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Modern Wood Sculpture and
Public Space

Yin Xiaofeng

Wood has life. Since ancient time people have been
discovering its material features like mildness, sentiency and
simplicity, and artists all over the world, basing their skills on
different wood materials, have produced lots of excellent wood
sculpture pieces.

With its texture formed naturally, wood itself is endowed
with creativity and possibility to express in its unique way;

therefore, wood sculpture has its special artistic appealing due
to this extraordinary feature in nature. That is to say, the artistic :

language of the material is the carrier of new life that the artist
pours in his works. Obviously we are not talking about those wood
sculpturé pieces with their practicality and technique, but those
for artistic appreciation. A good piece usually embodies the fun
brought about by each chipping, the beauty shown in the texture,
and the aesthetic appealing to the viewer produced by the artist

with his skills and perception. There are various ways to express

with wood sculpture. An entire block may achieve the effect of
completeness and integrity in one go; the consideration of a
certain shape or the specific texture may be combined into the
creation to make a particular one; or free from the form features of
the original material, a more subjective shaping may be made with
manual or automatic piling and sticking. Similar te other artistic
works, wood sculpture is also the representation of the outside
material world and the stimulation of the artist's inner world, and
therefore the carrier of the artist's feelings and thoughts.

Wood sculpture has a long history and is found all over the
world. As early as in the ancient Egypt there were wood sculptures
of human figures in the tombs. Indians in north America began
to make totem poles with wood very early as well. The folk wood
sculpture is peculiar to a certain region or country. For instance,
Japan, Indonesia, Thailand and some African countries have a
long history in wood carving. African carving does not pursue an
intentional depicting of details, but shows a vivid life and a natural
quality with an impressionistic skill, and the eye-catching sculpture
forms are the primitive tribe's psychological representation of the
outside world. So there is a touching simplicity, clumsiness and
roughness in those African sculptures with commemoration and
rhythm.

Chinese wood sculpture began in New Stone Age. The
traditional wood sculpture, agreeing with painting in aesthetics,
respects the ties of the material and raises the outside shapes
to the soul level so as to achieve the combination of the image
and the thoughts, the material and the spiritual with the artistic
conception or the verve as the highest standard. As for the
conception and design, to conform with the material and to
resemble the form are emphasized, while as for the shaping of
the forms, to shape the form with lines is highlighted. The final
purpose of shaping is not to reproduce or reappear, but to convey

the concept of the context. -

As it were, wood as the particular material, makes it possible
to show the extraordinary appealing of wood sculpture pieces,
thus having a strict standard for the production, display and
preservation of the pieces. There are different kinds of wood
to make sculptures, like hard wood, boxwood, camphor wood,
mourning cypress, etc. with different qualities respectively.
Camphor wood is hard and compact, suitable for delicate carving
and thus keeps its original color after being processed. But
lengkeng is hard and crisp, beautiful in color after being polished
and remains bronze color with aging, thus looking simple and
unsophisticated. Therefore a profound knowledge of these wood
materials is necessary. What's more, the artist's proficiency and his
artistic culture directly influence his works. Due to the complicated
technique and the difficulty in maintenance and preservation in
strong light, rain or humidity, wood sculpture display is confined
to indoor environment and the sculpture pieces are mostly for
decoration and appreciation. So at present when the artistic ideas
shift quickly and the expressive forms are various, compared with
other sculpture forms, wood sculpture develops relatively slowly.

The most important task of a sculptor who devotes himself
to wood carving is to create. Since 20th century, wood sculpture
has become a significant subject in the field of modern sculpture,
and there have been many abstract wood sculpture pieces and
some famous wood sculpture artists, such as Carl Milles from
Sweden, Balah from Germany, etc... Some famous contemporary
sculptors, such as Henry Moore and Brancusi, also focus on wood
sculpting with great passion. They have their own understanding
in the space, shaping and carving in terms of wood sculpture and
overtake, reform, and even reverse the previous artistic ideas.
After the 1989 event in the art field, the concept of modern
wood sculpture art has entered the view of Chinese artists. Lots
of people choose wood sculpture as the way to express their
personal emotions, thus injecting vigor into Chinese wood carving
and displaying adventurous creation, conspicuous sense of the
times and novel artistic conception. I, personally loving this
way to express, have been probing into and pondering on the
combination of the artistic quality and the spiritual quality.

I believe wood sculpture should keep pace with the times
and the artistic ideas. What's more, it is supposed to conform
with people's aesthetic needs and spiritual needs, and bring about
more artistic nourishments to people in the new social, spiritual
and humanistic spaces. In its historical source, wood sculpture
is public in terms of its social property and function. Therefore,
we need to consider the questions as follows: how to introduce
wood sculpture, which has a relatively small audience, to the
public spaces, how to relate it to the public in the real sense
from the perspective of the contemporary culture, how to show

the democracy, openness, communication and sharing of the
public spaces, and how to get wood sculpture involved in the
construction of the city so as to make it not only simply beautify
and decorate the space, but also undertake the responsibility of
raising citizens’ artistic quality and taste.

In the context of contemporary art, the materials used
in public space art works are explored by the artists for more
possibilities. Following the steps of post-modern art, there has
been breakthrough in art forms, way of expression and the
application of materials. When the artists combine, disassemble
and restructure, the traditional understanding of the materials
is extended. In many works, wood is used together with kinds
of metal or stone to produce different art works. These diverse
wood sculpture pieces not only enrich the artists' creation, but
also get the public closer to modern art, which breaks through the
traditional knowledge of sculpture materials.

Now many artists advocate artistic ontology, which
emphasizes art itself and even holds the view that art can
break away from the society, history and meaning, and exist
independently. But this is different from the view in western
contemporary art field, that is, the politicalization, socialization
and life-orientation of art. But I think this elitism idea deviates
from the artists' social responsibility. Modern wood sculpture
undertakes the responsibility of popularizing its appealing and
demonstrating the harmonious relationship between art and
environment as well. Art works in public places may get the mass
access to art by creating more opportunities for them to be close
to, know of and enjoy art, that is, to build a bridge for aesthetic
appreciation between the public and the elite art.

A wood sculpture piece placed in the public space is
supposed to build up a harmony and link between the publicness
of the space and the privacy of art, reflect the special atmosphere
of the particular location or place, and takes into consideration
the visual and psychological effect brought about by the whole
environment together with the art works because public art tends
to realize the sharing function of public communication. These
works, not only talks about the artists' stories, but enables people
to interpret the stories of the city, the times, and the people
themselves when they are having the aesthetic enjoyment so that
the life and the meaning entailed in these works can be extended
in the conversation with the viewers. This kind of sharing provides
a medium for interpretation via wood sculpture so that the
viewers can enjoy themselves, reflect on themselves and release
themselves when they are silently viewing and talking with the
works. Therefore, theses wood sculptures themselves have the
aesthetic power to build the spaces and make them enlightening
places, which are also the places to rest our souls. So we realize
the co-construction among space, time, spirit and material. The
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wood sculpture pieces contain rich contents, including time,
people, region, emotion, history, culture and thinking, show the
charm of the culturalized and humanized city spaces, stimulate
people's enthusiasm for life and creation, and arouse people's
desire for going back to their spiritual home.

I believe that Chinese wood sculpture has great potential
to develop, but the process is not easy and we have a long way
to go and a lot to do. So to reexamine wood sculpture against a
broader temporal and social background is essential. The prospect
of wood sculpture, as a space shaping form with publicness,
poses more requirements for artists in this field. We need to get
ourselves fully engaged in the brave exploration not only in the
art language, the innovation of expressing forms, and the study
on the works' personal style, cultural quality, regional feature
and temporal feature, but also in the construction of the related
theories and criticism and the knowledge of the public spaces in
terms of the features of sociology and aesthetics.

Both the elder and young generations of Chinese wood
sculptors are working together to absorb the reasonable elements
of the western art on the basis of the traditional art essence
so as to make persistent efforts to produce more and more
extraordinary wood sculpture works. We cherish the hope that
in the near future we will open the door to a new sacred place of
wood sculpture, which belongs to China but overlooks the whole
world.
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A 150cm x 160cm x 70cm A& 1991 ERFHESMEAAHRAEZ RS, WETEARKL L (B - BWE)
People of Chinese Ethnic Group 150cm x 160cm x 70cm Wood  World Wood—Sculpture Exhibition in Japan,on behalf of China,
and collected by Wood—Sculpture Center in 1991 (Japan, Fukuyama)
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Shao Dazhen
(Former Director of Theory Arts Committee, Chinese Artists' Association; Professor and Doctor Supervisor of
Department of Art History, Central Academy of Fine Arts)

Wood carve MoMo Doll is another type of creation Yin Xiaofeng made, based on the research of Northeast Saman religious. He
used the folk paper-cut image as the resource of making wood caring, combining the character of western and eastern sculpture styling
features. His sculpture language was simple, concise, abstract, and with religious mystery concept. By using this way, he attempted to
explore various possibilities sculptural language. Yin Xiaofeng was also good at using various materials to create the same theme, showing
different artistic effects. Take wood carve Tunguska as instance, its artistic infection is subtly different from the stone carve with the same
theme. However, what's more noteworthy is, his wisdom and talent is also reflected in using different materials in one sculpture. In his
Repaired MoMo Doll series in 2000, he added modern metal material into the traditional material wood, which making the work with
modern aesthetic. After that, he made the MoMo Doll series for the 2008 Beijing Olympic Village, he used the modern wasted materials
bravely, embedding modeling industry readymade into the stitching wood. In contrast to the worn and torn of the hard metal and the soft
wood texture, it formed an ancient historical cultural meaning and a modern rhythm different from the temporal popular style.
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EEHWHEA  160cm x 240cm x 180cm A& . €& 2004
HE+ELEZRRR  ANEFEERERE

Repaired People of Chinese Ethnic Group Wood and Metal
2004 Silver Medal of the 10th National Art Exhitition, and
collected by the National Art Museum of China
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