

this time, which worth our serious research and analyse.

It is the contemporary character, the complex and real inner sense, and the metaphysical thinking evoked by the real
picture of contemporary life, which attracts the critics most. However, the eastern temperament and the deep and
inner connection with Chinese traditional art history are still quite remarkable and can not be ignored. May be it could
be said that it is the eastern temperament of Cai Guangbin’ s works and the inner connection to the classical Chinese
painting, make Cai Guangbin’ s contemporary expression and narration even more profound historical sense, realistic
and importance of methodology. So called “image ink” , a new concept of contemporary ink, it is linked with the
contemporary, west and east, world and China, technology and humanity. It is a very wise art choice for Cai Guangbin
to produce image in water and ink way, which let him to fuse many contradict and interrelated social, historical, art,

technologic, cultural facts into his works. These facts were “juxtaposed” or “fused” in works, they formed a rich
and varied referable field by the “intertextuality” of the time and space intertwined Ancient and modern, Chinese and
western, provide us an interpreting space abundant with era meaning. If the “intertextuality” is the GPS to interpret,
then the “nature of water and ink” , “water and ink spirit” and “water and ink pattern” are undoubtedly a group of

key words for understanding Cai Guangbin’ s “image ink” .

Cai Guangbin’ s “image ink” easily calls upon the black and white oil paintings simulate old photos painted by
the great German contemporary artist Gerhard Richter. Richter considered that: “It is because copied images are
everywhere, that traditional painting art could only adjust the material condition turns itself into the art of photograph and
at the same time maintain its painting character, which could keep its meanings.” On the contrary of Richter’ s “turning
itself into photograph” art idea, it is the juxtaposition of images and ink works that Cai Guangbin pursuits, which
profound the meaning of works. He said: “The applying way of image is juxtaposed with ink forms. After juxtaposed
with the ink art forms with the similar thinking, the images come out of an interesting appearance that the space of the



audience, the overlapping of people’ s expression and spatial awareness profound the work’ s meaning.” 1 Richter
used the old weekly, black and white newspaper photos and family old pictures as the basic of grey oil painting; he
applied clean brush brushing across wet canvas, blurred the painting to express the thoughts of a fading away memories
and a changing life. The greatest difference between Richter’ s grey photo-like oil painting and Cai Guangbin’ s
“image ink” is the dense water and ink style of the later. He applied untraditional ink painting tools, like soft brush and
sprinkling can, on wet rice paper, with totally concentration, represented the features of Chinese water and ink, the rice
paper incisively and vividly from a new aspect, bringing us an unprecedented and newly vision. It is the most important
glamour of Cai Guangbin’ s “image ink” .As the aesthetician George Santaya said: “There would be no beauty at all
as the Parthenon Temple not built of marble, a crown not made of gold, a star do not shine, a sea without sounds.”
The “water and ink nature” we said should reference to the eastern material, the water and ink material gives a vision
sense of thin, light, transparent and intangible, which represents a restrained and implicit soft spiritual character. The
original sensitive and understanding to water and ink material’ s special character of Cai Guangbin, formed his unusual
art expression and art narration. The English aesthetician Bernard Basanquet believed that an artist use his material to
think. Cai Guangbin’ s “image ink” has a texture of warm, calm, exquisite and soft as velvet, and is full of rich and
subtle change, inflected perfectly with the juxtaposed “poems” and “thoughts” which combined into a spirit, which
convinced the estimate of Basanquet. From the point view of art history context, it is the nature extension of Chinese
classical painting art view: “poems with picturesque, picture with poetry” , “poem and painting are the same, formed
by nature and purity” , also the development of the idea that water and ink painting was supreme in traditional art. The
artistic context that Cai Guangbin carried on was since Wang Wei’ s “ink breaking” of Tang Dynasty, Zhang Zao,
Wang Qia and Xiang Rong’ s ink splashing method, traced as the same origin and improved generation after generation,
from the North Song Dynasty Mi Fu and Mi Youren’ s “Mi’ s cloud and mountain” , the South Song Dynasty Ma
Yuan and Xia Gui’ s “splashing ink” , as well as Liang Kai’ s simplified ink splashing style, the freehand ink painting
of flowers and birds by the Ming Dynasty Xu Wei and the Qing Dynasty Zhu Da, till nowadays Lin Fengmian and Zhang
Dagian’ s modern water and ink, which put emphasis the traditional way of using ink and water. The connection
between Cai Guangbin and the art history context is similar to that of the Russian jewish painter Marc Chagall and
his Jewish culture and religious heritage. Chagall once said: “The only demand in my life was not getting close to

Rembrandt, Tintoretto and other art masters, but close to the spirit of my father and ancestors.”

The most difference between Richter’ s “turning oneself into photo art” oil painting picture and Cai Guangbin’ s “image
ink” , is the artist’ s facing directly to the present state of human existence, meditation, and meditation. Except a very
few artworks created base on old photos as “Bethune” , he painting with fully concentration was the real picture of
contemporary life. 2 His  “Windows” series and “Accumulation” series focused on the human survival relationships,
tried to expose a certain symbolic framework structure, his consciousness to the mental state of urbanite spirit asked
our hearts by the ink image of children face and eyes. And his series of “Chenhai Road”, “East Beach” and “Estuary”,
especially the “Shooting the Others” and “Selfies” series’ directly cut into the contemporary cultural situation,
evoked a poetry forgot by the urban, brought back a peace in heart during in the chaos, tried hard to search and build a

place where to settle down.

The focus on the contemporary culture is shift and transformation happening at the forefront of contemporary ink

painting creation.

When | planned the exhibition “China — Experiment Water and Ink in Last 20 Years” at Guangdong Art Museum more
than 10 years ago, | wrote as below: “The academic argument, theoretical exploration and artistic innovation activities
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of ‘the problem of water and ink’ during the 20th century in China, went through three stages as raising questions,
forming solutions and carrying out projects. The 1980s and 1990s are the key two decades to form and carry out
projects. We could generalize the new water and ink creation as a spiritual culture journey from ‘stand out’ and

‘back in position’ again.” 3 The shift and transformation happening at the forefront of contemporary ink painting
creation | referred here, is exactly the modern ink art which “was back in position” in the 20th century, shifting to the
contemporary ink art since the beginning of the 21st century. It is unquestionably that Cai Guangbin’ s “image ink” is

walking in the forefront of the “shift” movement.

1. See the interview of Art Worm, 29th January, 2012, in Shanghai.
2. Ibid.
3. See China — Experiment Water and Ink in Last 20 Years, Heilongjiang Fine Arts Publishing House, 2001.
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