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Deciphering the Meaning of Life: The
Impressionistic Ink and Wash of Sun Baijun
Yin Shuangxi

Mr. Sun Baijun described his works of art as
“illusive images of lives”, meaning that the symbols of
the organisms in his works are illogical illusions. But
he is serious about life and he shows his curiosity about
the imaginative phenomenon of that life. This kind of
curiosity is the motivating force of scientists searching
the world and also the force driving the artists to medi-
tate upon the meaning of the future of mankind. We can
say that in the ancient Greek and Chinese Pre-Qin phi-
losophies there was a common ideological power,
“knowing you yourself”. This humanistic tradition of
love of life is expressed as respect, praise and the un-
derstanding of human beings. All this reached the sum-
mit of its artistic peak as expressed in the “Alleluia ”
in Beethoven’ s Ninth Symphony.

I regard Sun’ s work as an impressionistic stream
in the painting field. There are abstract symbols in his
works representing his illogical handling of the forms in
a supra-realistic understanding of the real world. The
advancement of modern science does not eliminate the
mystic feeling regarding Nature and society by mankind.
On the contrary, many unexpected and serious events
make us feel that there is a distance separating the real
world and us. We are living in an ever-changing, illusive,
mystic environment. Our minds are commonly travel-
ling through an unclear fog. Theories and logic can not
show us the road of fate and sometimes the our intuition
and dreams are more realistic.

Mr. Sun started ink and wash painting in 1987. In
his early works we can perceive some abstractive
feelings. In those works one can still see the landscape
and some figure forms, but they are just the media of the

painting. Most of the time, he turned his vision from the

macro- to the micro-cosmos, putting a cell of an organ-
ism into the black hole. By 1995, he had established his
basic painting style. The mountains, trees and houses in
his landscapes took the form of ink dots, which he con-
ceived as the basis for his later artistic development.
From 1997 to the present he has painted more than 100
modern ink and wash works, and his impressionistic
flavor is becoming stronger and stronger. As he began to
do symbolic expressions about life his art language be-
came a more stable system but the forms in his works at
different times show differences because his deep think-
ing was directed in various directions. He has pursued
his way with unlimited enthusiasm and for this reason
he has been an active experimentalist in ink and wash art
at a time when Chinese painting has undergone a mod-
ernization during the nineties of the last century.

In his The Eroded Spirit Series, 1997, the forms
from his earlier works are still evident. The landscape,
mountains and clouds are composed by dotted cellular
forms in grayish-blue or brownish-gray combinations.
The symbolic figures surrounded by the graceful colors
have the organizational form of cells. This reminds me
of the Corn-Figure Series by Pan Dehai, a Yunnan artist.
In Pan’ s paintings, the figures and the corn are some-
what merged together, meaning a kind of reconstruction
of life. But in Sun’ s works, figures and environments
are merged into one; the forms are not clearly distinctive.
Those irregular cells mimic the patterns of snake skins,
like a mosaic which extends and merges, giving the feel-
ing of a landscape. In areas of his works, there are some
marks of the leaking roof of the traditional painting.
Just like the ancient poem“watef falling on the ground,
running east, west, north and south, in every direction”,
the marks of the water stream represent the randomness
of life.

In 1998 Sun created 24 paintings in The Eroded

Life Series. In these works, squares and circles clearly



contrast with each other. There is an opened book with
enlarged masses and clusters; and the cells and nuclei on
it, hinting about the myriad stars and black holes of the
universe. The rarefied space in the center and the dense
but vague periphery seem to be a diagrammatic picture
of society in the level of cellular organization. The fe-
male bodies are just like the goddesses of the primitive
sculptures of Europe, but he changed the forms of their
trunks. The curves of the oval and spherical forms inter-
twine and merge smoothly, forming a microcosm with
unlimited reproducibility through its continuous chang-
ing and displacement. In The Prophet of the New
Century YDispersal and Decaying of Life Series, he fur-
ther refined and defined the inter-relationship of white,
black and gray colors. He puts ink and water symbols of
the irregular primitive cellular forms into streaks, cords
and masses of organic matters and tactfully merges them
into the nebulous background of the universe, symbol-
izing the identity of life and the universe.

After 2000, in his The Prophet of the New
CenturyXLife Creation and other series, Sun Baijun fil-
tered more of the factors of association, illustration, and
description and made his works more abstractive. Look-
ing at his paintings is just like viewing histological slides
and fingerprints under the microscope. The forms of the
living look like the clouds in the sky. The basic symbols
forming the painting become simpler, more definite.
They are dispersing from the center to the periphery,
and how many mystic codes of life could be hidden
there? Even if it is just a part, it could mean infinity.
The white square in the center looks like an opened
book. The principle of composing a picture at the center
of a cross is a sure symbol of reasoning.

He seems to be a scholar of life science working in his
laboratory, making cell reproductions with paints. Life
is undergoing mutation again and again and through

repetition new organic forms are generated. In viewing

his works, we could not help but think about the opened
peapods or the differentiating cells. They have basic
uniformity but also a diversity in organic forms.

In 2002 he created The Grand Scenery of the Cen-
tury Series which showed his depth of ambition. He
once again turned his vision to the macroscopic land-
scape and space. In his graceful grayish tone he piled the
tile-like symbols into a diagrammatic scene of life. In his
Deciphering the Meaning of Life and Memory of Life he
tends to make more simplifications. Just like an open
book, it depicts the primitive sculpture-like human bod-
ies of early art as interwoven irregular forms floating in
the universe. In evolutionary history of life, chancy mu-
tations lead us to respect life itself, and the boundless
reproduction of cells lead us into the perception that
individuals are so worthless in regard to the entire
universe.

Using the language of ink and wash, Sun is skillful
with ink, polypropylene and white pigment. In his cre-
ations he uses polypropylene as one would use ink. His
basic color is tinted gray. The other warm or cool colors
are used for contrast, which he pays much attention to.
He paints with a multiple layering method, using a mix-
ture of a small amount of ink and polypropylene. It is
easier to control mixing polypropylene and white pig-
ment and the strokes of the brush with this mixture. Sun
pays much attention to his brush strokes since strokes
mean thoughts. He uses much more water when paint-
ing with less viscous materials, but he thinks that the
directions of his strokes are not very important. There-
fore one can often view his paintings from various
directions.

For Sun, the tools used in painting are not very
important; what is important is to show the thoughts
and meaning. His formal painting language is realized by
his pursuit of reasoning. For example, he thinks that

“gray” is a vehicle to carry the spirit and it is an alterna
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tive way of expression in traditional ink and wash.
Since white pigment is added to the ink, it is easier to
handle the different shades of gray and the fluidity of
the watery color and the impregnation of the watery
color onto the xuan paper. In this way his paintings
have a flavor of oils. The disrupted lines of those varie-
gated and dull black holes reflect the weathering of cul-
tural antiques---a formal explanation of the perception
to the reality and the disintegration of life. This is a
feeling of uneasiness for the future when he put some
thought on life and death, disappearance and replacement.

From his work, one can recognize the painter’s
enthusiasm of and his seriousness about art plus his
thinking and understanding of the philosophy of life.
He mentioned that the most remarkable sign of the 20"
century is reform and experimentation. In the art field
it is the continuous searching for new materials and
ideas. At the beginning of a new century, his paintings
show the thirsty desire for life and the prophecy about
new life. They are also a reflection of a chasing of a
modern visual model of the Chinese ink and wash. It is
the attitude underlying the traditional Chinese painting,
of how human beings should face Nature. Paying atten-
tion to the value of the tradition is the Chinese art
philosophy. It is also the direction down the road which

modern ink and water development should follow.
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