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In Rich Solid Colors
by Li Xiaoshan

In appreciating and reviewing works of modern art, we
may proceed from over a hundred perspectives. However, not
all critiques do them justice by telling a true story. Among
artists and critics who grew into their maturity along with
modern art in China, many have fallen out of line. If we still
listen and give credit to what they said, we would make a fool
of ourselves. I gave due consideration to and hesitated at

whether I should take my title as a critic as seriously as I used
to do. While pluralism and diversification have made the world
boisterous and restless, remaining silence seems a recommend-
able choice. Certainly, I cannot keep my mouth tightly shut,
after all, my eyes and ears are still functioning. Both out of my
own will and that of others, my words have been published
and can still be seen here and there, as motivated by either the
force of inertia of my own life or good-will expectations of
other people. Thus, at receiving Shen Weiguang’s phone call
asking for writing a small article on his works, I immediately
agreed.

I came to know Shen Weiguang almost 20 years ago. Since
then, despite a small number of meetings in person, we have
exchanged frequent phone calls for casual talks about inter-
esting news in the art circle and sometimes in-depth discus-
sions over a specific idea or theory. In my eyes, Shen Weiguang
falls within the type of people who intentionally marginalize

themselves, not only because he takes a firm stand and refuses
to compromise under the pressure of the environment, but also
because of his state of mind, detached but religiously affiliated.
By immersing himself in the religion and cultivating his mind
on a regular basis, he has outgrown the paralyzing force of the
mundane order. I have come to realize that for people like
him, self-illusion, regardless of its origins, being it religion or
narcis

sism, serves as the food for their minds and is at the
very core of their artistic creativity. From Shen Weiguang’s
earlier works to more mature ones in recent years, displace-
ment and changes of forms are quite noticeable, but deeply
embedded is the overriding theme he persistently pursues - to
project his personal thinking on canvas and by doing so his
ideas would find their way into the eyes of viewers. At heart,
most artists nourished the same ambition at a time when mod-
ernism prevailed, which might seem somewhat too serious and
gloomy for artists in the era of consumption. There is no doubt
that we are in the middle of a transformation which we cannot
dodge but adapt our ways of thinking, feeling and behaving.
Therefore, the meaning of thinking, in other words, whether
serious thinking holds any value and what it reveals, would be
directly reflected in the paintings. I doubt an artist can discuss
his ideas independently of his works, and even if works and
ideas were separable in his case, it simply means that he is not
a firs!

class artist. In this respect, I share with Milan Kundera’s
views on Kafka.

I can always tell the difference each time I look at the
works of Shen Weiguang. which testifies to the fact that he

has never given up exploring. What is quite striking in his
recent works is that the colors have become richer. I would
not comment on whether brilliant colors or more reserved ones
are better, but when works of an artist become brighter and
richer in colors, doesn’t it imply changes in his spiritual
aspirations? As we may have read in biographies of some art-
ists and writers, their works usually turned brighter along with
improved living conditions, as compared with the dark tone at
earlier stages. These psychological changes, as consequences
of changes in life, ruined the career of many artists and writers
who might otherwise have scaled new heights in tapping their
creativity. All sorts of experiences are nothing but a clue to
Shen Weiguang’s artworks which were accomplished more
by his paradoxical mind. On one hand, he has an instinctive
aversion to all kinds of phenomena produced by the era of
consumption. Another way to put it is that he finds his mental-
ity and state of mind so out of tune with the mainstream think-
ing that he intentionally marginalizes himself as if building a
shelter for himself. On the other hand, despite his conscious
resistance against pervasive cheap snobbery, his works realize,
more or less, a conscious transition without incurring any im-
mediate conflict. One of the prominent features that highlight
his works is paradox, which, in my mind, provides inspira-
tions to his recent works, very impressive ones where internal
conflic

s are quite straightforward regardless of forms of his

choice, being it abstract or concrete, bright or dark.
Therefore, I can discover everywhere in his paintings in

rich and bright colors the solidne:

sometimes explicit and
right on the canvas, sometimes hidden within obscure

structures, unfolding his unsettled mind. He is quite

ngenious

in accomplishing this and it is a accomplishment without which
he would have deviated from his high ideals he has cherished
for years and would have followed the suit of so many other
artists who sacrificed their talents to their headlong pursuit of
material gains. As I already mentioned in my previous articles,
I am not all a moralist and singularly detest those people who
denounce and attack others of different moral disciplines and
ideals in the name of morality, as proven by numerous ex-
amples in the history of art where a renowned and much-re-
spected person might turn out be someone greedily and rec|

lessly going after profits and gains. Nevertheless, precedents
provide no excuse to indulge ourselves. The motivations be-
hind Shen Weiguang’s own artistic endeavor are by no means
universal. In this era of pluralism and diversification, the indi-
vidual case of Shen Weiguang suffices to prove that the vast
potential for creation is to be shared by artists in all categories.
And that Shen Weiguang has earned himself a unique place in
it demonstrates that an artist should have distinguishing
features, even if these features are highly individualized. When
1 visited Shen Weiguang’s studio and saw dozens of his
paintings, I found it very hard to describe in words their daz-
zling colors, evasive textures, and richly-veined imagination
among others. It is true that links are missing in retelling his
works in another language without redundancy and
misunderstandings. The only solution is to remain truthful,
that is, to look at the picture face to face, listen to anything it
tells, anything you need and can comprehend.
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Spiritual Pilgrimage towards the Truth
and Epiphany of Life

—Insights into recent works by Shen Weiguang
by Jia Fangzhou

In my critique on Shen Weiguang’s paintings eight years
ago, I classified his works as “transcendental paintings™, him

as a “spiritualist”, and his artistic inclination as “rational
representation”. Great changes have taken place in recent years
as his “representation” becomes less exclusively “rational™,
but introducing more expressionistic elements and perception.
For about four or five years, Shen Weiguang produced, one
after another, paintings imbued with sensibility, which, I should
say, was what I had expected, since I had, on many occasions,
encouraged him not to overstrain himself and to touch on lighter
themes. However, I found it hard, psychologically, to accept
these works for reasons even unknown to myself. His most
recent paintings made me reminiscent of his the earlier ones,
rational yet forceful. Nevertheless, I would not arrive at a con-
clusion out of hand. Rather, I would reflect on my own ideas
after acknowledging the fact that Shen Weiguang and I were
not thinking in the same sphere of knowledge. His spiritual
attachment to Buddhism screened me off his mental world. I
felt mystery as to why these mystic images were invariably
tinted with subtle pains, why these abstract images of life struck
me as if they were severed, distorted, disintegrated and
impaired, why the painter dissected and disintegrated the liv-
ing body in its wholeness for presentation. I kept wondering
why Shen Weiguang sought to paint in this way. What did he
intend to convey? What was the relationship between these
mystic images and the way he cultivated his mind? Never did
I challenge him with these questions nor did I wish to do so.
Rather, I would explore and find out a reasonable answer on
my own.

It was then did I begin to read some of his articles, not
very long ones, for clues. As I went along, some outstanding
features of a different Shen Weiguang came into light. He per-
ceived art and life from the Buddhist viewpoint, full of vision
and foresight, but never had he spared a single word in his
articles in trying to explain his paintings. This was, no doubt,
the right choice. since it was unnecessary for meanings al-
ready explicit in paintings to be explained again in written
words which could do nothing but confine and deny alterna-
tive ways in understanding. No wise painters would ever rush
to explain their paintings.

Despite this, Shen Weiguang's articles did reveal his atti-
tudes towards art and his reasoning about what art was for. As
his views towards and understanding of art became salient, |
was quite sure that my intuitions about his paintings were, to
some extent, justified. His recent works bore witness to his
long and arduous spiritual pilgrimage. In his eyes, artistic en-
deavor was “he means to refine the mind”, “the medium to-

wards epiphany”, and “the process to seek truth from

virtuality”. Such a refining process would “‘eliminate darkness,
anxiety and anguish”,“transform desires and instincts into
willpower through sublimation”, “convert and purge the mind”,
and thus “constructing a great spiritual model of art” and “el-
evating art to the highest spiritual being”. This process of
achieving “enlightenment” out of “sheer darkness™ by “elimi-
nating darkness, anxiety and anguish”, of elevating the mind
by “transforming desires and instincts into willpower”, was
anything but an easy and smooth sail. The painter was doomed
to embark on a spiritual pilgrimage that subjected him to mis-
ery and torture.

As regards his paintings, Shen Weiguang began with con-
crete and substantial images, which were, as he pressed
forward, gradually deconstructured, estranged, laden with ab-
straction and symbolization, and finally transmuted into a
mystic and evasive form. This was achieved virtually by tran-
scendentalism which rendered him a “direct visual perspec-

tive” on the “true being” of life so that “inner experiences are

presented by visible means™ to “‘make truth and obtain epiphany

of the true being, glorified and free”. The “direct visual per-

spective” on the true being of life achieved through “dissec-
tion” and “disintegration”, albeit the pains they provoked, did
not at all bloody, since such “dissection™ and “disintegration™
were only means of transcendentalism for the epiphany of a
true life. It might go even further to expose people to a splen-

did life radiating in burning flames, because it was sublimed

to some sort of “inner experiences’ of the mind. It followed
that the dissection and disintegration of life symbolized noth-
ing but interrogations to the intrinsic nature of life through
visual means and the quest for the wholeness of life and moral
integrity.

Ever since China ushered in the consumption era, serious
spiritual crisis looms large behind superficial prosperity. The
market maneuvers where artists are heading like an invisible
black hand, shoving them into dilemma and depriving them
of choices to live off. Artists sink so deep into this spiritual
crisis that it casts shadow over every step they make. The ques-
tion remains: to be or not to be. Challenged by such condi-
tions for survival, Shen Weiguang views art as a lamp that
sheds light into the “darkness of heart”, a spiritual model that
“elevates the minds and stops them from degradation™. The
degradation of artists, as he sees it, has less to do with the
external world of excruciating vulgarity than with their own
“dark nature”, according to his words, “when overwhelmed
by the materialistic desires, darkness and evil spirit rise from
the depths of human heart, shattering moral integrity of artists,
tarnishing the glory of art, and degenerating art into a sheer
gloss on the dead body of art.” Given this, it becomes quite
evident how the painter has been struggling with sober con-
sciousness for spiritual redemption and peace of mind. Subtle
pains that permeate his works are unavoidable in his tough
spiritual pilgrimage to make truth and obtain epiphany of life,
or, his spiritual transcendence would be deprived of inherent

truthfulness.

July 8, 2004 Beijing
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Pictorial Form of the Other and Its Differance

Dao Zi

Having traveled a long journey of tentative steps and
through the omnipresent linguistic bondages and the intrigu-
ing mist of meaning, Shen Weiguang has achieved, in his oil
paintings, a dual visual form of the Other, as a result of his
observations on the outer world as well as of his conscious
and profound inner reflection as a well-bred man of knowl-
edge and thinking. This “spiritual dimension” of the Other
indicates that his state of mind, beyond the tide of the times,
has been transformed after his language system was redirected.
While freeing himself from high hopes for self-enlightenment
and omnipotence, he has attempted to penetrate through all
the mist and mess, find his way out and define the crucial
links amidst the force of inertia and constraints of the times.
In a continuously marginalized process of displacement, he
has gradually turned away from concerns for the essence, con-
tent and outlook of the world ruled by the kingdom of reason.
Instead. he focuses on images related to phenomena, form and
concrete knowledge, in hopes of constructing the most impor-
tant theme in existence, replacing the simple generalization of
the history of the mind with fine-tuned inquiries. Such a pur-
suit of a “dimensional spirit” echoes with the famous proposi-
tion of E. H. Gombrich that “arti

are inclined to see what
they desire to paint rather than paint what they see.”

The art form of the Other created by Shen Weiguang is
quite exceptional in its being a pictorial form of differance
consisting of symbolic lines. The whole picture may seem ab-
stract to some viewers, whereas it comprises of specific unfa-
miliar tiny images and objects. Pure description of concrete
images is a matter of technology and techniques while pure
abstraction is at the mercy of imagination. Between the two
ends, the painter employs symbolic lines as a medium of
transition, which is known as the symbolic code, a visually
discernable imagery model with specific implications devel-
oped by the painter through years of practice.

“Shen’s Pictorial Form” is therefore coined not simply
for the convenience of analysis, but for the fact that its
difference, in the context of this article, creates another key
dimension of modern art. It stands in contrast to a simple re-
flection under the material pressure of a generalized
epistemology. It is also distinct from a polish over the ideo-
logical myth or a confrontation against the single linear logic.

To identify and understand the effective labels in this pictorial
form one should begin with the elements in the symbolic lines
that have their own historical context. They are the lifeline of
the modern times which also retain features of the historical
period they belong to. Images created by the symbolic lines
are never absolute in meanings. As in the creative hands of
Shen Weiguang, they are entangled, woven and coiled together,
entailing dynamic tension and mental disturbance. In such way,
the original natural lines are transformed to form the chief
foundation for images created by rhythmic clusters.
Snake-shaped lines laden with images gratify different

horizons of expectation held by different viewers, as Gombrich
claimed, “the need for pictorial form is in essence the need for
symbolic code.” Therefore, discrepancy in image reading oc-
curs when viewers and critics apply certain mindsets to arouse
the state of mind in which they predict, await and hold expec-
tations for the pictorial form. “Reflection™, on the other hand,
refers to the trial-and-error process of obtaining visual picto-
rial form by making continuous attempts to transplant such
expectations into the target object. The snake-shaped lines are
restored by different interpretations. In some cases, inorganic
objects such as iron wires, steel bars, rubber cables or fabrics
are interwoven, towed, twisted and sewn together to inflict
technical “surgeries™ on symbols of organic features as if by

means of sadistic violence, convul

ns under “power libido™,
or acute pains from strong biases. In other cases, colors are
applied in a contrast almost as sharp as among the primary

colors to produce a comedic effect. Visual senses may also be

classified to witness the “overwhelming industrial civilization™.

Behind the symptoms of interpretation which indicate that
“different people hold different opinions™ hides a similar psy-
chological symptom. We have no choice but to admit that

all expectations originate from “absence” of some kind. To
“view a painting”, as in the eyes of people in modern times,
has already become a sort of ““reading™ with intelligent thinking,
since the visual symbols in paintings carry features of a quasi-
language. As a “supplementary medium™ for visual thinking,

all quasi-languages are able to access

the perceptual system
by affecting the process of classifying, stabilizing and high-
lighting by the viewers. In this respect, the Wittgenstein’s “pic-
ture theory of meaning™ can be used to spell out different in-
terpretations of works by Shen Weiguang. Wittgenstein claimed

that “pictorial relationship consists in the correlation of the

elements of the picture with things™, while pictorial relation-
ship is, by virtue, “antennas of pictorial form to correlate with
the reality™. It can be inferred that the elements of a picture
are related in the same way as the phenomenon it depicts. This
common feature of a picture and the reality it depicts was re-
ferred to by Wittgenstein as “pictorial form™. By quoting
Wittgenstein here, I wish to emphasize that the importance of
Shen Weiguang’s pictorial form lies not only in his creation of
images but also in their interpretations. In the name of picto-
rial form, a self-sustaining language is formed and is instilled
into the meditation of the painter who withdraws himself to
pictorial form as his retreat. He alienates himself from the
society, from its essence, emotional motivation and historical
background, but simultaneously he demonstrates himself to
them. Another way to put it is that the linguistic logic of his
pictorial form remains independent of the covenant between
the painter and the society. The so-called “irrational presenta-
tion™ in the case of the pictorial form of Shen Weiguang, is the
result of a blind and unswerving pursuit of metamorphosis,
striking an unfamiliar ornamental musical note of the body
born, in flesh and blood. from where instincts meet the world.
Itis, in effect, a reversed process of inference from reason to
perception.



Some critics maintain that “‘discrepancy still exists between
Shen Weiguang’s pictorial and linguistic presentations.” (Jia
Fangzhou, Rational Representation of a Spiritualist), while

others believe that “the language of imagery, exce:

ively clear-
cut and rigid, stands in the way of presenting his rich and mystic
artistic theme.”” (Deng Pingxiang, Pictorial Representation of
the Spirit and Symbols of a Dynamic Soul) Chen Xiaoxin, a
critic, pointed out in his book Ten years in Sharpening the
Sword that “his overdue interest in the transcendental mental
structure, coupled with a limited scope for refinement and
extraction,” results in “‘undermining the deepening and enrich-
ment of art for its own sake™. The above-mentioned critical
ideas actually refer back and are confined to the original text
of Shen Weiguang’s “My Own Opinions”. In fact, the text and
the images provided by the painter are correlated in meaning
with the latter performing as an unconscious “alteration” of
the former. The images contain irretrievable “vestiges™ left by
“altered”” symbols. These “vestiges™” mutate just like Heraclitus’
river of flux, always as the same being and the Other being.
These three critics all ground their views in the epistemology
based on the logocentralism. With their expectations deriving
from the opposition between quasi languages and written
words, they pursue the overriding role of the creative subject

and consciousne:

. which is nothing but a judgment made by
their abstractive imagination following the logos motivation.
Quite the contrary, the painter’s

linguistic and pictorial pre-
sentations are referring to two different ways of expressing
meanings. In his article Meaning as Self-Confession, Jacque
Derrida asserted that expression is a kind of sign that carries
meaning, that different ways of expression are signs of
meaning, and that meaning targets at the external - the exter-
nal of an ideal object. Expression is the “signifer” in meaning
while non-linguistic signs are, in themselves, derivatives of

the “signifer”. In the pictorial depiction of Shen Weiguang’s

works, the

ignified” of the textual representation is quite

obviously “suspended” while attention is focused on the “‘sig-

nifie ucture of visual symbols. Fundamentally, it is be-

cause the meaning itself must be expressed through visual

images larger than the signified that he discards meanings of
words. Thus the non-symmetrical and indeterminate differ-
ences and traces are disseminated, giving rise to differance as
a game between differences on one side and systems of traces
resulting from differences on the other. This is also a game

ystems of intervals which combine different elements.

rance” in Shen Weiguang’s pictorial form ren-
ders dual meaning, the first being difference, the second being
deferral. There is no necessity of “being” but only
“differance”hides behind the “existing discrepancy” in pre-
senting the rich and mystic artistic theme as expected by crit-
ics and the total “absence” of the “transcendental mental

structure™. The role “difference’ plays in the images and texts
of this alienated painter is that it moves the “objects of being”
no longer towards “being” which has served as the “center”
for imagination, but reversely to a marginalized zone. This is
a process of “decentrement” towards the non-central, non-
structural and non-integral “new order amidst conflicts™ (by
Shen Weiguang’s definition).

Kafka, roaming in the Castle of the Kingdom of Language,
stated in “Observations on the True Road Out of Punishment,
Misery and Hope™ that “the true road is on the rope, a rope not
stretching tight high above, but pressing close to the ground.”
This dialectical parable about nihilistic will is empirically
proved and transcendentally depicted by Shen Weiguang’s
images, epitomizing not only a pilgrimage but also a collec-
tion of images by this alienated painter. Or rather, is it prob-
able that the image of “rope” itself symbolize the way man-

kind has been up and down to break free?
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Resume of Shen Weiguang

Settled down in Shangyuan, Beijing, as a professional painter

Lived at the Artists Village at Yuanmingyuan, Beijing

Completed the diploma courses in the Department of Fine Arts of Nanjing Arts Institute
Graduated as a fine arts major from Hebei Light Industry School

Born in Handan, Hebei Province

1997
1994
1988
1981
1959

Solo Exhibitions

Exhibition of Recent Works by Shen Weiguang. Beijing New Art Project

Shen Weiguang Art Exhibition, Beijing Gulao Gallery

Shen Weiguang Art Exhibition, Beijing TAO Gallery

Exhibition of Paintings by Shen Weiguang’s, Art Gallery of Nanjing Arts Institute

2005
1997
1995
1988

Group Exhibitions

Glory: Song Zhuang Ten-Year Invitation Exhibition, Beijing Song Zhuang Art Base

Expressions and States - China Contemporary Art Exhibition, Shanghai Chelesa Art Co., Ltd.

I1st Round Exhibition of 88 Art Documents Storehouse, Beijing

Attending Fairs - Great Exhibition of Contemporary Art, Beijing Shangri-La Art Commune

China Contemporary Art Exhibition of 100 Artists, Beijing Mainland Artists Gallery

Summer Guardian Auction, Guangzhou

Nomination Exhibition of China Annual Archive of Contemporary Art, Beijing East Gallery
“Beijing” Contemporary Art Exhibition, Beijing Shangyuan Art Center

The First Selected Artworks Exhibition of Romance Art Salon, Beijing Romance Club

Art Exhibition of Beijing Shangyuan Artists, Macao

The First Triennial of Chinese Art, Guangzhou Museum of Art

Changchun Annual Invitation Exhibition of Contemporary Art, Changchun Far East Museum of Art
Art Exhibition by Shangyuan Artists, Beijing Yan Huang Art Museum

Contemporary Oil Painting Auction Exhibition, Millennium Museum Beijing

Opening Exhibition of Shangyuan Artists Studio, Beijing

Graphics: Beijing Invitation Exhibition of Contemporary Painting, Beijing China Women’s Center
Joint Exhibition of Six Artists, Observation Lounge of Hilton Hotel Beijing

99 Beijing Hanhai Spring Auction of China Oil Paintings, Beijing

Retrospect - Individuals and Environment: Contemporary Art Exhibition, Beijing University of Architecture
'97 GAWL Autumn Auction of Oil Paintings and Sculptures

Open Context: 96 Nanjing Invitation Art Exhibition, Jiangsu Provincial Art Museum, Nanjing
Reality-Today and Tomorrow: "96 China Contemporary Art Exhibition, Beijing Crown Plaza Gallery
96 Sungari Auction of China Contemporary Art, Beijing

China Modern Paintings Exhibition, Mannheim and Ludwigshafen, Germany

8th National Exhibition of Arts, Hebei Provincial Museum, Shijiazhuang

Ist Biennial Art Exhibition of the 1990s, International Exhibition Center of Guangzhou Central Hotel
Documental Exhibition of Chinese Contemporary Art, Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts

Itinerant Exhibition of China Fine Arts, Japan

Joint Exhibition of Seven Hebei Artists, Shijiazhuang Workers’ Culture Center

6th National Exhibition of Arts, Jiangsu Provincial Art Museum, Nanjing

2005
2004

2003

2003

2002

2000

1999

1998
1997
1996

1995
1994
1992

1990
1986
1984
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