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Deng Guo Yuan is a master of Chinese brush painting with
a keen sense of the rhythm of iridescent colorfulness that
he brings alive through the mere modulation of tonal values
ranging from black to gray and white. For many years now
he has been defying the tide of all-too facile modernisms
and contemporary trends in developing an artistic repertoire
that draws entirely on the tradition of Chinese painting and
that takes as it central theme nature. His works regularly
carry the title “In the Garden,” illustrating the artist’s virtual
obsession with the subject of the cultivated, circumscribed
and therefore surveyable precinct of the garden. With
him, the garden becomes a very particular kind of hortus
conclusus, a nucleus of life expressed in a manner that could
hardly be more symbolical. What at first glance appears to
be repetitive imagery reveals itself upon closer scrutiny as
a seamlessly progressing roundelay of natural processes and
perceptions of life. Underlying the works of his important
“In the Garden” series is — besides the virtuoso application
of painterly technique — a concept of nature that, in formal
terms, radically transcends traditional Chinese painting. The
latter advances not nearly as resolutely into abstraction,
instead always seeking the narrative context and expressing

By Beate Reifenscheid

(Curator of Ludwig Museum)

it in, by and large, figuratively based painting. Deng Guo
Yuan, on the other hand, ventures on a translation of nature
into purely abstract pictorial terms, which are transferred
into a readable, narratively intended context — and traced
to their origin in garden and nature — only through a mode
of seeing on the part of the viewer that can be described
as recognitive perception. This is particularly interesting
considering that Deng Guo Yuan’s most recent works leave
the realm of painting behind and, instead, “grow” into three-
dimensional objects and entire environments. At first glance
the latter do not seem to have anything in common with the
ink paintings, yet one follows from the other according to a
compelling logic.

When viewing the brush and ink paintings of Deng Guo Yuan,
we instantly become aware of an oscillating relationship
between abstract imagery and objects references. The
painting we see seems to be focused in the details, yet
made up of nothing but bold abbreviated lines and clustered
dots. Contrasts appear only as a result of the brushwork,
as the painter alternates between applying strokes in rapid

succession, causing them to be laid out like bold hatching,



and depositing soft, light-toned passages or darkly clouding
areas that absorb all the white of the paper support. Some
parts are just filled with light, while others are shadowed and
dusky. Throughout, his manner of painting remains entirely
abstract and the closer the viewer moves up to the painting,
the more “non-objective” it seems to become. Nevertheless,
even a brief glimpse will convey the impression of something
nature- and landscape-like. In the process of deciphering the
abstract marks, the eye repeatedly has to refocus, like when
an old picture scroll is unrolled and the whole image reveals
itself gradually — seeing as an act of reading, of deciphering
in the course of viewing. Only then does the abstract whole
generate its intrinsic imagery and the viewer thinks he or
she is looking from above at a flower bed, as if the wind
were waving in the grass or the flowers were bursting open
and unfurling their colors. In 20th century art theory, Max
Imdahl elucidatingly differentiated between what he called
sehendes Sehen and wiedererkennendes Sehen — “seeing as
seeing” versus “seeing as recognizing” —, drawing, among
other sources, on English art historian John Ruskin who
described central aspects of the perception of works of art in
his “Elements of Drawing and Perspective” (1857).

In this volume Ruskin outlines the various possible modes
of perception in a way that would later prove to be fruitful
in dealing with abstract painting as well: “... it is only by a
series of experiments that we find out that a stain of black
or gray indicates the dark side of a solid substance, or that
a faint hue indicates that the object in which it appears is
far away. The whole technical power of painting depends
on our recovery of what may be called the innocence of the
eye; that is to say, of a sort of childish perception of these

flat stains of color, merely as such, without consciousness
of what they signify, — as a blind man would see them if
suddenly gifted with sight.”"

In his brush painting, Deng Guo Yuan exploits the ways and
means of tradition in order to, on the one hand, specifically
continue in its spirit and develop it further and, on the other,
to step out of it out as he feels the need to take it toward
abstraction. It is only in total abstraction that he reveals the
spiritual substance his hymn to nature holds. In this way he
successfully unfolds an atmospheric scenario that appears
alternately light-drenched and submerged in shade and that
takes in both the momentary and the eternal. It is in this
duality of comprehensive perception and interpretation of
nature that Deng frames his world, thus placing himself
squarely in the context of Taoist reflections.

Yu Shinan, one of the most celebrated Taoist calligraphers,
noted: “When taking the brush in hand, one should cancel
out one’s vision, invert one’s hearing, dismiss all thoughts
and focus on the spiritual reality. When the mind is mute
and the breathing harmonious, then the work will penetrate
Yu Shinan (558-638) is regarded as
one of the four masters of the early Tang Dynasty. Or, as

the most refined.”

it would be phrased in the West: it will be able to penetrate
the sublime. Deng’s painting is itself given to the sublime,
incessantly seeking that inner truth content of nature, its
perpetually unfolding life and growth, its beauty and the
riches it reveals so readily. Yet there is another side to the
works of Deng Guo Yuan, one that addresses, rather, the
flickering turmoil, the confusion and the entrapment. It

marks the complementary realm, the actual downside to the



side that is turned toward the light, thus expressing the yin
yang concept that is at the heart of the Asian tradition.

Our experience is different when confronted with the
installations of Deng Guo Yuan in which his plants are
cooped in Plexiglas cubes, sometimes showing themselves
in all their beauty and sometimes appearing moribund.
Interestingly, he has dedicated his recent installations to two
distinguished professors, Pan Tianshou and Huo Chunyang,
who are recognized as great teachers of Chinese brush
painting. Even in this different medium, Deng professes his
profound affinity to tradition. But what do his installations
show and what do they aim at? In “Saluting Chinese
Painting Master Tan Tianshou, with metaphysics” (2010),
he takes rolled-up palm fronds with their almost graphic
structural quality and aligns them relationally and visually
with his brush painting. The metaphysical is hinted at, but its
presence is not so much visual as language-based. In another
work he piles seven plants on top of one another inside
Plexiglas cubes, arranging six of them in such a way that
their direction of growth is toward the ground, while placing
the plant at the very top in a normal direction facing the
light — nature turned on its head, all topsy-turvy and thrown
off balance ... shipped in sterile boxes and eventually
squeezed into test tubes (cf. “No III, born in a way of
metaphysics” [2010]). This rigorous transition to a nature
that no longer thrives but in artificial containers had already
been implemented in “Nos. I. and II, born in a way of
metaphysics.” Glasses of the kind sometimes used to grow
cuttings are grafted onto truncated tree trunks. It is only in
this irreducibly confined protected area that life can sprout.
Though aesthetically charged, the ensemble epitomizes the

vexing relationship between man and nature to the point
that growth is, indeed, no longer possible but within the
space predefined by man. The kind of free development
and flourishing that nature allows for is reduced here to
complete absurdity.

In his most recent environment, Deng Guo Yuan carries
this artificiality to extremes, pushing his aesthetics to the
point where beauty threatens to tip over into terror. Eight
historic Chinese chairs are arranged in pairs, with each pair
standing back to back (cf. “Untitled,” 2011). From the seats,
backs and crosspieces of the chairs heavy masses of gold
“flow” down, with small, narrow test tubes filled with plants
plugged into the bodies of each of them. Hanging above
the chairs is a series of red painted birdcages with plants
growing in them. The consonant contrast between black (the
chairs) and gold, between red (the birdcages), shimmering
glass and the green of leaves could hardly be more beautiful
and harmonious. There is a sense of the contemplative,
of the self-contained to this arrangement. However, this
quickly changes into irritation. For all its beauty, the
arrangement makes us faintly, yet irksomely aware that the
freedom of nature has been abandoned in the usurpation —
made manifest by man — of all things creaturely. Deng thus
adopts a view of nature that critically internalizes the signs
of the times and, in reflecting on them, passes them along
to the viewer. Criticism turns against what is conceivably
feasible, against the transgressing of natural boundaries,
in favor of protecting nature and committing it, in all its
opulence, entirely to the cycle of becoming, growing and
decaying. Deng likely pursues that very ideal that Adorno
aptly encapsulated in the concept of das Naturschone, or



“natural beauty,” “seeing in ‘natural beauty ... the trace
of the nonidentical in things under the spell of universal
identity.” In Adorno’s thinking, art, in fact, has this ability
as well. ... Since both — nature and art — can be sites of
remembrance and of utopia, artistic beauty and natural
beauty are, to him, closely related.”®

In his major painting series, Deng develops an intense,
exhilarating and sometimes disturbing view of nature. This
fascination continues in his installations, which break up
the aspect of dread in their own distinct visual and formal
language. In the process Deng draws a picture that contains
within itself the potential of nature and at the same time
attempts to elevate nature to the sublime. In adopting a view
of interventions in nature that is, by all means, intended to be
critical, he takes a stance against any all too careless notions

of nature, as nature finds itself more than ever teetering on
the brink and struggling to survive. Deng’s works share this
apocalyptic pessimism, while at the same time spelling out
the potential possibilities residing in the radiance of natural
beauty.

Translated by Bram Opstelten

Notes:

[1] John Ruskin, Elements of Drawing and Perspective (1857). Ed. by Ernest
Rhys. London, New York: Everyman's Library, 1932, p. 3-4.

[2] Bernd Wagner,“Asthetik - Okologie, Natur - Kunst. Gedanken, Materialien,
Fragestellungen.” Edited by the Heinrich-B&11-Stiftung Hessen, 11/96.
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CHEAETT ) No.28 | K&, H4L | 122cm x 122em | 2004 4F
In the North No.28 ‘ Ink and Water, rice paper | 122em x 122em | 2004
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