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Snow from a Bamboo Leaf: The Art of Huang Yuanging

Huang Yuanging completed his first abstract painting in 1990. Since then his art has been defined by a profoundly sensual
immersion in the fundamental elements that comprise his activity. Eschewing recognisable subjects, his work’s essential
constituents are colour, texture, line, shape, brushwork and — above all — mark-making. Each of these pictorial components has
an assertive and, it would seem, a purely physical presence. The creation of paintings as things in themselves — as objects to
be reckoned with and, on occasion, to be visually seduced by — would appear to be his principal aim. Among a distinguished
generation of abstract painters now working in China, which includes such leading figures at Zhu Jinshi and Su Xiaobai who also
place a premium on their paintings’ objective factuality, Huang occupies a distinctive and extreme position.

Nowhere is this more evident than in Huang’s recent paintings. Some works evolved over a period of several years; others were
completed more quickly. Irrespective of the duration of their creation, each painting is always patiently wrested into existence.
Layer upon layer of pigment is superimposed over an accretion of marks, so that the completed object embodies the history of its
making. The artist has explained this as follows: ‘My painting starts from a line: write, cover, write again, until it is done. During this
process, | often have moments of pause, which | consider as ferment periods. Then | would wait, re-evaluate and look for a new
entry point. Sometimes the pause can be as long as a few months.” As a result, the evidence of the passage of time has its place
in the formation of such works, contributing to their individual character.

Yet even in those paintings that span six or even nine years of gestation, the final image inevitably conveys an arresting impression
of freshness and spontaneity. Comprising a plethora of rawly applied marks, such works suggest rapidity, brevity and urgency.
Rather than bearing the weight of protracted labour, they are impressed instead with the traces of moments glimpsed and
preserved and the brushwork has a nervous, flickering energy. There is, however, nothing random or accidental about these elusive
works. Their apparent freedom is counterbalanced by a sense that every mark and shape contribute to the whole. The impression
is that of a contradictory process: a way of working that is both contemplated yet spontaneous, deliberate but impetuous. In that
respect they advance the first of many apparent contradictions.

For in other aspects, too, Huang’s approach seems paradoxical. Partly this is due to the surfaces on which he works. Huang has
explained that when he first began to work on canvas he did not feel a connection with that support. Instead, he used rice paper,
a medium with which he was familiar through long experience in calligraphy. These materials are very different in character and,
during the painting process, in the way they behave. Canvas is more expansive, inviting the artist to inhabit its implied space. It
also provides a taut, resistant surface, needing ‘a power that is confrontational and direct’ as Huang has described it. Rice paper
is more intimate, almost a private place, and accepts pigment with immediacy. In contrast to canvas, it invites ‘a gentle touch’.
Subsequently, he found that he was able to draw on the characteristics of both materials and to switch between canvas and rice
paper. Moving from one medium to another was, he has commented, ‘as if I'm experiencing two cultures, or like the relations
between Tai Chi and boxing. Gradually these respective practices ceased to be contradictory and began to cross-fertilise, so
that he is now able to draw upon the characteristics of both ways of working. As the artist has stated, ‘The current works have the
sentiments of both materials.’

Perhaps the deepest ambiguity, however, relates to the visual significance of the paintings themselves. This is a point on which
Huang is emphatic: ‘| have no specific references in the lines, shapes, marks and colours in my paintings. They are completely
abstract.” Notwithstanding his paintings’ insistent emphasis on abstract qualities of paint, scribbled line, surface, flatness and
facture, these material characteristics may nevertheless yield a surprising alternative perception. From the traces of the artist’s
physical activity there arises an elusive intimation of light and movement, and the paintings suggest natural forms that hover on
the edge of recognition. Lines traversing the surface of a painting can be read as branches in movement; coagulated pigment
as petals; a wash of white as air. At that point, the paintings embrace the contradictory extremes of abstract mark-making and
connotation. While these two ways of reading a painting would seem inimical, there is a sense that for Huang such differences are
capable of resolution. He has observed: ‘The only difference between figurative and abstract works is their method of expression.’
But how are these apparent opposites harmonised in Huang’s paintings?

The rhythms of calligraphy

A clue lies in the diverse and sometimes contrary sources that have fed the development of his work. Among these, Huang’s
experience of Chinese calligraphy is of primary importance. Born in Shanghai in 1963, the artist has recalled how from childhood
he studied the rigorous disciplines associated with a tradition deeply embedded in the culture of his country of birth. He began
by familiarising himself with the work of the leading masters. These included Zhang Xu in the Tang Dynasty, celebrated for the
cursive style he evolved; Huang Tingjian, one of the Four Masters of the Song Dynasty and also a poet; Yang Weizhen in the Yuan
Dynasty, who was also a painter; and Xu Wei in the Ming Dynasty, who pioneered the use of splattered ink and is considered one
of the founders of modern Chinese painting. All these figures are rightly celebrated for their distinctive styles in which aesthetic
considerations are inseparable from the cultivation of a highly individual form of expression. While valued for their outstanding
stylistic accomplishments their achievements reside, however, within a discipline whose central purpose is to convey meaning
in the form of words. From the outset, therefore, it is apparent that Huang was impressed by an activity whose abstract formal
aspects embodied semantic significance.

Based on his early study of these masters, Huang experimented at length with the techniques of calligraphy in order to acquire
the essential skills. This continued throughout his student years which were spent at Shanghai Normal University from which he
graduated in 1989. Throughout his time there, his involvement in calligraphy both deepened and widened and he gravitated
towards the example of modern calligraphers, notably Shen Zengzhi (1850 — 1922) and Xu Shengweng (1875 — 1964). Of this
development, Huang remarked that “I felt more inclined to go against some set ‘rules’ in traditional calligraphy”. In particular, he
was drawn to those aspects of modern calligraphy which were, as he noted, ‘very much close to abstract painting’. Significantly,
his desire to react against traditional practices went hand in hand with a growing awareness of modern Western art.

Abstraction and meaning

This question is central to an appreciation of Huang’s painting. The idea of abstraction implies autonomy, something that exists
on its own terms and without reference to anything other than itself. But meaning necessarily involves one thing standing for
another, and would therefore seem inimical to abstraction. Yet, this very contradiction is implied by his work, in which the artist’s
deployment of colour, line and shape seems to be both self-sufficient and also highly suggestive. Huang’s paintings have an
independent pictorial authority, but they entice the viewer’'s imagination in other ways. His use of colour, for example, is never
purely decorative but contributes to the expression of feeling conveyed by each painting. Line and mark animate the surface, but
they also recall movements in nature when water, air and leaves are disturbed.

Scholarship about the question of meaning in American Abstract Expressionist painting has focused on the idea of rhetoric,
and various categories of sign, including metaphor and indexical marks, have been identified. Metaphor invokes the way two
independent entities are fused in imagination, so that one thing embodies another. For example, a colour may call to mind a
feeling. Indexical signs rest on the notion of traces, notably marks that provide empirical evidence of the agency that caused
them. An instance of this is a line shaped by the nervous energy of the calligrapher. Such ideas are valuable in approaching
Huang’s paintings given the importance he attaches to calligraphy, a discipline that expresses meaning and the character of the
calligrapher.

Huang'’s work rooted in the expressive vitality of calligraphy, yet liberated from the restrictions of symbolism, his art transcends
concerns of technique and intention. Replacing those experiences, it aspires to that elusive state advocated by Zen teaching - an
‘artless art’ — the achievement of which yields expression beyond the merely subjective.

Paul Moorhouse
2020.06
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