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XINPING'S WORKS

Su Xinping is an artist who stresses practice. In 1985, I saw a considerable
number of his black-and-white woodblock prints. They were all black, without a single
color. From the intense contrast between black and white and the hatchet-like way in
which he carved, 1 felt that he had some energy, and it made an impression on me.
Later, after I gained a better understanding of his artistic tendencies, I thought back to
those early woodcuts, which already contained some of the "keyvwords" for Xinping's
art and the man himself. They incorporated his strong personality into "Art".
Beginning with that series of woodcuts, he found an appropriate relationship—one that

'

he felt was "right"—between art as he understood it and scenes and memories from
Inner Mongolia. How did he determine that it felt right? The cultural "fresh air" of
the ume had re-ordered his understanding of art, the vestiges of revolutionary realist
iconography in his thinking, and all that he knew about the history of printmaking
(primarily New Prints). He mixed all of these with his own personality before infusing
them into every cut in every image. I believe that he was using woodcuts (pulling out
the black-and-white relationships) and reality (e.g. realist oil painting) to work out
internal issues and make judgments.

In his graduate work at CAFA, he focused on lithographs and those dense strokes

began the long process of formulating his imagery. This was a new matching of wits



— STUDY OF SU XINPING'S PRINTMAKING WORKS —

with Inner Mongolia, a place that seemed located in a hazy, distant time and space. To
what extent could he remove the traces and details of life and the materiality of the
outside world? The art historical products of modernism and formal experimentation,
as well as their presentation in his work, became a complex process of give and take
in his hands. In the end, he could only rely on the autonomy of his personality, which
determined the final images.

As he worked his way back and forth from variations on lithographic "drawings"
to extremely simple lithographs, he and I talked a lot. I then left China, and when 1
eventually saw where the parabola of his artstic trajectory had landed, my eyes lit up.
His simple symbolist images concealed suggestion and metaphors that transcended the
images themselves. I always thought that Xinping's paintings from this period were the
appropriate and dignified revelation of his circumspect, undisturbed, and affirmative
way of making art (from personal experience) in a way that best suited him. He just
calmly said what he really wanted to say.

When the art world praised his unique lithographs, he abandoned them. Perhaps
it was the massive changes in Chinese reality that made him feel that the spiritual
peace of Inner Mongolia was too far away. Confronted with the restlessness of society,
he had things he wanted to say and had to say them. Large oil paintings with symbolic
qualities that pointed out the dirt behind the excitement of reality appeared in his
body of work. These works reflected the stubbornness underpinning his personality.

Xinping's work was different from the ascendant Cynical Realism and other
trends in o1l painting. That phenomenon felt like a smaller group of people had called
a private meeting at a larger conference. You needed to pull yourself down first, then
fight dirt with dirt. Xinping seemed to confront this noxious, unhealthy meeting and
analyze the roles they played, one by one. He created a cartoonish, iconographically
categorized, and the poster-like mode of oil painting with the solemn colors of a
sunset. Later, these works were often used by art museums around the world as
exhibition posters depicting Chinese reality.

A few years ago, Xinping once again started painting large landscape in oil,
which cultural scholars such as Li Tuo and Wang Hui found interesting; they used
the allusions in the images to elucidate themes in their own research, such as the
"wasteland" phenomenon and the relationship between human civilization and nature
in the history of literature. I am interested in what these works reyealed, including
the artist's sense of uncertainty and crisis. In particular, the brushstrokes and imagery
reveal image sources that can only be found in Song paintings, but when I went to him

to confirm the connection between the treatment of these images and Song paintings,
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— XINPING'S WORKS -
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he sincerely replied, "I've never thought about Song painting when I'm working."

In the process of creating art, every creator uses art to balance his own personality and inner
world. Existing artistic methods and styles are 'peerless and formidable', and our textbooks tell us it
is what good art should look like. Then something very deep in an individual bursts forth to say: I am
me. The true me is right here. The masters may have good ‘grammar,' but using it to speak is not what
[ want. Sometimes it seems that I was just falling a bit short or needed to go in an entirely different
direction. I searched, compared, mixed, and tried things from my past experience studying art, as well
as exhibitions, catalogs, the internet, and the methods of my colleagues, figuring that something might
suit me. It's a bit like buying shoes at a supermarket... none of them quite fit. Perhaps I needed to start
[from the beginning of the history of human footwear, looking again, and beginning from the era of

straw sandals. This didn't work, because its developmental logic was too tight and clear, without any



