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Fast Cars, Shooting Stars, All of the Lights
Robin Peckham

Every time it seemingly becomes clear what kind of
artist Guo Hongwei really is, he changes the paradigm
and builds a new framework to look at his pictures. First
it was technique, with his invention and refinement

of special ways of working with watercolor. Then he
opened Gland space, the alternative gallery across from
his studio where he continues to exhibit work from his
friends and peers in Beijing. Then it was his idea of
collecting, in which works and bodies of work gathered
images as if they were objects. Then there were the
collages, in which he reordered canonical art historical
images. This camouflage is a protective gesture—Guo
refuses to be pinned down by the generational and
stylistic labels that so captivate his audience—but also
betrays a dissatisfaction with painting as a practice,

at least how it is understood in the success-based
metrics of the Chinese art world today. Guo works in

an extremely contemporary (intellectual, material,
conceptual, resilient) milieu that belies the evident
prettiness on the surface of what he does.

His latest project revolves around light through the

lens of darkness: Guo begins with canvases primed in a
flat, even, matte black pigment, then proceeds to build
above their surfaces thick layers of glossy oil, so that
pictures emerge not only in the positive space of what
is applied at this stage but also in the contrast between
these two different sets of layers. From some angles the
pictures are difficult to see, and the viewer is required
to duck and dodge—inhabiting different positions in
order to get a sense of the totality of the object. These
paintings can be split into several categories by subject,
collectively responding to the questions Guo sets out to
answer.

The largest paintings in this body of work, canvases
produced relative to the scale of the height and breadth
of the outstretched human body, depict architecture.
Within this group there are two types: the majority,
“An Array of Lights,” consist of architecture that
emerges from the negative space of matte pigment,

as only its windows appear in the glossy oil, while a
smaller group reverse this optics by framing the world
outside a window. Several paintings depict only one
facade, consisting simply of three or four rows of
glossy rectangles, tightly spaced, in shades of blue
and orange, with undulating forms beneath them—-we
assume, from the context, that these are the desks and
chairs that might populate an office environment after
dark. Others depict a building from the corner, or even
multiple buildings that overlap from the perspective
of the painter (and viewer); the eye is tricked into
stitching these scenes together by imagining a quality
of internal cohesion to each facade when, in reality,
each composition consists simply of an exercise in
perspective arraying rectangular forms.

In the second category, as with Night Window, things
become a bit more complicated. We must imagine
ourselves now within one of these buildings, looking

out into the night; the center of the painting is fully
glossy, framed by strips of matte canvas on either

side. Because of the finish, the surface of the painting
is actually reflective, so we see our own reflection

over the mottled texture of the outdoor scene, which
otherwise consists primarily of red blurs and other
pieces of light, like a parking lot or a roadway. Another
set of paintings focuses on individual objects similarly
centered over this flat ground; for lack of a better
term, we might call them still lifes. One composition,
Pavilion of Light, bridges the gap between architecture
and object: a telephone booth that both emits light and
defines the lit space. Other objects include a disco ball,
painted as if illuminated from a particular direction

in the same balance of warm orange and cool blue
tones (Photic Ball No.2); a ball of ice from a whiskey
bar (Photic Ball No.17); an angular crystal, magnified to
occupy a small canvas; a chunk of coal (Black Mineral
Substance No.T); soap bubbles overlapping to cover
the entire surface; and an empty plastic shopping bag
(Black Plastic Bag No.1). These things are chosen fora
reason: they emit, filter, reflect, or refract light, most
commonly collecting it in one place and then diffusing
it elsewhere via transparency or a multitude of angles.
We might consider these the test cases, the exercises
that contribute to a toolbox of techniques ultimately
mobilized in other forms.

A final series of paintings, the most diverse even
though it is the smallest, deals with the human form.
The telephone booth, depicted in a state of use, might
also fit into this category. The logical point of entrance
for this project, however, is The Entrance, a square
painting of a human eye, an iris and pupil that together
fill the canvas to its edges. It is with this piece that

we learn that Guo’s interest is not, primarily, with the
history of representation or seriality (as is the case for
other painters who produce large numbers of scenes in
black and grayscale), but rather with the possibilities
of vision on a more experiential or phenomenological
level. Further down this spectrum, Lucifugous Hands
captures oddly thin hands that stretch into the center
of the canvas from one edge: these are details captured
from Renaissance-era European paintings, and are
depicted in partial shadow in these compositions out of
deference to the hushed yellow light of the classic art
history museum. In terms of complexity, it would make
sense that the figurative category should be the most
developed, but Guo manages instead to make these
parts of humans to read more like objects in isolation.
At the most, the suggestion is that these are the objects
that inhabit the buildings that make for the fullest
realization of the light project.

Guo Hongwei comes at light from two sides: first,
there is the question of how it affects him as a painter;
then, there is the urban environment. More than most
artists working out of the Heigiao studio cluster on the
northeastern fifth ring road in Beijing, Guo enjoys urban
life—he sings in a band, and is something of a whiskey
connoisseur. We might speculate that the contrast
between the darkness of the village night and the
increasingly metropolitan scenery of downtown B
might have something to do with this interest (Be

after all, is a city that saw streetlights proliferate in
smaller streets in the city center only in the last 15-20
years). As an artist, light is an unavoidable question,
particularly with reference to lens-based media, and to
the installation and exhibition context. Guo draws on
both of these problems for this painting project, using
the medium of painting to work through how an object
might be presented other than its light-based image
captured in the lens, and then seeking to install this in
the exhibition space in a way that further interrupts the
naturalized one-to-one correspondence of object to
image to space.

Guo’s interest in light is as much a curatorial one as a
painterly one. The current exhibition at Gland Space,
“illumination,” brings together some of the best young
artists in Guo’s peer group to investigate the problem.
Li Shurui and He An install two of their classic works:
Lifillsad issioned old-fashi d elevator with
fluorescent tubes, leaving open only a crack, while He
An embeds a shiny coin in the concrete floor. Zhang
Ding takes a hammer to a grid of illuminated light bulbs
hanging on the wall, while Li Liao plugs in all of the
lamps from his Shenzhen apartment (telling viewers
that his own apartment remains dark for the course

of the exhibition). In one of his best videos, Lin Ke
records himself staring at a computer screen on which
he runs over small red dots in a landscape-like signal
towers along the Great Wall—-with a magnifying glass.
Guo Hongwei himself includes one piece in which

small lamps project looping areas of light and shadow
across a white board, and another—a collaboration
with aaajiao—in which collaged computer and video
monitors all play black loops (none of them, of course,
truly black), while aaajiao programs one screen to mimic
the light patterns of a smashed monitor. The strongest
intervention, however, appears only when the lights
are out, when it becomes evident that Jiang Pengyi has
coated every inch of the exhibition with a glow-in-the-
dark powder.

This project says a lot: light appears notonly as a
condition, but also as an object, and as a property

of other objects. Beyond simply harnessing light to
do things—as Guo does in his own contribution to

the exhibition—the artists prove that light is often
underestimated in the anticipation of composition

of work, and that it is as much a cultural formation as
anything else. But, to return to the project at hand, it
is important to remember that Guo Hongwei chooses
painting for a reason. Looking to the artists in his
immediate context, most treat painting as a primarily
semiotic pursuit. The medium and its historical
conversation become either a discourse of symbols, in
which visual language and composition form a way for
artists to speak to one another across space and time,
or a form of symbolic currency, in which the individual
painting comes to stand for something as it enters into
and interacts with a conceptual or economic system
beyond painting itself. When Guo paints an eyeball,
it is important that his eyeball appears painterly, and
that questions of representation again enter into the
equation. It is of paramount importance that the work
of the hand interprets the experience of the mind,

because this allows the artist to think through what
it means to create visual sensation in a way that is
markedly outside of the lens-based media typically
used to investigate light.

So far, this speaks to one of the two ends of the

studio and exhibition sequence, but light plays a

role in how the work is read at both points. Once the
work leaves the studio, Guo installs his paintings in
exhibition spaces with very careful attention to how
they are positioned and, ultimately, received. There
are no fixed rules; some might be lit in a very flat way
with an overall white LED wash, while others might

be illuminated by highly directional spotlights from
single perspectives; still others may be accompanied by
domestic floor lamps. The approach calls to mind the
recent controversy over Harvard’s Rothko murals, five
large pieces the artist donated and installed in a private
dining room in 1964 with the understanding that
special curtains and other provisions would be made
the protect the work. After his passing the instructions
were disregarded and the work began to fade; just
recently, a team of conservators elected to restore

the work not by physically altering their color but by

a method known as compensating illumination, the
brainchild of Raymond Lafontaine. Digital projectors
with particular chromatic outcomes programmed in
illuminate the paintings throughout the day, creating
an effect to rival the original without damaging or even
intervening in the painting as a physical artifact. Guo
Hongwei is doing something else entirely in creating
the conditions for his work to be displayed, and makes
not insignificant demands on himself in terms of
capturing a particular chromatic experience. But the
Rothko restoration points to the divergence between
creation and reception as much as it does the increasing
entanglement of physical and digital worlds; even with
Guo, how much of the work could be said to reside in
the painting, how much in its documentation, how much
in the experience of viewing it, and how much in its
illumination?

With this body of work, Guo Hongwei takes a look

at vision. He breaks it down into its constituent
components in a way that allows the viewer to think
through the entire process of art as it exists in
institutions both in and beyond the art world. The
gesture is simple—paint an object, adjust its lighting—
but the calculations that go into the procedure are
admirably complex. Ever the painter, ever the collector,
ever the curator, Guo is like a black hole, absorbing
more light than he emits.
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Pareidolia—defined as the tendency to identify a specific image ina
random or ambiguous visual stimulus—accounts for why we see
animals in the clouds or faces in the front of cars. At Guo Hongwei:
Pareidolia (3 March-4 April 2020), presented by Chambers Fine Art in
New York, such phenomena can be encountered in the Beijing-based

artist's recent watercolours.
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Guo Hongwei, Cosmic Candies No.3 (2018). Watercolour on paper, 67 x 102 cm. Courtesy the artist and

Chambers Fine Art.

A good place to start is Poem (2017), where rows of
elongated, curved, or rounded specks dot the paper.
Using an earthy colour palette ranging from light
beige to dark brown, Guo has spaced the forms
horizontally, grouping them in twos and threes in
some places to mimic the visual composition of words
in a poem. Yet viewers may also read these pseudo-
letters as crudely drawn numbers or, upon closer
inspection, make the unexpected discovery that they
recall plant seeds—the teardrop-shaped units
perhaps resemble sunflower seeds, while the larger,
bulbous ones describe peanuts.

Guo Hongwei
VIEW ARTIST PROFILE
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In Fig 1 and Fig 2 of Affine Transformation, both

completed in 2017, sunflower seeds and peanut shells reappear in

rhythmic, linear waves on paper. A term used in mathematics, 'affine

transformation' denotes a linear mapping method that conserves parallel

relationships after it has been performed. In his paintings, the artist

demonstrates examples of affine transformation—reflection, rotation,

and scaling—as he portrays each seed from a different angle from its

immediate neighbours in a determined study of the changes in his M
subjects' appearances.

ce

¥ ) | ) Y | W \‘ 2 & _' Guo Hongwei, Cosmic Candies No.1(2018). Watercolour on paper, 67 x 102 cm. Courtesy the artist and
> \ L : Chambers Fine Art.

An understanding of tonalities is perhaps better seen
in Cosmic Candies No. 1 (2018), which shows a grid of
v ! 'cosmic candies' that shifts from light grey to yellow
in overall tint as the eyes move from left to right. This
S E G20 LEr T =1 / evident control of the paint medium has precedents
‘j‘ s goRs i_g \ v in earlier works such as the oil and watercolour
paintings featured in Things, his first solo exhibition Chambers Fine Art
at Chambers Fine Art in Beijing in 2009. By then, he IEREEALIERY
had been experimenting for some time with diluting
Guo Hongwei, Fig. 2 of Affine Transformation (2017). Watercolour on paper, 57 x 76 cm. Courtesy the artist and oil paint with turpentine, then SplaShing water on the
Chambers Fine Art. canvas before painting.

Guo's affinity with botanical specimens goes back to

csg In Chair No. 1 (2009), the paint has dried with a crystallised texture
Painting is Collecting (2012), his three-part solo 3

e "‘ v @3 reminiscent of oil pastel drawings. With watercolour, the artist first
exhibition held across the Beijing, Hong Kong, and ,,)(3 Q¥ Y explored painting on moist paper as in 'Chiaroscuro' (2008-2009)—a
New York spaces of Chambers Fine Art that included ogie . e . .

® series of monochrome paintings based on old photographs in which

watercolour paintings of natural specimens. Inspired details become lost in the amorphous washes of greys and black. Red

by the presentation format used in natural history Plastic Bag No. 4 (2009), by contrast, has the same precise outlines as
museums, the artist arranged depictions of plants ;r: :.:n‘;:l:iom Stone No. 16 or Cosmic Candies, a result of Guo Hongwei first drawing
and minerals into grids, or birds and insects into Pareidolia B with water-soluble coloured chalk, splashing water, then painting.
irregular but balanced compositions. CHAMBERS FINE ART, NEW YORK
VIEW EXHIBITION
Painting is Collecting — Stones No. 16 (2017) offers an
example in the variously shaped and coloured stones
that are locked into an orderly grid of ten by seven. Containing an
abundance of related but different subjects, the painting also displays the
artist's technical mastery. Where several colours exist within one
specimen, he manipulates the ratio of pigment and water to capture them
while leaving the unevenly distributed paint to dry with cloudy textures
evocative of a stone.
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Guo Hongwei, Remedies for Sorrow Diagram No. 4 - Spirit Healing Tea (2019). Watercolour on paper, 50 X 65
cm. Courtesy the artist and Chambers Fine Art.

From the stillness of Stone No. 16 and Cosmic Candies, a more intuitive
and enlivened turn occurs in Remedies for Sorrow Diagram No. 1 - Remedy
for Depression; Remedies for Sorrow Diagram No. 3 - Cough Remedy; and
Remedies for Sorrow Diagram No. 4 - Spirit Healing Tea (all 2019).
Stemming from the artist's research into botany, these diagrams are
composed of ingredients traditionally used in Chinese medicine—here,
arranged in a way to encourage pareidolia. In Remedy for Depression, it is
possible to make out a face with an angled eyebrow in the upper right
corner, and potentially another wearing a surprised expression, while the
almost symmetric, kaleidoscopic scene in Spirit Healing Tea spans
outward from the face with a pair of rounded eyes and a joyful mouth in
the centre.

The title Remedies for Sorrow recalls St Thomas Aquinas' 'Five Remedies
against Sadness', in which a priest and doctor recommends five ways of
self-care: granting yourself pleasure, permission to cry, to turn to the
companionship of friends and loved ones, to contemplate, and to sleep
and bathe. Guo Hongwei's watercolours may also provide that: an
uplifting exercise for the mind and eyes. —[O]
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HYPERALLERGIC

The Art of Perception
TEXT: Edward M. Gobmez

March 14, 2020

HYPERALLERGIC

The Art of Perception
In a new exhibition, the Chinese artist Guo Hongwei uses watercolor to vividly depict
nature’s forms — and gently tease the eye.

ﬂ Edward M. Gémez March 14, 2020
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Guo Hongwei, “Remedies for Sorrow Diagram No. 4 — Spirit-Healing Tea” (2019), watercolor on paper, 19.5 x 25.5 inches (all
images courtesy Chambers Fine Art, New York)

Traditionally, in the West, serious art history likes its art made from durable stuff that
withstands — or defies — the passage of time. Stone, bronze, oil on canvas, or even Corten
steel — such materials often command attention, while certain kinds of drawings or works
on paper may be regarded, however unfairly, as somehow possessing less heft.
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Consider watercolors: With their inherently delicate, even fugitive-feeling wisps of color
and strange luminosity, which sometimes seems to radiate out from pigment-soaked
washes, works made with watercolor on paper can feel lightweight to viewers who favor
the meat-and-potatoes solidness of oil painting. Never mind that, in the hands of such
disparate artists as J.M.W. Turner, John Marin, or Yayoi Kusama, watercolor can become a
remarkably expressive, potent, imagination-expanding medium.

The contemporary Chinese artist Guo Hongwei was born in Sichuan in 1982 and studied
oil painting at the Sichuan Fine Arts Institute in Chongqing, from which he graduated in
2004. Over the course of his career, beyond his specialized training, he has explored very
different media, from video to watercolor; now, he is focusing on the latter medium in Guo
Hongwei: Pareidolia, an exhibition on view through April 4 at Chambers Fine Art’s new
location on the Lower East Side.
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Guo Hongwei, “Painting is Collecting — Stones No. 16” (2017), watercolor on paper, 26.25 x 40.25 inches

For more than a decade, watercolor’s properties and expressive potential have been a
mainstay of Guo’s art. The works on display in this new presentation offer a concentrated,
illuminating look at just how far this Beijing-based artist has pushed his investigation of
watercolor in the service of a distinctive vision.

As the exhibition’s title suggests — “pareidolia” refers to the detection of meaningful
images in ambiguous or random patterns (think Rorschach inkblot tests) — the act of
seeing and how images are perceived are as much Guo’s subjects as the stones, birds, and
seeds that he so deftly depicts.

In a recent e-mail exchange, the artist told me (his Chinese comments were translated by
Ying Zhou, Chambers Fine Art’s associate director):

I first became interested in watercolor in the third and fourth years of college.
I didn’t want to be an ink artist but I was very interested in various marks
created by water. When the binder — water or oil — reaches a certain
amount, the process of painting then becomes half-controllable and half-out-

of-control, which involves a lot of natural factors.

Like experienced ink-wash painters, skilled watercolorists like Guo understand the
inextricable relationship between the basic elements of their art — the proportion of
pigment and water on a brush and its effect in creating certain tones; the absorbency of the
paper; and the essential role of time: how long it can or should take to make a stroke, or for
paint to soak into a paper’s surface, or for single strokes or passages of color-rich liquid to

dry.
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Guo Hongwei, “Letter” (2017), watercolor on paper, 22.5 x 30 inches
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Remarkably, Guo, whose father was a calligrapher, and whose mother was a maker of
Chinese ink-wash and mineral-pigment paintings, never formally studied watercolor
technique. Instead, he explained, he experimented and taught himself how to manipulate a
medium whose characteristics are considerably different from those of oil paint.

During his childhood, he recalled, “I lived in my father’s study.” There, he noted, he
examined “all kinds of catalogues of ancient Chinese artists’ works, as well as ink stones
and the seals of different dynasties my father had collected.” The paintings that impressed
him when he was young were those that had been made with, as he noted, “large amounts
of water or oil.” Such pictures became his favorites.

Guo never formally studied traditional Chinese painting either, but indicated, “I have been
studying Western art since I was a child, including pencil, gouache, and sketching
[techniques].” Later, he learned about Edgar Degas’ painted fans, made with watercolor,
ink, and metallic colors, and Anselm Kiefer’s watercolor seascapes. During a trip to
Europe, he had an opportunity to examine what he calls “Turner’s various daubing
methods” in the 19th-century Romantic painter’s watercolors on view at Tate Britain, in
London.

Several years ago, Guo began developing an ongoing series of watercolors titled “Painting
is Collecting,” in which he has depicted groupings of mushrooms, birds, colored stones,
plant leaves, and other subjects from nature. (Typically, he sets them all against plain,
unpainted white backgrounds.)
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Guo Hongwei, “Bird No. 4” (2011), watercolor on paper, triptych, each sheet: 39.5 x 26.25 inches

Some of these works are several feet wide; they all show tidy arrangements of varied
specimens, evoking the look and feel of illustrated natural-history books from the 19th
century, with their preoccupation with the minute details of different genuses and species.

In them, delicate applications of watery pigment give recognizable form to Guo’s subjects,
but what looks like scientific precision in his luminous images is not always self-conscious
verisimilitude. Instead, Guo allows himself plenty of room in which to interpret his stones
and other subjects — to propose the idea of representing such objects even while depicting
them with what looks like scientific accuracy. (One of the signature details of his pictures
— his use of chalk to outline a form — serves to hold a meniscus of pigment-filled water
as it soaks down into his thick, absorbent paper, depositing a dollop of color on its surface.)

“I’ve always liked natural science,” Guo explained in his e-mail, referring to its ability to
“physicalize the very mysterious experience [of nature].” Additionally, he noted, pursuing
the different fields of natural science can lead to an even “more mysterious experience” of
their respective subjects, because “there are always more secrets behind the scientific

explanations.”
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Guo Hongwei, “Cosmic Candies No. 2” (2018), watercolor on paper, 26.25 x 40.25 inches
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The works on view in Pareidolia invite viewers to discern meaningful shapes or patterns in
compositions featuring depictions of real or imaginary stones, or seeds, or dried leaves and

other ingredients of traditional Chinese herbal remedies. Sometimes, as in “Cosmic
Candies No. 2” (2018), Guo lines up his precious subjects — dozens of translucent,

colored, glassy stones — in neat, horizontal rows. Elsewhere, as in “Remedies for Sorrow

Diagram No. 4 — Spirit-Healing Tea” (2019), a voluminous cloud of colorful flecks

representing brown-toned seed pods and other dried ingredients of a curative potion creates
an image that can be appreciated as much for its abstraction as for its specific cultural and

historical references.
I asked Guo about the status of watercolors in China’s art scene today. He replied:

In Chinese contemporary art, the most common media [and genres] are installation,
video, and conceptual, new-media, and online art. Ancient-method painting is at the
bottom of the art-medium “discrimination ladder” [...], let alone watercolor.
Painting is still the most commonly used medium, although we often joke that a
new medium always “laughs” at the old media, because they are not

“contemporary” enough.

Still, as Guo explained, in Asia, the use of paper as a support for painting has had a long
history, so Asian viewers might be “more receptive” than Westerners “to the various
textures” artists can produce on paper. He wrote:

At the beginning, many people called my watercolors “ink works,” and I didn’t like
that. But then I discovered that I was influenced by too many traditional Chinese
paintings in my childhood, and my painting style grew from this. Although they
share many common traits — leaving blank space and transparency, blending and
fluidity produced by using water as a medium — watercolor and ink also have

many differences.
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Guo Hongwei, “Remedies for Sorrow Diagram No. 3 — Cough Remedy” (2019), watercolor on paper, 19.5 x 25.5 inches

The artist noted that the “Western color system” is reflected in and expressed through
watercolor’s varied hues. He added, “Because watercolor was not a major medium in the
history of Western art history, it aroused my curiosity and my desire to use it.”

The big themes of Guo’s art — nature’s rich diversity and power, the mysteries of visual
perception, and even longevity and the passage of time — belie the supposed delicateness
of his medium. It is a technique he has harnessed and developed for his own purposes,
placing him in a league that includes such artists as the late Belgian watercolorist Jean-
Michel Folon (1934-2005), whose gently humorous fantasy images are imbued with a deep
sense of humanism; David Levine (1926-2009), who was best known for his clever
caricatures of literary figures in the New York Review of Books but who also painted
exquisite watercolor views of Coney Island, Venice, and Rome; and Gabriel Garbow, a
Minnesota-born, California-based contemporary artist whose homoerotic images of men
and water revel in watercolor’s transparency and its ability to convey emotion evoked by
light. (Check out Garbow’s Instagram feed.)
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Guo has been thinking expansively about watercolor’s expressive potential — and appears
committed to his ongoing experimentation with it. As he noted in his recent e-mail
message, “Using painting to study natural forms has opened up the distance between man
and nature.” At the same time, his approach has allowed him to “merge man and nature

together.”

About the inherent ambiguity that characterizes the partly realistic, partly abstract images
he often creates, Guo observed, “Maybe I am also eager to use art to understand ‘a logic of
the imagination.’”

Guo Hongwei: Pareidolia continues at Chambers Fine Art (1 Rivington Street, Lower East
Side, Manhattan) through April 4.
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Guo Hongwei

CHAMBERS FINE ART | BELJING A1 & 8}
Red No.1-D, Caochangdi
September 13 - October 19

In the series of three videos that share the
exhibition’s title, “The Great Metaphorist,”
View of “The Great Metaphorist,” 2014. artist Guo Hongwei appears in his car,
muttering a rapid-fire stream of surreal, off-
pitch metaphors as he accelerates before pausing for a smoke. A policeman (played by an
actor) stops him for a random check of identification papers, and Guo replies with absurd yet
profound reflections on life. In another scene, two rappers appear in Guo’s backseat, where
their tumultuous performance and lyrics—to the screeching of the mic—become metaphors
for the artist’s mix of turbulent emotions. Later, a fortune-teller appears in the passenger seat,

with Guo asking the oracle to discuss his commute home as a metaphor for his life.

Videos are not the only works in the show: In one installation, the covers of classic tomes have
been replaced by silk-screen prints, with authors’ names substituted by Guo’s own. The piece
subtly poses combative questions about media and the market: Is a book’s cover here—as art
—meant to be purchased while its contents remain free? Elsewhere, a watercolor depicts Guo’s
commute from home to studio, the map’s legend and markings depicting a world filled with

almost novel-like narratives.

Gallery-goers here seem both curious and puzzled. Perhaps that’s because the show is meant
for the artist himself more than for an audience. As a student, Guo yearned to be a storyteller,
and now, after spending years immersed in a studio practice that’s traversed various visual
modes, the prolific artist has apparently returned to his love of narration. Perhaps that early
dream of his will finally be fulfilled.

Translated from Chinese by Dawn Chan.

— Chen Xi (B%)
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GUO HONGWEI: THE GREAT METAMORPHIST

Text: Lida Zeitlin Wu | 2014509 B19R
£ review LR

The Path of the Metaphorist, 2014. PVC pipes and digital inkjet photo
collage. Image courtesy Chambers Fine Art Beijing.

GUO HONGWEI (b. 1982) moves beyond his signature watercolor paintings in his latest show at Chambers Fine Art Beijing, “The Great
Metamorphist.” At first glance, you might question disbelievably that all the works in the show- which include video, sculpture, and 2D
works— were created by the same artist. Yet it turns out that true to the exhibition’ s title, these seemingly discrete pieces have a symbolic
relationship— metaphorically speaking. A metaphor is by definition a correlation between two seemingly unrelated objects (here Guo
interprets “objects” as “art objects” ). Metaphors are by nature conceptual. We might even say that all conceptual art deals with
metaphor in one way or another. Guo is clearly interested in the relationship between the literary and the artistic, as reflected by his
translation of verbal ideas into visual form.

The Great Metaphorist, 2014. Multi-screen video installation. Image courtesy

Chambers Fine Art Beijing.

The *“focus” of the show is a five-screen video installation of the artist making the twenty-minute drive between home and his studio.
While the videos alone don’ t provoke much discussion, Guo builds on this everyday routine by converting it into various media. He takes
film stills and collages them over PVC pipes, and displays a series of his own (fictional) “artist books” based on sources he consulted
while planning the show. In a playful attempt at psychogeography, this modest commute is made epic through a series of maps
employing both traditional Chinese and Medieval European trops (one map is humorously signed “Sir Guo Hongwei” ).

I ~ )
The Map of the Great Metamorphist, 2014. Watercolor and ink on paper,

100 x 150 cm. Image courtesy Chambers Fine Art Beijing.

Of course, an English metaphor isn’ t the same as a Chinese metaphor, and there’ s a certain amount of Guo’ s show that becomes
lost in translation. Like reading a novel saturated with symbols or motifs, we have to decide to what extent we should read between the
lines. Is metaphor a strong enough device to unite such a seemingly disparate collection of objects? “The Great Metamorphist” leaves
us wondering: Is Guo sincerely attempting to contemplate the poetics of objects, or are we being manipulated into  “over-reading?”

“Guo Hongwei: The Great Metamorphist” is at Chambers Fine Art Beijing until October 19.

2 review MIER
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GUO HONGWEL: EDITING
TEXT: Sun Dongdong

July 19, 2013

In 2011, Guo Hongwei created three collage
works, Shadow in Shadows, The Sunshine
Behind the Sunshine, and Highlight of
Highlights. His practice fragmented somewhat,
and he engaged in various different projects;
in a collaboration with an art and fashion
magazine, Guo again employed manual, cut-
and-paste collage technigues, transforming
advertisements into a formal structure,
illusory in its effect. However, from a physical
perspective, Guo’ s practice neither bolsters
nor weakens the informational capacity of the
2D print medium—~he simply recodes it.

Comparing Guo Hongwei’ s previous collage
work—such as the three pieces mentioned
above—emphasis is placed on the speculative
relationships between difference and
commonality, produced by the assemblance
of resemblance (similar forms). Alongside his
concurrent painting practice, Guo becomes a
“collector” of representational form. However,
in comparison to his painting formal studio

experiments, and although they pay closer
attention to the temporal and spatial states

of light, as well as to the visual discrepancies
produced by light reflecting off the surfaces of
different materials, their linguistic forms actually
possess a passive rhetoric; the artist instead
focuses on the powerful subtleties of individual
perception, while the material forms projected
onto the audience are relatively monotonous.
In his recent magazine collaboration, however,
Guo appears to adopt a more active approach,
which is extended into his recent solo
exhibition—made up almost entirely of collage
works, the focus of which shifts onto images
taken from the books of his favorite artists.

These artists include Robert Smithson, Carl
Andre, F élix Gonz d lez-Torres, Olafur Eliasson,
and others. Although the concepts behind each
are quite different, the uniform rectangular
format of the “artist book” creates a sense
of distance from which to observe them. With a
book, the reader views artworks removed from
their physical settings. Instead, he/she is faced
with a kind of flattened formal representation

of the work. Take the minimalism of Carl
Andre, for example, which focuses on the
essential textures of materials. In an attempt

to present the complete image of the work,

the image itself is sacrificed, which in turn
creates a different kind of representation— the
arrangement of the space itself is magnified.
The collages featured in this solo exhibition are
active in two senses: not only do they construct

illusions out of the artist” s essentially new
arrangements, but, more importantly, they
break out of the theoretical boundaries outlined
by the minimalist, land art, or conceptual art
concepts of the artists which feature within
them. They are dragged out of their world of
recognizable art texts and returned to the living
realm of visual perception—to invoke Paul de
Man, form is a necessary prerequisite of any
theory. In this way, Guo establishes a kind of
personal relationship with other artists. Although
the exchange sometimes appears somewhat
arbitrary, it is still one which springs forth from
the artist’ s own visual perspective.

According to Guo Hongwei himself, the collage
featured in “Editing” consciously avoids the
increasingly prevalent “ obsessive materiality ”
of his recent painting. In his most exemplary
painting, for example, the material’ s “inner
form” is more prominent than the formal
relationships established by the contrasts of its
external representation. In these collages, Guo
instead inverts the mutually-reliant relationship
between the image and its background—

the image is transformed in order to create a
multi-dimensional formal space. Although this
is still demonstrated via the visual rhetoric of a
painter, this painter has, through his application
of concept, arrived at a clarity never before
seen.
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On May 5, Guo Hongwei’s new exhibition “Painting is Collecting” opened

at Chambers Fine Art in Beijing. LEAP took the opportunity to look back
with him at the development of his painting language over time.
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Stone No.5, 2011
‘Watercolor on paper

67 x 101 cm
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AT UNIVERSITY, GUO Hongwei
was obsessed with analyzing the dif-
ferent styles of brushwork techniques
corresponding to different periods of
art history. But shortly after, he be-
gan attempting to abandoning them.
From 2005 to 2007, Guo’s oil paintings
mostly drew inspiration from his and
his relatives’ childhood photographs.
Regardless of whether these photos
were in color, he converted them all
into monochrome paintings, putting
them together for his first solo exhibi-
tion in Hong Kong in 2007, “Dissolv-
ing Memories: Guo Hongwei’s Paint-
ings.” He first copied the photographs,
then dripped turpentine on them, and
as his chosen medium spread, the daz-
zling marks of the images reproduced
on the canvas thickened to the point
of becoming blurred. Guo focused on
the same theme until 2008. Then, in
2009, he shifted toward something dif-
ferent with the “Chiaroscuro” series,
which featured smaller paintings, and
saw him beginning to experiment with
more diffusive watercolors directly on
moist watercolor paper.

Media can make the way the im-
age appears take unpredictable direc-
tions. Guo not only took advantage of
this concept to question and reduce his

(%No.3), 20114

AR, 67 x 101 JHHK
Bird No.5, 2011

Watercolor on paper, 67 x 101 cm

LEAP 15

painting techniques and styles, but also
to emphasize the “occasional, natural”
pleasure brought in the picture. He
chose old photographs from his child-
hood because they could serve as irre-
futable proof, because they could show
off the ambiguity of the memory, and
because they stealthily echoed the hazi-
ness of the final images. These pictures
could also be very easily mistaken for
a “sensational confession”: comparing
those smudged, spread-out details, it
is not hard to imagine that a viewer
would be more moved by the ongoing
feeling of nostalgia in the old photos.

In order to put the position of his
paintings into focus, in 2008 Guo cre-
ated the oil painting series “Parallels”:
he used a projector to reproduce the
same full body photograph of a child
on eight 150 cm by 200 cm canvases,
sketched the same identical draft (of
him), and then, on the basis of previous
stylistic dissimilarities, drew the figure
of the young boy on the empty back-
ground of each picture plane. When he
finished each painting, he proceeded to
record the mood and scene (the music
he had listened to, the weather, and so
on) that had accompanied the creative
process at the time. The repetition of
the monotonous image made it hard
for the viewer’s attention to remain
focused on content, turning instead on
the textural difference resulting from
spreading the turpentine—an act in
response to an inner crisis: he had al-
ready passed the exploratory stage of
his early techniques, and in the wake of
his growing experience and increasing
familiarity with his media, he gradually
became more and more acquainted
with the artistic effects he could pro-
duce on canvas, and by the pleasure
brought by the occasional spread of
paint—and when these paintings were
displayed crosswise, neighboring each
other, the surface color shifted even
more vibrantly, recreating the subject
through functional existence.

Even using this approach, the
portraits were still rich in content,
complex, and deep, leading easily to
diverse associations. Yet it was difficult
to make the texture stand out with
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The paintings of Guo Hongwei's Parallel
series might all appear similar, but each is
distinct in its own way.
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only their simple contrasts and the
resulting aesthetic taste. Therefore in
2009, with his second solo exhibition
“Things,” Guo “trans-copied” everyday
objects like chairs, toothbrushes, paper
cups, plastic bags, and cactuses, dis-
playing them on the exhibition walls.
A considerable part of the exhibition
expanded on the same measures taken
in the “Parallel” series to avoid the
over-interpretation of the picture—
with similar yet slightly different daily
objects gathered on the same picture,
their originally minute, concealed dif-
ferences becoming involuntarily strik-
ing; a plain, colorless background,
vivid colors, and eye-pleasing and
amiable subject matters rendered with
precision, came to form Guo’s so-called
“basics.” Because their connotation was
subtle and difficult to understand, the
viewer’s attention was focused on the
image within. In addition, two details
of his technique became worthy of at-
tention: in the series’ oil paintings, Guo
abandoned the volatile turpentine, and
applied instead a thick varnish con-
taining resin glue to dilute the paint.
Once dried, the crystallized substance
seemed like a frozen mark of the me-
dium’s dispelled power, while in the
watercolors, he first used water-soluble
colored chalk to delineate the silhou-
ette of the objects, then splashed water
on the surface inside the silhouette and
painted within it. In this way, the paint
spread within the damp area, and
as the edges dried up, the irregular
distribution of the tint stopped spon-

taneously, creating a distinctively clear
outline that intensified the contrasting
difference between the object and the
image within in. Guo continues to use
this painting technique today.

Undertaking a systematic arrange-
ment of everyday objects is a move that
inadvertently reveals the tinkerer’s
proclivity for control and possession.
As a matter of fact, the same “feeling
of possession” can be found in the dis-
play of items in a museum—the rise
of the modern public museum stems
from those wealthy European fami-
lies who made the “wonder rooms”
of their private collections public. As
Guo recounts, he has been extremely
inquisitive about nature since he was
a child. He later discovered that the
exhibition method adopted by natural
museums fitted the form of his previ-
ous works, and, through sampling the
“straightforward” descriptive images
and the specimen drawings of natural
science books, he managed to avoid the
over-exploitation of the meanings in
the images. The “Museum” series he
displayed in Shanghai in 2010 began
portraying animal specimens and skel-
etons, and in his latest solo exhibition,
“Painting is Collecting,” watercolors of
botanical, animal, and mineral speci-
mens occupy almost the entire exhibi-
tion space.

For this subject matter, Guo
Hongwei has not broadened the un-
predictibility of his medium, but on
the contrary, he has pursued an even
greater control. If in Still Life No. 6

from the “Museum” series all kinds of
owls still retained the artist’s early-peri-
od intent of turning the painting into a
“stain,” then the paintings of bird spec-
imens displayed in his new show seem,
from afar, increasingly still and filled
with details, to the point of resembling
Albrecht Diirer’s Young Hare, and only
when the images are observed closely
do their moist nuances vividly stand
out. This visual difference is even more
prominent in the paintings of mineral
specimens: under Guo’s brush, their
ice-cold, hard details reveal a velvety
texture. The increasing obscurity of
the occasional details is less disruptive,
and the artist’s intent is shyly hidden in
the particulars of the painting.
Perhaps the essence of Guo’s
paintings serves only patient observers,
but we also can see, in his latest exhibi-
tion, that the complex and fascinating
levels of representation of the por-
trayed objects have expanded, and it is
hard to say that he has not used some
good tricks, making the crowds stop
before the paintings for a while, and
then for a bit more still, so as to discov-
er the subtlety in between.  (Translated

by Marianna Cerini) S

(il A% No. 1), 20094
HKAIKE, 66.5 x 203 HK
Cactus No.1, 2009

Watercolor on paper, 66.5 x 203 cm

&ﬁ’&’ﬁ-ﬁ?l‘@‘ﬁﬂ B

065



MAGICIAN SPACE

REVIEW | Artforum

MARCH 17, 2012

BEeAEZHE

artguide NEWS

CRITICS’ PICKS

All Cities
Basel
Brescia
Cape Town
Chicago
Detroit
Dubai
Glasgow
Hong Kong
Istanbul
Lisbon
Ljubljana
London

Los Angeles
Madrid
Milan

New York
Paris

Rome

San Francisco
Seattle
Shanghai
St. Gallen
Stockholm
Vienna
Washington, DC

SHOWS PRINT

Guo Hongwei, Give Me a Hand, 2012, collage on
paper, 15x 17 1/2".
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“Boy: A Contemporary Portrait”

LEO XU PROJECTS
Lane 49, Building 3, Fuxing Xi Road | &3¢
#’49F 32 Xuhui District | #5CKX

February 19 - April 8

Challenging conventions typically associated
with young men, the first group exhibition at
this new gallery in Shanghai features
installations, collages, paintings, videos, and
photographs that create a compelling,
unorthodox portrait of boys: melancholic,
puzzling, sensuous, and whimsical.

Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s video

installation Faith, 2006, is a dreamlike scenario

of two male astronauts floating in a minimalist

spaceship interior. In contrast to the perpetual changes of reality—where loss and pain are

inevitable—the universe created in Faith reflects the artist’s longing for an eternal dimension in

which any sense of time or space is absent. Sharing a similar emotive impulse, an arrangement

of Wolfgang Tillmans photographs offers a realistic approach and diaristic narrative. Made

between 2000 and 2010, these eight snapshots capture everyday moments wherein young men’s

bodies, identities, and intellectual complexities are interwoven. In Buying Everything on You

(Su Zuogiang), 2007, Liu Chuang explores male portraiture by deliberately omitting the figure

altogether: A group of personal items acquired from a stranger—such as socks, IDs, and a bus

pass—are presented neatly organized by type, in a taxonomical manner.

Situating the exhibition in a historical framework, a black-and-white photograph by Zhou

Haiying from 1950 documents a provocative scene: a truck of young men wearing only

underwear during a parade celebrating Shanghai’s liberation. Yet closer observation reveals

patriotic slogans such as “Unite and Guard the Country.” Still, the symbolic sublime of the

male body is drastically undermined in Guo Hongwei’s collage Give Me a Hand, 2012. Here,

cutouts of “hard bodies” are jammed together to create a congested and distorted pattern.

— Xiaoyu Weng
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Edgar Degas, Examen de Dances (The Dance Class), 1874

Frieze

Artists' Artists
TEXT: Guo Hongwei

08 SEP 2016

Apparently Edgar Degas never willingly admitted to being an Impressionist, even though he
took part in every Impressionist exhibition (the first was held in 1874), apart from the one in
1882. Degas took the traditions of figurative painting and combined them with his individual
sensibility. This allowed his work to retain certain academic qualities while, at the same time,
side-stepping conventions. Degas explored Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres’s ideas of beauty
and Gustave Courbet’s realism, all the while trusting — like his fellow Impressionists — his
intuition and perception with regard to colour and paint application. In the 20th century,
Francis Bacon, in turn, inherited Degas’s sense of the sublime, his interest in tradition and a
profound recognition of the importance of individualism. Every time | look at Degas’s work, |
am more convinced of the spirituality that a painting should embody — it reminds us that

reality is full of glittering inspiration.

Guo Hongwei lives and works in Beijing, China. Earlier this year, his short film Miss Oyu (2014) was
included in the 8th Yebisu International Festival for Art & Alternative Visions at the Metropolitan
Museum of Photography, Tokyo, Japan. He had a solo show at Gallery 100, Taipei, Taiwan, in
2015. Between 2011 and 2016, Guo founded and ran the alternative space ‘The Gland’ in Beijing’s
Black Bridge Village.

First published in Issue 55hare this: W f & @
October 2016
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A Sichuan steel factory and a mineral
collection in London: the Beijing-based
artist shares a series of important images

Stainless Steel Factory, Sichuan, China

As reseorch for o new project | went to o stainless steel foctory in Sichuon province, Southwest
Chino. The factory has advanced production lines for making high quolity stainless steel sheet.
The production line uses a cold-rolling method which rolls the sheet up when it hos been
finished. | find the whole process fascinoting: the transformation of materiol form, the
chonging shopes, colours, qualities and properties. All of these transformations happen one
ofter another on the line. It's clmost like mogic.

Carl Andre's Snowy River

1 olwoys find colloge to be o good way to read imoges, no matter whether the imoge is abstract
of norrative. | wes storing ot this imoge of Corl Andre’s Snowy River (1983) in o cotalogue ond it
struck me thot, with minimol intervention, | could create on image on the image without
odding or reducing information. Andre’s minimal sculpture gave me the outline of @ shope to
cut, ond the cuts gave shape to spoces. The result looks like more steel plotes are growing from
the ones lying on the floor, but it’s oll happening on the surface of the image.

Tom Friedman, Untitled

We tronsform material with our actions everydoy and even transform our selves from second to
second. Materials transform too of course, but for slower, Humans seem to be contantly finding
ways to instigate change and accelerate it. Tom Friedman’s works during the 1990s are good
exomples of how an artist guides the transformation of materiol in @ humorous direction. These
works also have a good balance between the conceptual and the visual, o nice escape from
mind /body duclism.

Jéréme Bel's Disabled Theater

Jéréme Bel’s performance Disobled Theater is the only piece of contemporary art which has
made me want to cry. | saw it towards the end of 2013, as part of Perfoma, when | was visiting
New York. All of the performers in it have different cognitive disabilities. Not your typical
professional dancers, their actions are distinct from an expected ‘stondard’ and makes you
question what thot ‘standard’ really is. Their movements seem truer, from a place of pure
enjoyment. It's an amazing piece. It forces us to question what performance is.
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The Mineral Collection, The Noturel History Museum, London

When | entered the gallery containing the mineral collection in the Noturel History Museum in
London lost October | aimost dropped to my knees. It's the earliest officiol collection of minercl
samples in the world and fills this huge space. Here you can see the plentitude of pure natural
form. Its different way of growing, delicate and colourful. Humans treat themselves as the
measure of oll things, and using visucl methods to distinguish, by seeing differences ond

similority.

Old Printed Matter

I like oll kinds of printing but especially old books and their material. | love that old books were
handmede ond thot people would put a lot more physical energy into the production and
design. The format of the printed word has long been settled, but these three dimensional
diegroms ore ingenious. It looks like on exhibition on poper.

Scientific images showing how different minerals burn

Natural scientific images usually have a particular visual structure: they look like a slice from
the physical world, isolating @ phenomenon for study. Without context, these functional images
seem closed to further explanation - purely formal presentation.
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