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From Calligraphy to Abstract——Comment on Zhang

Dawo's Shuxie Abstract Art
Li Xinmo (Z50>£ ) Beijing Art Critic

In my opinion, most of the abstract art experiments conducted in the field of
Shuimo (7K #& ink and wash) have fallen into a dilemma. The reason is that the
academic proposition of abstract ink painting tends to "marginalize harsh and
hard calligraphy principle" is to "revolt against the line of center point" (of the
brush pen), and turn to the expansion and use of the form and the area-that is, to
pull away from the brushwork system in order to distance itself from the
tradition. Use the ink halo effect to establish a modern visual system. This is
indeed a good news for Shuimo artists, that is, they do not have to "dance in
shackles", they can create freely without being restricted by traditional technical
aspects and evaluation standards. The experiment of abstract Shuimo art
suddenly became popular.

From Gu Wenda, Liu Guosong to Liu Zijian, they all uphold the concept of new
Shuimo, practice the transition from Bimo (%% "pen and ink") to Shuimo, and
use methods such as splashing to deconstruct the line of the brush. It seems to
have become a creative mode of abstract Shuimo with the occasional texture
effect corresponding to the concept of Hongmeng universe of Chinese classical
philosophy. The ink painting based on this is usually called "abstract Shuimo",
but we will find that such ink painting is very often cannot be considered as
abstract. If you use the formal principles of abstract art to evaluate, then these
ink paintings are far from adequate in understanding space allocation, shape
distribution, and picture structure. It is precisely because of the roughness of
visual language and visual psychology that these abstract are far away from

abstraction.

In fact, the so-called abstract Shuimo created by Chinese artists are still
stagnating on the imagery mode of traditional Chinese thinking-even if an
unspeakable cosmic consciousness is to be expressed on the screen, it is
impossible to abandon the image and carry out a completely logical and abstract
thinking. In these ink paintings, they often let those cosmic mountains and rivers
or space landscapes appear, and the nostalgia for objects, so that these Chinese
Shuimo experimenters cannot enter a purely abstract state, and the
abandonment of the "pen" makes the ink change. It feels weak. Although modern
Shuimo pursues a huge picture frame and pursues visual tension, the sense of
picture created by the ink that loses the pen is precisely the sense of weakness
and diffuseness, and the addition of production components greatly weakens the
momentum and expressive power of the picture. Even if the frame is huge, it
cannot produce the power to shock the soul. And this power, I think it is the most
important part of supporting an expressive abstract work.

On the surface, the formulation of “Marginalization” seems to have a
revolutionary nature that subverts tradition, making modern Shuimo forms a
distinction from tradition. The logic behind it is that innovation must first be



different—modern must be completely different from the tradition-the tradition
pays more attention to the use of pen, the modern pays attention to the use of
ink. This kind of reasoning is very simple and modular, and it is completely
influenced by a dogmatic dualism, which separates tradition and modernity so
clearly, and regards tradition as the opposite of modernity and completely
rejects it. This is undoubtedly a continuation of the thought of the Cultural
Revolution. Although " Marginalization" has found the difference between
modern Shuimo and traditional, it is only a difference, and it is not a high-level
difference. The modern " Shuimo " compared to the traditional "Bimo" is exactly
a step backward. I think Chinese classical philosophy focuses on integrity and
system. The reason why it is called "pen and ink" is that the ancients discovered
that "pen" and "ink" are an inseparable whole. "Pen" is to support the strength
and bones of "ink", and "ink" is the matrix that makes "pen" ever-changing. In
fact, the same law runs through in Western modernist paintings. In Western
paintings, it is expressed as the use of brushstrokes, and the formation of
brushstrokes is precisely because the paint relies on the brush, and the brush
merges with the heart and hand.

Criticism of modern Shuimo does not mean that modern Shuimo is meaningless.
The problem is that they are really far away from the essence of modernism in
the eagerness to establish a modern ink language. And the categorical rejection
of tradition also makes modern Shuimo lack a kind of deep fulcrum, and cannot
undertake the mission of Chinese art modernity. Among them, there are also
artists who adhere to the tradition of pen and ink.

Here I want to focus on Zhang Dawo's abstract art. He is often discussed in the
field of modern calligraphy, and I just think he is an important Chinese abstract
artist. As a distinction from Western expressive abstraction, Zhang Dawo’s
abstraction can be called “Shuxie abstraction” because his abstraction is evolved
from writing. (Shuxie: 455 graphology, writing forms)

Zhang Dawo received systematic calligraphy training in his early years, and took
the study of traditional calligraphy as his own mission. It was not until he was
"not confused" that he turned to modern calligraphy. It happened to be the
period of the 'Eighty Five-Year Art Trend'. He stepped out of his own system of
traditional calligraphy and devoted himself to a new creation that echoed the
entire era—modern calligraphy. The Chinese modern calligraphy in the 1980s
was undoubtedly inspired by Japanese modernist calligraphy and used it as a
reference. Chinese modern calligraphy is more like a remnant of Japanese
modernist calligraphy, and it does not surpass the influence of the Japanese
Shaozi school and the Moxiang school. Although Chinese modern calligraphy
does not have the epoch-making creativity like Japanese modernist calligraphy -
it pushes calligraphy from tradition to modernity, and it is in a dialogue with
world art under the background of the rise of Western abstract expressionism.
Due to various historical reasons, modern Chinese calligraphy is 20 years late
compared to Japan. However, for the Chinese mainland, modern calligraphy is of
great significance, and it is an inevitable and unavoidable road. As the
improvement and development of modern calligraphy, it is still indispensable.



In Zhang Dawo's early modern calligraphy works under the name "Dawo
Miaomo", (K Ik 5, miao, mysterious and stunning) he completely broke the

readability of Chinese characters, eliminated the practical function of words, and
extracted the ink lines that are closest to abstraction in Chinese art, pouring all
the spirit and strength of body and mind to complete the one-time writing
process. What is displayed on rice paper is unrepeatable, rich in texture, and ink
with a kind of inherent tension, especially in his series of works "Hua Cai" (&%)
where the brush-stokes are breathtaking, as though shocking waves are blasting
out from the paper. Since ancient times, Chinese calligraphy has emphasized

skill; and mastery skill and even learning comes from the quality of Xian ( 4%,

lines and curves). The calligraphers of the past dynasties have been tempering
the quality of their Xian throughout their lives, because Xian is the essence of
calligraphy. The quality of a stroke also determines the quality of calligraphy.
The understanding of pen line is the result of thousands of years of Chinese
experience, not a superficial form. Compared with Western art, Chinese art pays
more attention to the use of Xian. Perhaps it is because calligraphy and literati
painting mostly use monochrome ink, so they pay more attention to Xian
changes and subtle expressiveness. In that ink Xian, all the wisdom and energy of
the East are embodied.

[ think Zhang Dawo, really understands the writing and expressiveness, in it
there is also the characteristic of Western expressive painting. The rise of
Japanese modernist calligraphy is inherently related to American abstract
expressionism. In other words, the era of the rise of Japanese modernist
calligraphy was that when abstract expressionism prevailed. Japanese Moxiang
calligraphy is actually an abstract expressionist painting. The Western
expressionist tradition has reached its extreme in abstract expressionism, and
the Eastern style of writing has also reached its extreme in modern calligraphy.
And expressiveness and writing are homogenous to some extent. It is also here
that China and the West have real dialogue and reading. Zhang Dawo's creation
is based on this background. His solid traditional writing foundation played a
vital role when he turned to modern calligraphy creation. When he wrote, he
stood at a height, which is beyond the reach of people without strict writing
training. And when Zhang Dawo first entered the modern calligraphy creation,
he went straight to the abstract domain of pen and ink writing without any trace
of writing. This is what distinguishes him from many modern ink painters.
Zhang Dawo was an abstract thinking when he started his creation. He got rid of
the complex of objects and shadows that many artists could not give up. And
realized the leap from writing to abstraction. His pictures are varied, sometimes
seemingly shocking, sometimes lightly singing and dancing, all come from the
state of his mind.

After the 1990s, Zhang Dawo moved to Australia. Therefore, he has an
international perspective to examine Chinese art. His creation is also closer to
internationalization. In addition to adhering to the creation of works on paper,
he also uses comprehensive media such as images to interpret writing. Over the
past few years, he has always maintained a strong creativity. Recently, he has
created the " Chugan ( {filt/&) sensuous touch)" series of works. By chance, he



got a large, super long and sharp brush. The brush bristles hang down softly, like
a whisk. On the huge rice paper spread out, he danced with the whisk while
music was on. He walked on the screen, his brush swaying and shaking
rhythmically on the surface of the paper, and the separated points of the pen left
strange brushstrokes on the paper. This brushstroke is unique because it does
not come from the traditional writing process. It's not completely out of the pen.

As a representative of abstract expressionism, Pollock created the method of
dripping. He spread the canvas on the ground and walked back and forth,
dripping paint and other paints on the canvas by throwing animation pens.
Because of the directionality of the body's movements and swings, those colored
dots have a kind of power and form. Although Pollock did not use brushstrokes,
he had all the elements of brushstrokes. The strong expressiveness in Pollock's
painting also comes from here. China's Wu Guanzhong's abstract paintings are
similar to those of Pollock. They tend to have uninterrupted continuity in the
composition of the picture, allowing the picture to extend beyond the painting.
The difference is that Wu Guanzhong uses a funnel to achieve one-time
uninterrupted line "writing". There is still no contact between pen and paper, but
its continuity echoes the writing process. The writing ability of Pollock and Wu
Guanzhong was achieved by using a pen. Zhang Dawo's "Chugan" uses the pen to
maintain the relationship between pen and paper, free writing in a state of real
relaxation and freedom of mind and body-pastoral writing. Perhaps on the
surface we can see the similarities between Zhang Dawo, Wu Guanzhong and
Pollock. But Zhang Dawo's creation seems to be closer to the oriental meaning.
He did not completely abandon writing with pen, but found a different way in the
field of writing. For his own artistic path, this is also a kind of transcendence,
which is to no longer take the pursuit of linear quality as the main purpose, but
to achieve the complete liberation of the body and mind-naturally, in order to fit
into the detachment of the world - another experience.

To a certain extent, "Chugan" is a kind of transcendence of modernist calligraphy.
Compared with Pollock Diza, Zhang Dawo injects more spiritual insight into
writing-it is closer to the realm of Zhuangzi's "Xiaoyaoyou" (= “i8 it

“ Chinese philosopher on being free and unfettered) . Although Zhang Dawo's
abstract art is close to some characteristics of abstract expressionism, it contains
a strong oriental spirit. And his creations enable people to find a kind of
inheritance of Chinese culture and history-originated in tradition but
international in nature. Zhang Dawo's abstract art is precisely a response to
traditional skeptics-it is not possible to construct a modern ink painting system
of "ink" without excluding "pen". The support of the brushwork system is what is
most needed for Shuimo abstraction. The lessons of his 20 years of Shuimo
experiments are just for this.

In Zhang Dawo's "Chugan", although it is inadvertent writing - the scattered
brush tip is gently touched on the paper, the traces are still profound and can
leave other viewers with details. Tasteful and full of meaning, it should be the
appearance of a kind of internal power that has been immersed in Chinese
calligraphy for many years. Those short and intermittent lines are intertwined
on the unfolding long scroll, and the breath of spring returns to the earth, those



brushstrokes. So there is a sense of life, many things sprout in those brush
strokes, and glow with vitality. This is the true meaning of Shuxie.

Chinese abstract art uses Western abstract art as a frame of reference. But how
to establish China's independent abstract art is not an easy task. Since Oliva
came to China to conduct an exhibition of "Daxiang Wuxin" Chinese abstract art
in 2010, there was a sudden upsurge of abstract art in the Chinese art world.
Various discussions and exhibitions about abstract art emerged. Of course, this is
a useful correction to the current situation of Chinese contemporary art that was
once dominated by political pop, that is, art needs a kind of diversity. But at the
same time, many questions have been exposed: Can a Western curator have a
true understanding of Chinese culture and art? Without a complete
understanding, it is bound to make a misunderstanding of Chinese abstraction.
The direct result may be that the truly outstanding Chinese abstract art may be
missed, and those botched abstract art represent Chinese abstract art. And in an
international art context where abstract art is a fringe art form, over-rendering
Chinese abstract art will make Chinese contemporary art a case of being
excluded from the world’s contemporary art, and make it truly possible is the
current exploratory art being rejected. Everything needs to be weighed and
considered. As alocal art, abstract art is naturally an unavoidable subject of art
criticism in contemporary times, but how to interpret Chinese abstract art has
become a contentious issue. There is also how to determine what is excellent
Chinese abstract art. I think: Zhang Dawo, provided us with such a classic case.

January 6, 2011 in Beijing



