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Boundary and Its Extension — On the Noumenal Projection of
"Post - Aesthetics"” in Tsong Pu's Contemporary Creation

Professor of the Department of Fine Arts, National Taiwan Normal University
Pai Shih-Ming

The challenge during the transition from modernism art to postmodernism art comes from the
reinforcement of one's consciousness to view/regard artistic creation, in which an exchange
between the roles of audience and artist is the subject embedded in the message behind the works.
Overly macro or extreme artistic interpretations are prone to confusion, weirdness, oppression and
unease, thus hindering the distance between the creation and the society at large. Caught in this
contradiction, art is often expressed in everyday life as a kind of "materialized artifact”" that becomes
a continuation of this synthesis. In other words, the objective of integrating art into everyday life is to
break apart from the existing system as a mean to reconcile the relationship between art and society.
The assimilation of any tangible consciousness, such as ethnic groups, classes, etc., gradually leads
to the end of traditional or modern art, and renders them pure historical samples of materialistic and
visual culture.

The pursuit of public experience and democracy has become the most significant criticism to the
notion of modernism art. "Artists voluntarily become representatives of everyday values" and "Art
has become a tool for social integration - a symbol of social attributes.” (Donald Kuspit, The End of
Art, 2004). Art critique is no longer a prerogative, but a personal and instantaneous experience of
the body and mind. The dimensions of critical thinking gradually reduce to a solitary act. Yet, the
problem lies in the fact that art in the mainstream may lead to diminishing social resistance. When
the focus of art is clearly blurred, so does the critical response to the creation. This process—from
high art to non-art, or "end of postmodernism", symbolizes the age-old predicament of Western art
in the 20™ century. Accessibility and popularization may lead to the loss of aesthetic value. Social
integration may also become an excuse for mediocrity and vulgarization.

Therefore, how should artists attain a balance that takes aesthetic value into account without
deviating too much from society at large? Could the contradiction between modernism and
postmodernism truly be overcame or surpassed? Marcel Duchamp's most pioneering achievement
is his ability to transform ordinary things in everyday life into works of art with aesthetic value
and avant-garde spirit that reverse the barriers of the aforementioned concept. He once said, “An
everyday scientist such as myself observes a piece of art to feel the feelings of those artists in it.”
(Observing the Erotic Imagination, 1985). The emphasis on communication and an understanding
of the purpose subjected to the creative process is not to propose any form of social or aesthetic
evaluation. Furthermore, Duchamp’s anti-aesthetic philosophy correctly affirms that art should not
be compelled by an aesthetic purpose or a certain taste that causes the work to become a “relevant
object” merely reflecting the creator's frame of mind. An artist gain true freedom when he "find his
way out from the maze beyond time and space”.

Unadulterated media, aesthetic displacement or aesthetic neutrality, dedifferentiation, inartistic
pursuit, restoration of non-art configuration, etc., resolve to detach from the routine and go beyond
the convention. Ready-made products has both the functionality of everyday life as well as the
creative potential of “esthetic osmosis” and “esthetic transfer”. In other words, combining the artistic
spirit of the creator and the inartistic element of the material to transcend the individual value of
each component has emerged as the core value of artistic creation. The influence of this pioneering
revelation is still prevalent today. The anti-artistic and anti-aesthetic characteristics of Duchamp are
regarded as a kind of "post-aesthetic beauty" (Donald Kuspit, The End of Art, 2004) that indicates
a departure from aesthetic value. That is, "intentional indifference to aesthetics" leading to the
conceptual destruction of aesthetic desires and the return to a basic level of the artist's personal
"intellectual expression".

In response to the new international situation after World War II, the development of contemporary
art in Taiwan begins with the wave of abstract geometric paintings that served as the starting point
of the country's modernism movement. Based on the spirit of physical and conscious resistance to
the imposition of martial law and subsequent liberalization of Taiwan, it gradually progressed to
an experimental stage that transcends media, concept, space and behavioral characteristics. This
transformation suggests that artistic creation is no longer limited to the two-dimensional angle on
the screen. It is able to expand to a multi-dimensional and multi-layered level, fostering the cross-
domain and cross-border avant-garde that scrutinize and contemplate on the previous stage. In
the 1980s, anti-institutional values, attention to social reality and pursuit of independence have
become mainstream. In the existing aesthetic framework of anti-traditionalism or modernism, the
contemporary creations that were originally marginalized were replaced.

Tsong Pu is an artist who grew and advanced while Taiwan shifted toward democracy. Studying in
Spain during the 1970s, he began to re-examine the essence of painting at a time when Western
painting lacked a clear direction following the end of modernism. As painting moves toward pure
formalism, could there be other possibilities beyond the discussion of elements such as points, lines,
faces, and structures? At this juncture, Pu began to develop an organic dialogue between the minimal
and maximal units of compositional elements through mechanical methods. He let pencil and brush
slide at his fingertips in a seemingly habitual or purposeless rhythm, arranging small squares or lines
into a collectivity in its entirety. It is as if each individual unit carries a pulse that breathes life into
the integrated whole, creating a sense of dynamic interaction between body, consciousness and raw
material.

Whether his strokes are consistent or erratic, Tsong Pu's fingertips roam back and forth, unifying
the small blocks into a grid pattern that is sometimes altered or disrupted by collage, graffiti or
geometric shapes. The end result is irreqgular and harmonious, displaying a phenomenon closest to
the everyday life of the creative process—emotional swings that are sometimes smooth, sometimes
intense. In the early 1980s, Tsong Pu's style gradually became more pure, minimal, and contrasting.
Although his interest in spatial segmentation still lingered, the slightly chaotic or deliberately
reversed irregularity/distortion often seen in the past were more uniform. As a result, there was an
unprecedented tranquility, order and refinement. The contrast of the position and area of the colors
or lines in the painting is intensified. Lines that suddenly disappear are squeezed along the edges of
the color blocks. The rigorous calculation of physics is combined with philosophical whimsy. In this
moment, imagination has replaced labor. Body and consciousness seem to enter a state of uniformity,
soaring in the vast universe of freedom and openness.

This progression reflects Tsong Pu's new understanding toward painting at this time. As such, it is
a continuous transformation through the elimination of superfluous details and the integration of
accumulated components. Redundant emotions, thoughts and debates are removed to enable a
progressive shift toward the contemplative, mindful and lucid essence of "post-aesthetic beauty".
Whether they are lines, blocks or aluminum materials, excessive human manipulation may inhibit
the manifestation of human nature and the perception on reality. Based on this new understanding,
painting is unable to achieve a purer creative state, and the use of printing and pointillism seems
inevitable. He remarked, “The mood of my era resides in the conceptual art of the late 70s. My
artistic expression is conveyed inside 1-centimeter grids, where brushes are replaced by stamps. The
latter supplies the color and content.” In the single and repetitive process of his mechanical methods,
the image is constantly generated and revised with an organic approach. “I am closer to the canvas.”
Pu calls this the “active thought projection” of “inherent existence”.
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For Pu, these seemingly distinct, repetitive or even ambiguous embossing, stamping, texture or
depiction must be accomplished through corresponding reconciliation of the body and consciousness
instead of pure labor. The ultimate goal is not to create an "image", but to carry out "aesthetic
transfer” through the transcendence of the image's purpose, showing the "cognitive interpretation”
contained therein. The "cognitive interpretation” here is the result of the above-mentioned "active
projection of self-aware reasoning". The former is the result, the latter is the process. That is to say,
his pursuit of contemporary conceptual art is not to passively create the aesthetic value that any
form may evoke (essentially "making an image"). Rather, it goes beyond the restrictive definition of
aesthetic frameworks to explore the senses of bodily perception. As one's understanding of media
and behavior is altered, it initiates an active and random rediscovery of self-awareness.

Stamps and seals seem to be two sides of the same coin, but they have completely different concepts
and functions. Pu added, "It is the humble feeling evoked by a small stamp. The energy possessed by
each of the little things accumulates to produce a whole world or universe. The stamps symbolize the
smallest internal units in the universe. The seals are the external force that causes them to assemble
and extend. The relation between the two is the association made by the author's own deduction.
The creative process is like the evolution from the small universe to the big universe. Through all
kinds of karmic connection, a variety of forms and meanings is generated. Whether this universe is
discovered or invented, it cannot be explained by the aesthetic standard of a single system, and its
meaning is to transcend the framework itself. Therefore, this kind of art is not intended to create
another exclusionary boundary or frame. Instead, the audience is returned to the most basic physical
and cognitive state through simple and easy-to understand daily tasks and practical concepts. To
recognize the coexistence of regularity and irreqularity, precision and inaccuracy—ambiguity (or
humanity)—is to discover or invent a universe belonging to one's self.

For Tsong Pu, who has an extensive background in graphic painting, painting is a passive form of
art history, deep-rooted in "nostalgia". However, it is also an "activity that adjust our inner spirit".
The so-called "inherent existence”, "projection of self-consciousness" and "cognitive interpretation”
mentioned are not derived from this. In the early 1980s, Tsong Pu participated in the "Altered, Excess
Space" project hosted by Richard Lin. In contrast to the spiritual and introspective aspects of graphic
art, he began to explore three-dimensional or multidimensional methods to connect location, space,
time and domain. As a result, he entered what is known as the three-dimensional device period.
Installation art is far more unrestrained in comparison with graphic art in terms of media, concept
and presentation. It enabled greater flexibility in his creation, like adding wings to a tiger. Seemingly
ordinary yet inconceivable ready-made objects and artifacts, including branches, hemp rope, glass,
wooden beds, lampstands, mosquito lamps, stairs, buckets, benches, stones, bricks, etc., have
become materials of the "future” in this unprecedented man-made universe.

A shift toward installation art may better highlight the characteristics of a contemporary artist.
However, this kind of departure can also be attributed to the stability of the previous stage. "Graphic
art is inseparable from the foundation of traditional aesthetics." Pu said. "In terms of physical
phenomena, graphic art is a visual illusion that deceives your eyes. Therefore, I hope installations
will introduce the elemental aspect that is closer to our lives." The purpose of extracting matter and
concept from reality is to show the "temperament of human nature" and break away from the rigid
and dogmatic teaching of aesthetics in order to restore a sense of life. Graphic art and installation
art are parallel in Pu's career that spanned many decades. The reason is that "one is a correspondence
between the inner self and the outside world, and the other is to display another world through the
relics of life".

From modernism to postmodernism, there is an inherent distinction in artistic creation that can be
observed from media tools, aesthetic judgements to social practices. As art enters everyday life,
reflects common values, or even becomes a tool for social integration, it does not imply vulgarization
and commercialization. Rather, art is redefined as "a symbol of social attributes". It is longer confined
to the ivory tower of aesthetics. The artist and the audience can find each other without the limits
of time and space. As such, they obtain true aesthetic freedom. We can say that any society has
unbreakable historical or aesthetic constraints that affect or influence people's thinking and judgment
in viewing and interpreting art. However, with the changing cultural context from modernism to
postmodernism, it is increasingly difficult to make a distinction between art and non-art. Thus, the
true meaning and value of artistic creation is found through integration and cross-pollination.

Therefore, the comparison of graphic art and installation art is not to be made. They are equal and
mutually beneficial, whether in core concept, abstract world, or the material world and the real
world. "I hope to refine both." Pu recognizes the different pivots that existed in the history of the
world or art, as well as the exclusivity and institutional rigidity must be avoided. As contemporary
art crosses the aesthetic boundaries, more attention should be paid to how artists can reflect the
cognitive experience and highlight the creative ontology of spiritual existence through the return to
life and reality, finally entering the unadulterated evel of "intellectual expression”. Every block, brush
stroke and object can all become the basic elements of the universe through Tsong Pu's touch. He
creates a cycle of harmony between body and consciousness, revealing an avant-garde style that is
both liberated and self-contained. Perhaps this is why a sense of transcendence, freedom and infinite
imagination always permeates his work.
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