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Foreword (1)

Since its inauguration in 1997, the Guangdong Museum of
Art has been devoting itself to the work of promoting
contemporary Chinese art. At the same time, it has also been
dedicating itself to the work of collecting and arranging
documents on contemporary Chinese art so that materials for
writing art history can be preserved.

Presenting representative documents and works by a number
of artists, the exhibition 'China: 20 Years of Experiments in Ink-
wash' which was organized by the Guangdong Museum of
Art in 2001, reviewed the development of experiments in ink-
wash painting throughout the past 20 years. In this way, this
exhibition has offered a great number of materials for building
a theory on 'experimental ink-wash painting'.

Ink and paper, which are the media of traditional Chinese
painting and whose aesthetic features are very different from
Western oil paintings, have been regarded as a kind of symbol
of Chinese culture and have aroused many different
impressions from varying cultural contexts. Sometimes it is
also regarded as a 'folk' symbol, but this is only a kind of ‘'mis-
understanding'. One of the purposes of 'experiments in ink-
wash' is to eliminate misunderstanding of the media of ink-
wash. These experiments emphasize the transformation of
the ink-wash language in representing contemporary cultural
contexts and art notions in order to set up the unique position
of ink-wash language in the contemporary art sphere.

The purpose of this exhibition is to offer a brief introduction
of the Chinese 'experiments in ink-wash' to Western audiences,
which will lead to more attention paid to contemporary Chinese
art, producing more diverse approaches for international
exchange and dialogue in contemporary art.

This exhibition is an important cooperation between our
museum and an overseas cultural institution. We would like
to express our sincere appreciation to Kunsthalle Weimar and
Mr. Walter Sachs for their energetic support!

Guangdong Museum of At
February, 2005
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Foreword (1)

In 2001, works by four Thuringian artists were shown at the
Guangdong Museum of Art. Mr. Wang Huangsheng's invitation
to host that exhibition inspired the idea to bring contemporary
Chinese art to Weimar. Unfortunately, since 2002, the City of
Weimar has lacked the funding to support its municipal
museum and Kunsthalle. In the interim, the newly founded
Kunsthalle Weimar Association has spared no effort to preserve
that site - a setting as beautiful as it is rich in tradition - for
art. As a result, the exhibition "Ink and Paper", a presentation
of contemporary Chinese ink-wash painting, has been added
to the Kunsthalle's 2005 exhibition programme.

Chinese ink-wash painting is rooted in a very old cultural
tradition that is inextricably interwoven with the traditions of
calligraphy, literature and philosophy. For example, heaven
and earth, light and darkness, and line and space are conceived
of in their dialectic contingency as conveyors of physical and
spiritual energy. The Eastern association of light with good
and darkness with evil as an ethical-religious metaphor provides
no key to understanding the intentions of Chinese ink-wash
painting. The mountain, waterfall, moon, lake, pine,
chrysanthemum and house of the hermit are all elements of
the traditional iconography of representational painting, still
in use today. Every representationally depicted object also
stands for something else, something that can also find
expression in calligraphic characters or abstract forms.
Previously, the imitation of nature or the abstraction of forms
was the focus of interest; mutually non-competitive, both types
of imagery have a long history in Chinese ink-wash painting.
Contemporary Chinese artists seeking new ways of working
with ink and paper can draw from this resource and still be
open to different ideas provided by Western art styles. It is
perhaps in the very clamour of the metropolises that pictures
arising from quietude develop the full extent of their force.

The growing economic and political contacts between Germany
and China will develop all the more effectively to the extent
that cultural exchange is cultivated. | would hereby like to
express my sincere appreciation to Ms. Sabine Moosmann
at the German Consulate General in Guangzhou, and Wang
Huangsheng, the Director of the Guangdong Museum of Art,
for their mediation and persistence.

Walter Sachs
Cruator, kunsthalle Weimar
January 2005
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Experiments in Ink—wash:
A Temporary Strategy

The exhibition "China: 20 Years of Experiments in Ink-
wash", which was organized by the Guangdong Museum
of Art in 2001, reviewed the development of experiments
in ink-wash painting throughout the past 20 years.
Presenting representative documents and works by a
number of artists, this exhibition not only retraced the
evolution of experimental ink-wash painting but also the
development of artists' notions behind the work. In this
way, this exhibition is an art historical re-examination that
may serve as a framework for building a theory on
experimental ink-wash painting. In addition, "China: 20
Years of Experiments in Ink-wash" has incorporated the
experimental ink-wash movement into the whole system
of Chinese contemporary art.

The idea of "experimental ink-wash painting" was put
forward in the early 1990s based on the modern art
foundation laid in the previous decade. During the 1980s,
Chinese artists eagerly tried to "imitate" all kinds of modern
styles of Western art because of the urgent desire to move
forward. However, the enthusiasm to learn from the West,
together with the influence of contemporary Western art
concepts, only brought about very immature art works.
Nonetheless, we cannot forget the specific social
background and cultural context at this time. In spite of
the immaturity and imitation of works during this period,
the bold courage of the critics and the active creation and
idealism of the artists should not be neglected. Due to
the rigid and conservative nature of the aesthetics of
traditional Chinese ink-wash art, the art circle was deeply
suspicious as to whether or not ink-wash painting could
successfully develop within the contemporary cultural
environment. Being aware of the crisis of ink-wash art,
experimental ink-wash ‘artists carefully studied art trends
and styles in the West, hoping to find solutions there for
the rebirth of their medium.

In the 1990s, based on the experiences and lessons
accumulated in the former decade, critics and artists
began to explore a way out for contemporary Chinese art.
They reevaluated the unique significance and position of
the ink-wash medium and hoped to direct ink-wash art
back to prominence in Chinese culture. Artists realized
that they should represent the unique Eastern philosophy
and artistic notions held within this special medium. As
a result, artists attempted more experimental works in ink-
wash painting during the early 1990s.



Actually the strategy of "experimental ink-wash painting"
has produced some opposing problems. The word "ink-
wash" not only refers to the traditional medium, but also
implies national Chinese culture. On the other hand,
"experiment" is a basic characteristic of contemporary art
and suggests that ink-wash art should be transformed
from the traditional style to a contemporary style,
representing contemporary culture with an open attitude.
Concerning the actual meaning, "experimental" in the
phrase "experimental ink-wash painting" is a word to
modify "ink-wash", stating the way in which the academic
direction of ink-wash painting should progress. Today,
ink-wash art not only has to break itself from the traditional
ink-wash language and the habit of borrowing from modern
Western art forms, but must also pass on the national
culture. In reality, "experimental ink-wash painting" is
facing a difficult choice: should it base itself on national
culture or should it rely on Western art notions? These
contradictions have placed experimental ink-wash painting
in an uncertain state. Accordingly, it has also become
difficult to define and select ink-wash artists.

08/09

"Experimental ink-wash painting" is a temporary strategy
aimed at the special nature of the contemporary cultural
context in China. When all the contradictions disappear
or change, this cultural strategy might lose its
effectiveness. Though "experimental ink-wash painting"
is a rational and adaptable theory, its value, even if for
only a given period of time, should not be neglected. It
may help us to further understand the concept of ink-
wash experiments. This style has not only resulted in
outstanding ink-wash works, but most importantly, it has
also inspired artists to trans!orm the™t aditional ink-wash
language and its expressive mod This qﬁ'egry directs
the artists to pay more aftentio j
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Lunar Year of Jimao/White Dew
B, KB

Ink—wash, ricepaper

90 x 180cm

1999
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Lunar Year of Jimao/Grain in Ear
B, KR

Ink—wash, ricepaper
365x144cm

1999
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Lunar Year of Jimao/Summer Solstice
T, KR

Ink—wash, ricepaper

137 x 180cm

1999
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Impermanence (details)

ZEEE: BR. FamE

Space installation: ricepaper & mixed media
800 x 800 x 320 cm

2002
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Collected by Guangdong Museum of Art
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Impermanence (details)

ZEEKE: X G

Space installation; ricepaper & mixed media
800 x 800 x 320 cm

2002
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Collected by Guangdong Museum of Art
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Houses in Berlin (details)

ZERE: . B, SRE. B AE. BTER

Space Installation: Bamboo, ricepaper, metal pail, ink, oil painting, wheel
390 x 200 x 200 cm

2003
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Courtesy: ALEXANDER OCHS GALLERIES BERLIN | BEIJING




