/ SIGNED: The Magazine of The Hong Kong Design
‘ TC Institute

Article 14

January 2012

Painting with scissors

Follow this and additional works at: https://repository.vic.edu.hk/ive-de-signed

6‘ Part of the Painting Commons

Recommended Citation

(2012) "Painting with scissors," SIGNED: The Magazine of The Hong Kong Design Institute: , 46-50.
Available at: https://repository.vtc.edu.hk/ive-de-signed/vol3/iss3/14

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Design at VTC Institutional Repository. It has been
accepted for inclusion in SIGNED: The Magazine of The Hong Kong Design Institute by an authorized editor of VTC
Institutional Repository. For more information, please contact wchu@vtc.edu.hk.


https://www.vtc.edu.hk/html/tc/
https://www.vtc.edu.hk/html/tc/
https://repository.vtc.edu.hk/ive-de-signed
https://repository.vtc.edu.hk/ive-de-signed
https://repository.vtc.edu.hk/ive-de-signed/vol3/iss3/14
https://repository.vtc.edu.hk/ive-de-signed?utm_source=repository.vtc.edu.hk%2Five-de-signed%2Fvol3%2Fiss3%2F14&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1339?utm_source=repository.vtc.edu.hk%2Five-de-signed%2Fvol3%2Fiss3%2F14&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://repository.vtc.edu.hk/ive-de-signed/vol3/iss3/14?utm_source=repository.vtc.edu.hk%2Five-de-signed%2Fvol3%2Fiss3%2F14&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:wchu@vtc.edu.hk

AN

CUluE

SSRGS

During the summer months a seven foot tall calligraphy brush drew
the eyes of visitors to the HKDI campus and led them to work by Wu
Guanzhong (R, 1919-2010), a Chinese painter who is suddenly
back in vogue as a new generation of artists appraise his contribution to
contemporary art. DAISY ZHONG reports.

IN 1935 A YOUNG ENGINEERING STUDENT met
the love of his life, an event he later recorded in his
autobiography: “At the age of 17, | threw myself into
the power of her, into the magical universe of beaury... 1
was obsessed, enchanted, and bewitched. From then on
she controlled my life, all the way until today, when 1 am
already silver-haired.”

The enchanting “she” in this memoir was no misty
eyed maiden, but the world of art, and the engineering
student was Wu Guanzhong, who would go on to
become a foremost practitioner of contemporary art
and one of the most influential Chinese artists of the
twentieth century.

Wu was recently the subject of a major retrospective
in New York City, where the Asia Society hosted an
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. exhibition titled Recvelntionary Ink: The Paintings of

- W Guanzheng, featuring work by the artist from the

- 19705 until 2004, And Hong Kong’s Museum of Art

. celebrated the artist in April with an exhibition titled
PaintingDance:Music, which examined the relationship
. between movement, thythm and emptiness that

- characterise Wu Guanzhong's paintings. Three paintings
. from this exhibition were on display at the HKIDI from
. June 22 o September 14,

The degree of artention Wu's work receives has

. intensified since his death in 2010, as the art world

. began to appraise how great a talent had been lost, an

- artist who brought Impressionism to traditional Chinese
- landscape painting and survived the Cultural Revolution
. intact, despite having to burn decades worth of his work
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and being forced to labour in a rural camp where he was
forbidden to paint.

When Wu described his 19305 life-changing
moment in an autobiography titled I Owe Painting (3

power of his first love was still strong: "1 saw images and
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sculptures that | had never seen in my life. | got a first
glance at beauty. It was so attractive, and easily captured
a young heart, the owner of which became most willing
to be enslaved by her.”

In the grip of his infatuation Wu gave up his
engineering studies at Zhejiang University, and went to
study at National Hangzhou Academy of Art instead,

an act his family and friends condemned. At Hangzhou, |

Wu studied Chinese and Western painting with Lin
Fengmian (FEELEE, 1900-1991) and Pan Tianshou (&
F 75, 1897-1971) before traveling to Paris in 1947 1o

study at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux Arts,

After graduation in 1930, he decided to return to
China and devote himself to his homeland through art.
For the next 60 years, he rose to become a pioneering
artist whose hybrid style charts the changing face of
Chinese art in the 20th Century.

‘The defining characteristic of Wu's work is the mix
of East and the West, executed through the blend of
Western oil painting techniques with the pen and
ink aesthetics of Chinese calligraphy. Wu once wrote
“Oil paint and ink are two blades of the same pair of
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. scissors.” He later expanded on this thought in Divection
Undnewn (FEELHRA), puhliﬁlu:d in 2002, "0l paintings
. are the foundation of my ink paintings, while ink

. paintings are the sinew of my oil paintings. The two

B F1H), published 50 years later, it was obvious that the |

are my lifelong companions, the obverse and reverse. ..
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<01l paz'ﬁrz'ngs are the ﬁundaﬁm of
my ink pazﬁz‘zﬂgs, while ink pamz‘mgs
are the sinew of my o1l paintings. ) —

Wu Guanzhong, Direction Unknown

of my art. At the same time, colour and black-and-
white are locked in a perpetual wrestle and a perpetual
embrace in my works. They are like a see-saw.”

“Wu established revolutionary aesthetics in Chinese
painting, which demonstrate a crossbreed of Chinese
spirituality and Western form,” says Szeto Yuen Kir, the
curator of the HKMA, to which Wu donated more than
50 of his pieces. “Wu's works are the bridge between
Chinese and Western art, as well as the bridge betwixt
ancient and modern art.”

Wu Guanzhong compared his groundbreaking
approach to ink painting to the way a kite is navigated:
flving high bur with a tether always connected 1o the
ground. The firm foundation in the madition of Chinese
ink painting is revealed in his use of ink and wash, the
COMPOSIONS and varying types of brushstrokes utilised
to present variation in texture. For instance, majestic
mountains in Wu's paintings can remind people of the
monumental landscape masterpiece Early Spring (R &
) by Guo Xi (38R, ca. 1000-1090), which is believed
to have been painted in 1072,

On the other hand, a kite symbaolises liberation
in an unlimited sky and as such Wu's paintings are
fundamentally different from traditional work. While

https://repository.vtc.edu.hk/ive-de-signed/vol3/iss3/14

- traditional Chinese ink paintings underscore the
- grandeur of the natural landscape over man-made

. buildings, Wu preferred painting rural architecture,

These paintings extract their geometric aesthetics from

. rural structures, and thus provide a more intimare
. experience as if the viewer is fully immersed in the

- landscape.

Another distinctive dep-.lrmm from traditional ink

['r;i-lllﬁltH is Whu's IHILI:,:I‘I'!.:II]I:__"_ tormalism, which E'rrm.hn;mi
- paintings that are marked by bright colours, liberal use
- of wash, and drastic compositions.

“It’s an ‘art for art’s sake’ approach to painting,” says

. Szeto. “His artworks are pure aesthetics, without any
- reference to political, social or ethical functions.”

Wu's kite metaphor echoes the statement
“Strokes equal nothingness” that he wrote in a highly

- controversial essay published in his early vears, in which
- he explained thar techniques or skills should always be
. subjugated to feelings and thoughts,

“What he meant was thar he would not encourage

. pure tormalism, the concept that a work's artistic value is
. entirely determined by its form,” says Szeto. "But rather
. artists should strive to produce paintings with feelings

. that can touch ordinary people.”

‘That is the reason Wu had such high regard tor Shi
Tao (B, ca. 1641-1718), who advocated rthat being

- bounded by established techniques is not good for art.

* As Wu wrote in a commentary, “Shi Tao put emphasis
on his feelings, and asserted that for each painting, skills
CWETE :ql'tupl.'ul h} the fl..'t,.'lil'lg!i l..‘:i]"lt,:ri.t:l'l.l.'l,:il ]‘.l:.' the artist at
the time”.

Like Shi Tao, Wu's works are abour feelings and the

. two artists share a remarkable accomplishment: they
. won acclaim from both art experts and ornidary citizens.

The link is through emotions. To Wu, whatever artists

| are painting, it is of utmost importance that they paint
. with feeling,

“The dots, lines and planes are painted in a way so

. that they express rhythm, which causes feelings such
. as ecstasy, fervour and liveliness,” says Szeto. "1t doesn't
. have to be depicting anything, but just the feeling and

. rhythms of feeling.”

Szeto believes that rhythm is the key word in
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FET A SHEET TALL CHINESE BRUSH AT THE WU GUANZHONG EXHIBITION AT HEKDI HELD FROM JUNE 22 TO SEFTEMBER 14
FOWE WU GUANZHOMNG AT HIS HOME IN FANGZHUANG. BEINMG. DECEMBER 1996

understanding Wu's art. For example, in Faces Unchanged |

(SEF ), colourful dots were the only element in the
composition. “Liberated from figural representation, the
character and characteristics of the primary elements
are augmented, such that they are no longer the parts
serving the figural whole but important elements
interacting with one another to become the whole,”
Szeto wrote in the short introduction to the HKMA's
exhibition.

‘The rhythms of Wu's paintings have also inspired the
Hong Kong Dance Company to create a dance called
Tawo Swallows: Ode to W Guanzhong based on 8 of the
artist’s pieces. The epic dance poem depicts the freedom
and solitude of the artist as he roamed the idyllic
countryside along the Yangtze River.

“That’s why great art is grear: its beauty is universal.

“The same rhythm, or beauty, can be presented in various

ways — painting, dance and music,” says Szeto.
In Wu's later vears rhythms are particularly

enshrined, as his works became more abstracr and
focused on illusions of visual reality, states ul"hﬁ-iug,
emotions, and concepts.

In this late work Wu's Western studies and oil-
painting background show through most strongly. His
exuberant mural The Hua Mountains at Sunset
(7 BREELL) (1997), which opened the New York Asia
Sociery exhibition, “bristles with Abstract Expressionist
brio,” according to the Mew York Times reviewer, who
continued “[ts snaking black lines and clustered dots
E[H.]]'C ].i]";,l'.'. IJl]].!“L:'I.'C""L:ﬁFIII.L: [ll‘il‘lh'. il B ] [huugll I'I'IL':; g
actually the trails and resting points of a brush making
full contact with paper.”

However, Wu's work is never purely abstract, “In
his early vears a figural wall is clearly identified in his
painting, and in his later years a wall becomes a white
blob of colour,” says Szeto. “Bur even there, you can still
see the feeling, and the real life reference tor where the
blob comes from. The root is there. And Wu's greatest

49



CUTUE

50

{ Wus works are the 5’?‘1'6173’6 between Chinese
and Western art, as well as the bridge
betwixt ancient and modern art.

WU TIM, THE GRANDSON OF WU GUANZHONG VIEWS AN EXHIBIT OF HIS GRANDFATHER S WORK AT THE ASLa SOCIETY IN NEW

YORK, APRIL 2012

skill was to distill pure beauty from ordinary life."

The abstract works of Wu's late years were the focus
of the HKMA exhibition, and the HKDI's Department
of Design Foundartion Studies (DFS) broughr a trio of
these paintings — At Rest (PRHE]), Faces Unchanged (%
BAAREY) and Hlusion (£]5E) - to the HKDI campus for
exhibition atter the HKMA show had ¢losed. The 7-feet
tall Chinese brush that hung above an enlarged version
of At Rest :::mph;::-ui:-iur.l the Master's concept ﬁll'll.'rl.'it[i".'ill:'.
|'|:||' |1riE|Lf|iI|._Lf| ot T.I':H.: |_:|['||.‘I;,"1r|.'.||.i n L"I] !-'I"I_:{'I.‘II'I'”! L':‘i]"'l"l.,'h:";l.,:{] |:'|j
the painting’s dynamic lines.

The installation at HKIDT was ul::ruljim:ﬂ “in order
to enhance HK 1] .*'-rl.uim'lr.*-'inn:lp-r[,'[uﬁml of Chinese
culture and widen their perspectives on Chinese
tradition and aesthetic values,” says Edwin Wong, a
[:}J"H lL'-i.'til]'L'r :.I.]I.I:l. rIIL' CUrAtor ”r. l']“,' L::'ﬁ.]li':l'i.Til::lll-

In addition, a seminar and a workshop were held
on June 18th, conducted by Dr Ma Kwai-shun, Senior
[ JLCTurer Uf Ii'l [ I ]l"E‘iIFTI'II':_"II" 1'Ir. L:'Tﬂ,"'.ﬂ i'i-"l:,' .‘1|er=-: 1'Ir. i |:l1.'
Hong Kong Institute ot Education. A group of 40
students attended and learnt some of the Chinese
techniques tor painting plants.

"Chinese cultural heritage is a great treasure ftor

design students to ::?r.p!u!:_' il :511]1]'.' within modern

Published by VTC Institutional Repository, 2012

design,” savs L !-':;;_-.-m-::ml Tang Man-Leung, Assistant
Curator of Hong Kong Museum of Art. “In my
conversations with HKDI students, | found that
although it's easy for them to accept new, chic designs
trom abroad, it's not quite so easy when it comes to an
older and more sophisticated culture.”

Ulll'iﬂg._{ Whu's studies in Paris, he took a great |i|-L'|1L!_r|
to post-impressionists such as Van Gogh, Gauguin and
Cezanne. He said, “A young artist must fit him/herself
i.l]t‘l" H | ||.'|i|:‘i1L"|'I!'i Fh'l..ll.'!".. 'I."r'i.li]':. [i:ll‘ il 'ili:'iti.‘ll:'lL'L".. il['H.] 1;.|.I‘=.L' ‘|:||::|I
the shoes., In the process of putting on and taking off,
the artist finds his true selt.”

For contemporary stadents ro pur on the shoes of
Wu requires them to understand the deeper aspects of
his work or that of other Masters, by gaining a wider
i.'I:lIHEH'L":IL![IhiH[I of the Chinese tradition ol scholar-
painting, Western abstract art and tormalism. It's a
tough road, but one that Wa proved can pay enormous
dividends in terms of enhanced -.'rl_':!tix'ir_\' and artistic
technique.

*Only when you have done some thorough research
Ll ﬂll""'\-l..' :t’L‘hEIi.l!”.L'h Lal1l _'I.'”“ STATE TO ’llll_'l. l‘lE"'F"'fl:.'l.'i:‘I[L'
Master Wu Guanzhong's unusual achievements,” says

Tang. QD
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