





Chinese Maximalism:
A New Artistic Methodology”?

Sarena Abdullah

INTEREST by the EuroAmerica artworld on contemporary arts from China
is not new. Works such as A Book from the Sky by Xu Bing for example, had
invited wvarious studies and different scholarships not only from the
Chinese, but the Western scholarship as well. Despite the current frenzy
and interest on contemporary art from Asia internationally, early writings
on works by Asian artists are still framed by the oriental - occidental
dichotomy. This outlonk, however, is currently changing with the participa-
tion of more non-Western curators in organising art exhibitions at interna-
tional level. This provides a better platform for the Western audience in
understanding the cultural background of the works executed without
having a preconceived Western perspective framed by Western curators,
who sometimes might not be as sensitive in understanding local cultures in
which these works came from,

From 18 October 2003 until 31 January 2004, an exhibition entitled “Chinese
Maximalism,” curated by Assistant Professor Gao Minglu was held at the
Center for the Arts at the University of Buffalo Art Gallery. Gao is a lecturer
at the University of Buffalo’s Department of Art History and a leading
authority on Chinese art in the 20th and 21st centuries. The participating
artists in the exhibition were Cao Kai, Ding ¥i, Gu Dexin, Hong Hao, Lei
Hong, Li Huasheng, Qin Yufen, Shen Fan, Song Tao, Wu Yiming, Xing
Danwen, Xu Hongmin, Yang Zhenzhong, Zhu Jinshi and Zhu Xiacohe. This
exhibition was a big contribution to the understanding of contemporary
Chinese art practices as the essay that accompanies the catalogue potrayed
the cultural frames in which these Chinese artists came from and examines
the current artistic outlook in China.

In the exhibition catalogue, Gao theorises the current practice of Chinese
contemporary artists into what he termed as “Chinese Maximalism.” In the
essay, he explains that lately, a significant number of Chinese artists tend to
overthrow the “meaning” of the artwork that they produced, making
“meaning” insigniticant and not central to these works. As a result, the art
making processes of these artists tend to question the uniqueness of art
objects as a privileged product of human culture, According to Gao Minglu,
there are several factors that contribute to the employment of this artistic
methodology. Since the 1990s, for example, there was “over interpretation”
in discussing works such as Political Pop (zhenzhi bopu), Wang Shuo’s
“rascal literature” (pizi wenxue) and Cynical Art in China. Besides that, the
search for this alternative “metaphysical art form” could also be scen as a
reaction towards the lack of methodology in Chinese contemporary art and
#5 a reaction towards the “Orientalist” and “post colonial” assumptions
often made in Western writings about Chinese contemporary art.

Even though, the term *Maximalism” was selected based on the dichotomy
of the word Minimalism and Maximalism, Chinese Maximalism, however,
is different from the practice of Minimalist Art in many ways. For example,
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Chinese Maximalism emphasises the spiritual experience of the artist in the
process of the artistic ereation and their self contemplation outside and
beyond the work itself. The spiritual meaning of these works cannot be
interpreted by any physical manifestations, symbols or metaphors or
simply from the existence of their external forms. According to Gao, the
form, in this kind of work is an insignificant record of daily life, Therefore,
it does not seek a certain comparison as a “complete structure” because
they are restructured by many fragments, without any limits or visual
completeness. Therefore, the form is not intended for the viewer, but takes
responsibility for the life or artistic “logic” of the artist himself. The erosion
or deconstruction of the form leads us not to the understanding of the work
as a pure material object, but rather that it is a patural, fragmented, daily
constructed “account-book of streaming water” (liushui zhang) or an
everyday record of something extremely unimportant, micro-trivial and
fragments of daily life. Chinese Maximalism, thetefare, is indeterminately a
long “time” or period of experience that could be regarded as never ending
“meaningless” behaviour and labour. Within this process, however, lies the
conception of “time"” recording itself.
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Gao enlists five artistic outlooks and praxis that underlie this group of
artworks. The first praxis is that artists involved with Maximalism deny
that “meaning” or content in a work should be given by the artist. The work
they claim does not contain any “meaning,” as it opposes self expression
and representation of reality. Thus, these artists freeze their expressive
desire by eliminating any intention they have during the execution of their
work, compelling only to the usage of their hands, and not their brains. This
is best exemplified by Wu Shanzuan’s argument in the mid 1980s that “a
work is like a plant, and the artist is soil. The essential nature of the plant
will not affect the fertility of the soil, just as the artist’s motivation will not
change the meaning of his work.”

Ding Yi's Cross Series (2000-02) reflects this praxis. The paintings are
neither a display of pure visual form, nor a representation of reality or
nature; they are what Gao describes as “it is what it is”, Removed from any
humanistic connotations and therefore failing to suggest any cultural
themes, the simple form enables the artist the possibility of continuous and
monotonous manipulation as “what he had was only the feeling of making
contact with something substantial such as brush chalk or canvas.” The
automatic colour selection and his crosses have no composition principle
whatsoever - he can start drawing crosses from one side and end up on the
other or vice versa without any preconceived concepts prior to his work.
The work is executed under the notion that the artists can get some spiritual
release and inspirational experience, or as Ding puts it, “creative inspiration
comes from the experience of continuous work; an endless, deeply engaged
and open working condition makes the creativity of an artist separate from

the limitation set by his ideology.”

For the second praxis, Gao further underscores that there is no way of
interpreting the meaning of an artwork (text) by the usage of another code
(text). Since words and artistic images are regarded as two different
language systems, any interpretation whether using image to illustrate
words or vice versa, constitutes another text. According to Gao, the Chinese
do not like to push the relation between interpretations and texts, words
and images to the extreme. Hence, the usage of “the mingling of ‘you’ and
‘T 7 {nizhong youwu, wozhong youni), and the interpretive approach of
“there is a painting in poetry just as there is poetry in painting” (guanshi
duhua) and “viewing poetry vs. reading painting” (guanshi duhua) to
bridge the gap between images and words, imagination and concepts. Zhu
Xiaohe’s “viewing poetry/reading painting” approach by employing
colour and lines on canvas, instead of words on a page in works such as
Three Court Ladies (2002), Educating Children, and Some Night exempli-
ties this notion. For example, another “text” or new painting is created by
the traces formed by the crowded lines that are predominant in these works

Gao then further highlights that these paintings do not have any consistent
theme or narrative content. They only consist of painting elements such as
strokes and colour fields without any semiotic function. Zhu claims that
“the broken layers generated by the overdrawn lines are another form of
thinking, the thought of seeing. It allows us to see, not understand. It is the
expression of inner consciousness, feelings and beliefs, but the new feelings
and experience of seeing.” Zhu adds that “my writing (painting) is not one
that is measured, expressive and has a purpose, but goes beyond writing, an
overlapping writing, writing that generates another writing, which gives
rise to complex and abstruse layers of small lines, making recognition and
easy interpretation impossible. It transcends the clear, dull and simplified
subject matter. The outer image became layers of confused lines, obscuring
images, and the writing keeps overlapping and dismantling without being
able to stop and coming to any conclusion.” Hence, the employment of
what he called “interpretive and complex writing” (jieshixing fuza shuxie),
or “metaphysical operation” (xingershang yunzuo). Gao explains further
that Zhu's “metaphysics,” unlike Kant’s, is a sort of automatic writing
without any presupposition. Zhu's lines are neutral, without revolution or
counter revolution, emotion, and tendencies. The local, center and overall
conception leading to “de-ideologization” and the superficiality of “Chine-
seness” and “correctness,” are resistance against the immediacy, subjectiv-
ity, conceptual representation, simple imitation and formalism in contem-
porary art.

The third praxis of Chinese Maximalism lies within the contention that
artists only pay attention to artistic process by completing the experience
through different “labour” or “handicraft” forms, resulting in works which
are only incomplete fragments of the “labours” or “handicrafts” forms. The
incomplete fragmentation of this kind of art opposes logocentrism, a
European and American tradition which seeks essence, oneness, truth and
clear-cut consciousness.
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These artists pay mote attention to the process of creation and the uncer-
tainty of meaning and instability in their work and not the final form of the
work itselt. Therefore, the meaning of the work is nat reflected directly,
because these artists believe that what is in their mind at the pioment may
nit necessarily appear in their work. Herce, these artists, through repeti-
tions and “meaningless!’ labouring repeat the same movement or form, arc
eliminating their desire for self-expression in arder to reach the distillation
of meditation and pure spirifuality, Gao explains further that although
continuousness, repetition, and monotonous  “labous” constitutes the
physical forms in their work, these physical forms always fail to convey
‘deas, This is because the meaning changss every moment, like a monk
chanting the Buddhist Amitabha, in which every chant is a rosult of a
moment related to the extent of his understanding of meditation, Therefore,

meaning in Maximalism is never static, like a materialistic form imbedded-

m western influenced modern art and could never smbrace the real mean-
ing as the work is only based on experience.

Cao exemplifies this point by highlighting Gu Dexin's work 1997.6.16-

1995:6.13, created from 1997 to 1998, The artist documented his act of pinch-
mg:a piece of pork everyday until it dries. The unique and strange feeling in
this action is shared with us through his photo documentation even thc;ugh
we can never directly relate to the experience. The photo documentation of
the event was displayed neatly with the arranged pieces of dried pork as a
tallation that co ated the process. Even though the
photos cannot cover the whole process of Gu's action, Gao h.igh]ighu; that
from the installation we can imagine Gu pinching the “water” and “Blood"
vut of dead life, while no sign of meaning, boredom, catharsis, nausea can
be revealed to the audience.
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The fourth praxis, as suggested by Gao, lies in the notion that the unfolding
of the “meaning” of a-work could be limitless to the extreme that it enfolds
“nothingness”  (wn).  According to Gao, “nothingness” cannot be
represented by any form, for “gigantic form is intangible” (da vigug wou
xing). However, Maximalism intimates infinity and endlessness of “num-
bers” by the usage of repetition of quantities. This is influenced by the
concept of the One Thousand Buddha and cultural influences such as the
Chinese faudatory phrases such as “long life™ (want sui, literally “live ten
thousand vears”), or “longevity” {wan show wu flang, literally “live forever”).
So “many,” besides implying infinity, alse denotes something hollow and
insubstantial in spite of the orderly, reasanable and neat appearances of the
work.

Artists such as Hong Hao created a modern version of A Dream Chronicle
wi Dung Jing using digital technology. Using his scanner, he scanned all the
articles that he uses everyday and arranged these images into a series of
“abstract paintings” using computer software. From afar, the work: is
difficult to understand, but when one approaches the work, the “surrealis-
Hic" "useful things” break away from their utilitarian nature, But to the
Chinese; the process of copying, manipulating; describing and counting
these things is a kind of pleasure in and of itself. an enlightenment of the
way that is both truth; and wada,

“paroay

Gao in his final praxis questions the possibility whether Zen is the final
destination of Maximalism. This is because Maximalism has a dose affinity
with Buddhism as the separation of the artwork from its meaning is similar
to the “not writing words” doctrine of the Chan {Zen) sect: Maximalism
stipiilates the understanding of work through the artists’ personal experi-
eneeis similar to “mieditation,” the belief thay truth is nihilistic and meaning
is groundless is similar to the ontological nihilism of Southermn Buddhism,
angd the process of creation as repetiious “labour” and “production” is
simitar to the Confucian school of idealist philosophy of the Southern Song
Dynasty. Gao claims that the theory of Maximalism is in agreement with the
life principle that advocates a peaceful frame of mind, lack-of desire, and
aspiring toan almost “trivial” lifie and trarguil nature. The giant size and
endless repetitive forms of Maximalist work, even though they seem to be
in opposition to their artistic life and philosophy, are similar to the concept
of “elernal space” and “infinite lime" produced by Maa's ideology or they
miay even actually try 10 deconstruct previous Mapist ideology and avant-

garde ideology such as idealism and anti-idealism. Gao further suggested
that Maximalism can also be interpreted as a kind of reaction to the chang-
ing urban enwironment and social life in Shanghai, in which contemporary
Chinese inteliectuals and arfists were sirongly broaght up within the
domain:of Zen philosophy, especiatly on the notion that Zen never lies in

the romantic environment and the imaginative; rather it exists in the
realities of evervday life.
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Gao suggested that Shen Fan's artworks best describe this notion. Shen Fan's 96-P-15 (1996)
painting does not integrate any abstract frame of thinking at all. His method remains the same;
pressing canvas onto half-dried pigment or using a tube as a brush, directly squeezing
pigment onto carivas. As pointed out by Wa Liang, Shen Fan's work has nothing to do with
daily life whatsoever but features the philosophical nature of daily life in the real world
through labour, repetition, overlapping, propagation, meaninglessness, helplessness,
reclusiveness, and anti-heroic and pnexpressive gestures in the execution of the work. These
remarks resemble a “sweeping and cleaning courtyard all containing truth™ and traditionai
Zen philosophy that in order to reach the level of Zen realm, one must keep doing the boring
things not for a few days but for many years of one’s éntire life.

Gao claims that Chinese Maximalism should niot be considered as an intellectual movement or
a rigid style. This is because the artists involved are not intimately connected and there is no
collective declaration of any artistic principles, It must be noted, however, that the importance
of his essay lies in the way that he looks at the cultaral frames in which these works were
produced and suggests how these cultural frames influenced these artists and their art
process. By highlighting these cultural frameworks, he defies the single Western universal
coneept in discussing contemporary art. Even though some of these works looks like Minimal-
ist Art and even Abstract Expressionist styles, these artists actually do not employ the same

artistic methodology as their Western colleagues. This is because their artistic reactions are
derived from their own cultural and social experience in which they came from, Theretore, in
discussing contemporary artworks by non-Western artists, reference to any Western styles
should be emploved cautiously. Most of the time, these artworks are not derived from the
same reaction on the Western social changes or what is happening in the Euro America art
world and their ongoing aesthetics discourse.

As contemporary art from non-Western countries start to gain attention in the intemational art
world, new aggressive efforts should be taken especially by non-Western curators and art
historians in understanding these latest developments. More serious and rigorous writings on
certain artists or certain artistic outlooks should be investigated. Since the 1990s, the world has
shifted to a new phase of information abundance and this new global happening has deeply
touched the way we live in and affected the kind of lifestyle that we are used to. The advance-
ment of technology and unfortunately global capitalism too are inevitable, certain artists
embrace them, certain artists reject them and a few observe the societal change cautiously. This
definitely. affects, either directly or indirectly, the way artists look at the changing culture,
society, econonyy and politics. Therefore, discussing the changes happening in the art world
locaily, regionally and globally is vital as it provides us a platform in understanding our
changing culture. This definitely invites a new challenge in writing -and understanding
artworks and encourage us as art historians to counter the Western meta-narrative that long
reigns the writings of world art history. [l
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Nate: This essay rehes heaeily on the Chinese Maximolisny exhibition catlogoe entitled Ciripese Muximalisaywritten by Gao
Minghu, published in Beijing by Chongging Pullisfang. House in 2003, The extubition wos initially premiceed al the

ny. The University of B

Millennium Musewm 1 Bo falto Art Gallery-is the only Linited States ventee of firis foosstap
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LIB Art Gollery mudf the Millenmivme Mugesan in Beifing, China.
SARENA ABDULLAH was born in Perk, Malaysia in 1876, She obtained her Diplowma In
Interior Design (Callery Design) from the Mara University of Technology, Malaysia and B.Sc
(Hoss) in- tnterior Desigrt (Musewm Design) from the Science University of Malaysia (ISM).

Sarena received her MA in Art History, University At Buffalo, New York and i currently a full
bimte PhEYstident of Art History al the Lniversity of Sydney, Aristralia.




