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The Quality of Materiality

Curator 's Comments
Zhang Yu

The quality of materiality forms the theme of this exhibition of experimental ink
painting, and it is hoped that this exhibition will highlight the importance of the
quality of materials for both creativity and appreciation in experimental ink painting
over recent years. The discovery of “materiality” has significance for all modern
artistic creation and critique, but it has been especially significant in the development
and advance of experimental ink painting.

| believe the role of materiality in the theory and critique of experimental ink painting
is of crucial importance, and will play a major role in promoting the development and
expansion of creative work in this genre.

Although materiality remains a broad and relatively non—specific concept in contem—
porary arts generally, experimental ink painting encourages us to investigate this
theme more closely and examine its implications for the following.

1. The original nature of the media materials. The use of particular media materials
is capable of conveying particular concepts of materiality.

2. The materiality of media materials and techniques of application. We can
excavate the limitations of the most composite media materials, and through
technical application reflect the principles of materiality .

3. The materiality of the relationship between media materials and illustrative
forms. On the original familiar surfaces of media materials images and icono—
graphic hermeneutics can serve to explain the materiality of these structures.

4. The materiality of material traces of technology applied to media materials.
Through potential technical application to media materials, the original form of a
material can be altered and exemplify a new quality of materiality.

By presenting these questions raised by creation and critique in experimental ink
painting, we hope that not only is the special significance of this theme for the
expansion of the realm of experimental ink painting, but that it can also have a
definite function and value for all modern artistic creation.

2006. 3. 28Tianjin
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The Quality of Materiality : Experimental Ink and Wash

Presider ‘s Comments
Guo Yaxi

Chinese experimental ink painting is an extension of traditional ink painting, having some of its
attributes yet at the same time being quite divergent. Its first shared attribute is the use of the same
media and materials — water, black ink, paper and colour ink; the second is its artistic position couched
within “the theory of spontaneity” (ziranlun) that guided traditional ink painting even though many
of its exponents boast that their experimental ink painting has “nothing to do with the tradition”. Yet
it is different in the way it positions itself. The tradition plays the defence, while experimental ink
painting plays a gambit; the former stresses conservation, the latter creativity. Epistemologically,
traditional ink painting is regarded as embodying the Chinese essence, while experimental ink painting
is seen as a living and artistic form of ink painting that is growing and developing constantly. In light
of the latter, experimental ink painting has its own free internal spirit that in different spatio-
temporal frameworks incessantly interacts, breaks free from and transcends the self, others, other
living forms, nature and other knowledge structures.

Chinese experimental ink painting first emerged from an undefined, hazy state in the intellectual
movements of 1985 when it gradually developed a definite strategy in acknowledgment of abstraction.
Its initial documentary establishment can be traced from the first volume exploring the medium,
Zhongguo Xiandai Shuimohua (Chinese Contemporary Ink Painting) to the appearance of the series
titled Ershi Shiji Mo Zhongguo Xiandai Shuimo Yishu Zoushi (Artistic Trends in Chinese Contempo-
rary Ink Painting Art at the End of the 20 Century). Later the journal Xiandai Yishu (Contemporary
Art) presented serious critical assessment of the transformational strategy behind “experimental ink
painting” and the mainstream media publication Meishu Xingkong (Arts Starspace) paid attention to
it. The genre also found itself included in such histories of contemporary Chinese art as Heibai Shi (A
History of Black and White), Zhongguo Xiandai Meishu Xianxiang Piping Wencong (The Collection
of Critique of Contemporary Chinese Fine Arts Phenomena) and Xiandai Zhongguo Meishu Shi (The
History of New Chinese Art). In terms of exhibitions, in the early 1990s the genre staged Chinese
Contemporary Ink and Wash in Japan, Ink and Light — Chinese Contemporary Abstract Ink and Wash
in Belgium and Back to the Homeland — Chinese Experimental Ink and Wash in USA, as well as major
exhibitions of paintings in Spain, Germany, the UK and Austria. In the mid 1990s there was the major
documentary exhibition in Guangzhou — Zhangli’s Experiment — Representation Ink and Wash; this
exhibition demonstrated that over twenty difficult years “experimental ink painting” had gradually
entered the mainstream locally after being a neglected and marginalized medium. For an art form to
succeed in retaining its individuality within the pluralistic history of contemporary Chinese art and
culture, it must rely on its own strengths to create a natural ecosystem embracing the stages of
“creativity — collecting — re-creation”.

The sensory perception and the gradually perfected disciplinary theory of non-representational

/11



experimental ink painting represent the interaction of elements of its two most fundamental sources,
as well as the sources of strength provided by the impetus and drive of these two elements. Through
ceaseless experimentation there is constant enrichment of the modes of artistic expression and
perception, and there is also a gradual perfection of the appropriate system of theoretical concepts.
From the perspective of human art history, every individual form requires its own creative principles
and theory. Thus, Western traditional painting generated its own theories of “reproduction”, modern
Western painting had its own theories of “expression”, Chinese traditional painting had its own
“theory of spontaneity”, Chinese modern realistic arts had their own theories of “reproduction”,
Western modern abstract arts had their own “theories of structure”, and the modern arts born of the
Chinese intellectual movements of 1985 also had their own theories of “expression”, “structure” and
the rest.

Appearances would suggest that Chinese experimental ink painting had been influenced by Western
early modern artistic expression and structure, but in reality there is no relationship with Western

theories of expressionism or structuralism.

Western expressionist art is the re-production of
particular traditions developed on the basis of
borrowing from Eastern imagist arts. In terms of
its nature, it could move in the direction of ex-
treme subjectivity, emotionalism or individual-
ism (as Expressionism or Abstract Expressionism)
in opposition to “theories of reproduction™ and
have significance for its extreme denial of the
existence of form; or it could move from ex-
treme individualism in the stress on form to-
wards a “structure” with “meaning” (“cool ab-
stract expressionism”, “hot abstract
expressionism”, minimalism); or it could mani-
fest an intimate relationship with theories of

“reproduction”, draw on concepts of representa-

= . " tional expressionism and rely on the satisfaction
FMBEES (BT HgEm No. 18) provided by representation and move in the di-
45cmx45cm , 1999 rection of the symbol, surrealism, objectivism

Sun Baijun, Corroded Lite No. 18 45X45 1999 . . p
v Sain, - coro e e e and colour analysis (Cubism and Orphism).

Although Chinese experimental ink painting has to a greater or lesser extent been influenced by
Western theories of expression and Expressionist arts, it has no relationship with the theories of
reproduction that underlie it, nor can it have any relationship to either its oppositions or intimacies.
Early and later modern Western “expressionist theories” could only provide a catalyst for transcend-
ing the break that occurred in modern Chinese art’s “theories of reproduction™ and search for a
modern expression for the traditional Chinese theory of spontaneity.

After their baptism in China’s artistic and intellectual movements of 1985, experimental ink painters
sought, firstly, to recover a universal dialectical view through the complexity built up through
overlays of the unchanging Chinese style yin-yang (Negative-Positive) dialectical elements. Secondly,
they sought to perceive and spontaneously sense things from a position of emptiness, tranquillity and
lucidity as they observed the “objects” of society and nature in the Taoist manner of “viewing objects
and eliciting their images” in a spontaneously free and uninhibited way. Thirdly, they sought to view
humans in reality, to view society filled with real humans and to view all human relationships as parts
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of a real and spontaneous cosmos, so that “humans” and “events” sprang from spontaneous nature
and could be situated in a natural realm governed by a sense of life, a sense of history, a sense of the
cosmos and a sense of “the oneness of heaven and man”. Yet in their form of expression these works
broke completely with linear linguistic structural forms, by observing and perceiving society and
nature with an empty, tranquil and lucid mind acting within an indeterminate mode enhanced by
freedom and spontaneity that blended as one unconscious space, emotional space, psychological
space, spiritual space and the space of ink symbols. This form of contemporary expression planted
within the traditional “theory of spontaneity” overthrew the traditional mode of symbolic conscious-
ness within that theory that sought to “use forms to delineate spirit” in a morally ordered and ordering
heaven and earth.

The creation of any linguistic form is required by the artist and demanded by his audience, as well as
by the times. Experimental ink painting is an iconic revolution in the history of Chinese painting, as
it is something previously not created and “it requires that audiences demand that art transcends
aesthetic habits in its re-creation of objects” [Li Xianting’s expression, see “Zhanshi Xingshi yu
Zhongguo Shuimohua de Gexin” (Displayed forms and innovation in Chinese ink painting)]. In fact,
this is a logical development and natural extension for Chinese—style ink painting. [see Guo Yaxi,
“Zhongguo Shiyan Shuimo Fazhan Kaocha Baogao™ (Report on a Study of the Development of
Chinese Experimental Ink and Wash), Zhongguo Shiyan Shuimo (Chinese Experimental Ink and
Wash, Heilongjiang Meishu Chubanshe, p. 26]

However, does experimental ink painting, as something that has emerged in new historical circumstances,
have further perceptual modes of enrichment, or other critical and evaluative standards awaiting it?
This is the question I wish to address here. It has long been agreed that the “non-representational”
“painterly” quality of experimental ink painting has overthrown the “calligraphic” quality that
sought to “write spirit through form” in an ethically delineated universe. The present exhibition has
been curated by Zhang Yu around the theme of “the quality of materiality”. This concept evokes a
general response, but when we examine the idea of “quality of materiality” applied to experimental
ink painting, we find that scholars have paid little attention to the question.

“Materiality” (zhixing) is a general term with broad meaning as it is used in the arts. Questions of
materiality exist for all forms of art — classical, modern, Eastern and Western, but the study of the
quality of materiality is a new concept and a new topic. It is possibly also a concept of common
concern to all. The quality of materiality in the various genres of ancient, modern, Western and
Eastern art has been long covered over by concern for the layers and modes of expression or
representation — “realism”, “non-realism”, “expressionism”, “abstraction”, “representational”,
“impressionistic”, etc. People remain focused at this level and disregard the expressive function of
linguistic elements of the quality of materiality. Experimental ink painting has non-representational
and non-impressionistic attributes different from Western “abstraction”, “expression” or “structure”,
yet the study of the question of the quality of materiality addresses the issues. Zhang Yu and I have
long believed that this new concept provides a new way of thinking about the creation and evaluation
of experimental ink painting.

From the perspective of experimental ink painting, the quality of materiality sheds light on the
creation of such works by drawing attention to the nature of the media used, the materials themselves,
the materiality of the painting techniques, and the materiality nature of the relationship between the
materials and the image forms. This is a very important and long neglected lexicon or discourse in art
creation. From the perspective of experimental ink painting, this question raises issues not only
relevant to the extension of the realm of perception for experimental ink painting, but one that has
a similar role and value in all artistic creativity. In fact, this long neglected question is one that not

JEE /13



only has significance for all areas of the arts, but one that has not received attention as a system of
evaluative critique. It proceeds from a consideration of the available material resources, while paying
relatively greater attention to process (tangible and intangible) than to results or effects, yet this line
of thought successfully pursues a corresponding processual mode of creativity reflected in material
results and images. Such a creative mode invariably also imbues direct “behaviour” in the creative
process. Zhang Yu’s works titled “Fingerprints” entails the direct application by “impression” of red
and black fingerprints on the Xuan paper. One fingerprint gives rise to two, two give rise to three, and
eventually hundreds which give rise to tens of thousands and then hundreds of millions ... through the
action or behaviour of individually impressing fingerprints onto paper, Zhang Yu acquires an appre-
ciation and perception of the quality of the process of his own material physicality, and the quality of
the materiality of the relationship between his fingerprints and the ink, colour, water and paper
generates a process entailing the quality of materiality. The critical moment is reached when tens of
thousands of accumulated finger prints on the paper and the quality of the paper is transformed
manifesting the material change in the quality of the intermediate marks. The “Fingerprints” series

¥ i!";f .w

gy

has a simplicity, purity and clean quality lacking
in earlier experimental ink painting and there is

none of the “conceptualisation”, “expression”

and “imagined images” with which we are familiar,
nor is there any of the “significance” of familiar

concepts, only the fully enlightened “material
sense” of intelligence itself. The creative pro-
cess used in Liu Xuguang’s series of characters
titled “Prognostications” (Bu) entails the initial
re-conceptualisation of tools and materials usu-
ally employed to write or paint, and then the

creative application of familiar ink together with

0“%
. <
{_;ﬂ"! 0. &
" L ﬁ ‘ flicting materials in which disparate elements
HEE (WL H R AUE No. 2) intersect and dots and lines correspond form

195cmx180cm, 2001 £
Wei Qingji, How to Narrate in a Usual Way, No.2, 2001

acrylic, ceruse and ferrous rust, a material not

used previously, to create a clash in the quality of
materiality as he paints and writes. These con-

unique icons with rich materiality that seem to
be simultaneously images of the similarly shaped
characters for “human beings” and for “prognostication”. In experimental ink painting some artists
are able to unearth the material quality of ink while others succeed in bringing out the quality of ink:
others focus on both colour and water. Yet Liang Quan succeeds in doing what no other artist before
him has done, by excavating the quality of paper. In order to avoid the Chinese traditional habits of
using paper, he succeeds in drawing out the material quality of Chinese Xuan paper by taking fine Xuan
paper and scissoring it into strips of scrap paper. These he then rearranges to suit his own artistic
interest, aesthetic and fondness, while at the same time applying colour and ink to the work. Although
his destroyed scrap paper overturns traditional notions of the use of fine art paper, in which the
quality of the paper enhances meaning, he nevertheless succeeds in conveying qualities of traditional
Chinese paper never realised by earlier artists — feminine gentleness, modesty, fragility, magnanimity,
delicacy, gentility, sentimentality ... clearly allowing the artist’s own qualities of life to come welling
forth. Since the 1990s Liu Ziyan has devoted himself to experiments in “hard-edged language” have
entailed transforming the traditional concept of a brush into a media modelling form that is a “non-
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brush” block. He then uses this “block”-style brush to attempt traditional artistic conception forms
altering traditional perceptions of the interrelationships of the qualities of water, ink, paper and the
board to express qualities that traditional artistic conception painting could not achieve — in hardness,
strength, lightness, thickness and emptiness ... all in an artistic iconic language which is at once
isolated, anxious, oppressive and untamed.Liu Zijian: “Suspension Scenery” Series ,Quality of the
medium and approach: With the printing block in the place of writing brushes, the approach departs
from the “images” of brush and ink to seek expression through “printing blocks”. Through varied
pressure and timing, and different blocks, the control of water and ink, the “printing block™ develops
a distinctive language of “materiality” by indirectly yet fully exploring the potentiality of water, ink,
and paper. The transmutation of the quality and nature of materials and the graphic quality: The
merger and mutual absorption of the materiality of the “printing block” and that of water, ink, and
paper come to express through a “hard language” the hardness, force, weight, thickness, and texture
that are absent from traditional water ink painting. Zhang Jin: “Ink and Wash” Series ,The quality of
the medium, approach, and graphic language: In respect of “materiality”, Zhang Jin’s experiments
show few obvious features in either medium or approach. From the graphic perspective, however,
there is a remarkable contrast between urban and primitive nature, between the reality and the ideal,
and between the abstract and concrete. In fact, it is a kind of soft feature of “materiality”, whose
inherent conflict arouses a sense of reliance on Mother Nature in the breast of all human beings. From
another point of view, we have another experience of his both ordinary and extraordinary media,
traditional and contemporary approaches, and all the “materiality” embodied therein. Sun Baijun: “A
Different Interpretation of Life” Series , The quality of the medium, approach, and graphic language:
In respect of “materiality”, there is no visible departure from traditions and the works do not display
any “materiality” in respects of the medium and approach. That, however, doesn’t rule out the
presence of “materiality”. Careful observation and contemplation will help viewers to see the kind of
inherent “materiality” embodied in the works, that is, an abstract manifestation of the artist’s
existence through his own experience. This is a very subtle context of “materiality” that corresponds
to the essence of the artist’s life and is filled with the pulse, tension, and dynamics of life. Wei Qingji:
“Studies on Scenery Research” Series ,The quality of the medium, approach, and graphic language: in
relation to the quality of the medium, the combined use of painting and non-painting materials
resembles the style of “pre-Pop Art”. In relation to techniques and the graphic quality, the rich
merger and combination of water and ink, water and tea, water and white powder, and the marks left
by brushes, splashes, drips, and scratches look very like the “graffiti” of Tapies or Basquiat. The
difference in the quality of materials, approaches, and techniques conveys a multitude of experiences
of rich and simple, intentional and unintentional, joking and serious, and practice and experience.
Such a graphic context is the language of materiality produced by the contradicting, clashing, overlap-
ping and merging of multiple materials.
From the works of Zhang Yu, Liu Xuguang, Liang Quan and Liu Zijian we discover artists imbued with
great awareness and individuality, and from the modes of perception and expression in the perspective
of the quality of materiality we can discern the steady development of conceptual frameworks for
experimental ink painting. In the process of experiment and indeed the entire process of develop-
ment of experimental ink painting itself there are similar relationships of interaction and impetus.
These perceptual forms lay the foundation for the construction of theoretical concepts, which will in
turn determine unique modes of perceptual knowledge, expression and experiment. The development
and evolution of any living art form necessarily requires the interaction and mutual impetus provided
by these two elements, and these are the two fundamental sources of this art.
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