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Zhu Jinshi, Boat (2012), Xuan paper, bamboo and cotton thread, 15 x 6 x 3.5 m



Introduction

This monumental installation is constructed of Xuan paper, bamboo and cotton thread, embodying the artist’s
idea to “infinitely extend every moment.” The sheer size and visual impact of Boat is in stark contrast with the
delicate nature of the material from which it is made.

Xuan paper, commonly used in Chinese calligraphy and traditional painting, was originally produced in Jing
County, Anhui during the Tang Dynasty (618-907 AD). As well as its historical and cultural significance, the paper
is renowned for being soft, strong, fine textured and resistant to creasing, mould and deterioration. A large
number of ancient Chinese books and paintings that have survived to this day are well preserved on Xuan paper.

Zhu Jinshi has described the function of Boat: “Whereas time only moves forward, the Boat can be sailed in any
direction. The Boats cultural resonance is constructed of time itself, continuously ebbing and flowing through
our imagination.”

The installation is representative of the art of 'Yi Pai’, where the artists fascination with time is transformed into
a physical manifestation.
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ZHU JINSHI ‘BOAT
Text by Philip Dodd

Painting is not a natural activity not like spitting, said the British artist Frank
Auerbach. Looking at art is not something natural, either. It is difficult to engage
fully with the seventeenth-century French painter Nicolas Poussin without
knowledge of Greek and Roman mythology and the grammar of

seventeenth-century French court painting. In equal measure, if for different reasons,

it is difficult to engage fully with the art—both painting and installation—of the
important Chinese contemporary artist Zhu Jinshi without a sense of the art and
cultural resources in which his art is marinated.

Zhu Jinshi is a profoundly rooted” and equally routed’ artist, to use a homonym. He
is clearly rooted in the culture of China: consider in { #&) Boat his use of Xuan
paper with all its rich connotations in Chinese culture; or his naming of one of his
early abstract paintings White Calligraphy, which some lazy critics might otherwise
read as an example of a Chinese artist using the language of Western abstract art.
But Zhu Jinshi is equally a ‘routed’ artist, one whose resources are wider that
China’s. Look at the way that in an apparently Chinese marinated installation such
as The Tao of Xuan Paper, Zhu Jinshi takes the grammar of Western minimalism
and plays with it.

Zhu Jinshi is very much not an ‘either/or” but a not only but also’ artist.
Undoubtedly, this has something to do with his own history: he was born in 1954
and was an important member of the Stars Group—he showed in the seminal
Beijing exhibition of 1979—but later settled in Germany in 1986, where he
encountered the work of artists such as Joseph Beuys. Like so many of the
interesting Chinese artists of his generation, he found himself wrestling with two
traditions, although this is not something limited to artists from the ‘East’. (Where
would the work of the US abstract expressionist Robert Motherwell be without the
artist’'s engagement with Chinese calligraphy?).
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The work that Zhu Jinshi showed in public after his encounter with Western art in NER#EFEER BZ&M HFEZE
Germany was in some ways different from his early work. His chosen language became Bre#HAOx #“H#oHP  fh E %
that of installation, although it now appears as if he never abandoned painting; rather mE - OCHMUHR AEIB = t Eg H A
it became for a time a ‘private’ matter, something he made but did not exhibit. %E %2 @ ﬁ,;ﬁ ﬁ é% ’ g % Jif § /E % % *Ijﬁ EQ
3R XE E = — F / AR
42\ - = )L W ‘/\\ r‘:l m 5
But Zhu Jinshi's routedness is more than an issue of biography, of his moving between fg Eg ;f % Jg' %\ ﬂr':-n ;f:E = E Ij ;’g % -
S ' RH=Z/ 7= HEZT
East’ and ‘West'. For a time, Zhu Jinshi taught in the Architecture Department at o — T E 4 = @4 3D ﬁ{;[ 22
Berlin Technical University and his movement between the disciplines of art and TIIC 7% L% % X E EZEEi i~ AxE K gﬁ Eg g
architecture seems manifest not only in his installation work—there is no fixed 5 E‘i A ‘:P ; |_ T EELJ\: = ;j—\ ){;ﬂ E /%: %
position from which to view () Boat—but also in his abstract paintings 7 QJEE: pin ~ ‘E ko FE% ﬂ i 10 L £ 1
which yearn towards three dimensionality E’% i % ﬁ fie }{% ?E e =@ % ?5\( %
A 1| L ¥ 70 5, mgh
: B 05 A _ Be — =
But his routedness’ can also be seen in the piece {(## ) or Boat. whose title % % E @ ':g 5 i ;f'a = {fﬁ: @ % ]
has resonances for Western and Chinese cultures. For a Westerner; a boat has = ’é an ';ﬁ A /E 7 i S fth 3
many connotations, from Homer's The Odyssey to Nostromo (in Ridley Scott's S5 58 ;f_ 4 B ;; 5, ﬁ T =
film Alien where the spaceship is named in honour of the novel of Joseph C F A AR /7';; I M R’ ﬁ; 2
Conrad). Boats in Western culture always conjure up space and time. Eﬂ % ?& ° = A Y S %77 1 5 ﬁ E
ERTRER®  ZEE  R2,
N S % o B \
In Chinese, (##) , the character for a boat, generates resonances unavailable ENE T ’éé (v = = 'ir,"z 7*—;% ﬁ;ﬂ % A
in English. The character combines the meaning of vessel, person or mouth ETIER f;j_ g & S ;ﬁ = %ﬁ'ﬁ &
and the number 8. conjuring up the Ark with its eight participants. There is | 2 3¢ &4 B %’_ 1'% ¥ 5 A7 )‘?:% i ?%
also the matter of the material which Zhu Jinshi chooses to use. In {#%) Boat. _ )?L TEI% Ej‘l % o = g o EE’] X s ?}E }To—t
there is no rusted steel as there might be in a work by Richard Serra; rather, the ELE=Lif) < H & g\;ﬁ 5 2 a /EJ,‘{ ¢ TEJ% \ > B
work is made with traditional Chinese materials such as Xuan paper. not as || ‘ B & o B 1;\/)'5 E@f = 0 5 ;g m @ —
something to be worked on as it was by classical Chinese artists but as a material itself, ]l I B EB g R AR HM®E
with all its resonances of tensile strength and resistance to corrosion or mould. Paper, _ r. & = ,% Bl % # ,% H % %j% ?,2%‘
burnt, is also something that is used in ceremonies in China to honour the dead, as "-‘;,_, i = i % E — = 53 g % i ﬁi ?
they pass from living to the afterlife—something that a Chinese viewer or someone {."-" @ — — Hé %5? B 3”: ¥ %
with a knowledge of Chinese culture could not fail to remember when faced with &n r H e 3 e A gL F g TR
il IE, FE L =] Be N
($%) Boat. L/ £ gh fm 3 . 2 HE A
[ 1 32 =
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In my conversation with Zhu Jinshi down a line between London and
Shanghai, he spoke eloquently of how far the interpenetration of Western and
Chinese culture had developed and how complex and multifaceted it is. He
also said how much {#% ) Boat was involved with the issue of time—both
subjective time as well as time in a cultural sense (where, he said. the
longevity of Chinese culture gives time a different impress from that which
can have in a culture such as Britain’s).

Zhu Jinshi mentioned to me that {#% ) Boat was made in two parts and that
he coud imagine one part exhibited in Beijing and another in New York. As he
did so, I could not help but be reminded of the great myth of Plato’s
Symposium, where the human, once whole, now broken in two, pursues their
other half to make themselves whole again.

Whether my thought was pertinent or not, it is a testament to the quality of
Zhu Jinshi's work that it has the capacity to tease us out of all thought,
including those complex and interpenetrating categories of ‘West” and ‘East’.

Philip Dodd is the chairman of Made In China, a London-based creative industries
company that fosters cultural exchange between China and the rest of the world,
and an award-winning BBC broadcaster and editor. As the Director of London’s

Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA) from 1997-2004, he staged major exhibitions and
cultural events in Beijing and Shanghai, including hosting Revolutionary Capitals: Beijing
and London at the ICA in 1999. He has also curated exhibitions and projects for the Moscow
Biennale, Hayward Gallery London, and Sotheby’s New York. Dodd has published widely on art,

film and literature.
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Zhu Jinshi, Boat (2012), A new 15-metre installation composed of 10,000 sheets of rice
paper that took 50 days and 14 skilled workers to construct.
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Zhu Jinshi, Boat (2012), Xuan paper, bamboo and cotton thread, 15 x 6 x 3.5 m
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