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translation of "Chang Cheng Xia De Si Lu,"
originally published in Ming Pao Monthly (Hong Kong), 5.91

Meditations at the Foot of the Great Wall

a discussion of new sculptures by James Carl -

Canadian resident at the Central Academy of Fine Art, Beijing
by Wang Zhou Fan and Zhou Shu

Recently an exhibition of new work by James Carl was held
at the Gallery of the Central Academy of Fine Art. The
exhibition offered an important opportunity to understand
how a contemporary foreign artist works with concerns
relevant to Chinese life.

Mr. Carl is an avid traveler and has been to numerous
countries. He has a strong interest in East Asian culture,
particularly Chinese. As a foreign resident in China,
immersed in Chinese life, he has experienced cultural
phenomenon quite distinct from his native cultural
conceptions, and it is these that have inspired his recent
ideas. In this regard the artist has thoughtfully remarked:
"While traveling abroad, one's aesthetic faculties are
exercised in confrontation with new art forms and
architectures; yet these same faculties are also instrumental
in such simple decisions as the purchase of toothpaste or
batteries..." Indeed, in the world around us it is not difficult
to discover meaningful objects, and in the superficial forms
of items of daily use there are often hidden rather rich
cultural elements. The artist, with acute vision, must sense
through this shell and subsequently select, purify, and
compose with these elements of visual information—the
symbols and signifiers of shape, color and inherent
qualities—in order to transform such objects into significant
art forms. Mr. Carl's work demonstrates his understanding
of Chinese cultural life, and upon close inspection allows the
viewer to discover many unexpected artistic possibilities.

The exhibition of Carl's recent work was installed in a
unique and interesting way that took careful consideration
of the gallery space. Upon entering, one was placed among
two groups of paper sculptures over two meters high,
resembling city walls. The piece was entitled "Renewable
Resources." Walking along this winding sculpture, through
the front gallery and stepping up the stairway into the
interior gallery, one had the impression of climbing the Great
Wall. In the center of the inner gallery was a skeletal
structure in the form of a Chinese style round-house,
entitled "Encore.” Five meters in diameter and one meter in
height in three concentric rings, the structure enclosed a toy
panda bear seated on a square red cushion in the center.
The piece was extremely humorous. The four sculptures
"Rearguard,” "Igloo,"” "Vanguard," and "Patience,"” were
placed at the four corners of the interior and exterior
galleries. Under the glow of yellow lamps, the experience of
the show was one of weight and mystery.

Modern sculpture is very specific in its choice of materials,
and one of the differences between it and traditional
sculpture is the way it brings different uses to different
kinds of materials. Carl is very particular in choosing
material for his work. His exhibition statement refers to this
choice: "We are surrounded by what I might call loaded
objects, that is , objects whose visual aspect—scale, color,
culture, legible function—is rich with connotative
potential." Therefore in the initial stages of the work the
artist brings together his ideas with his chosen materials.
While in China he has attempted to find inspiration in the
critical objects of daily use. The most common materials
used here are chopsticks and newspapers, which both
attempt to embody a spiritual and material meaning. In
"Renewable Resources” for example, the structure is
composed of disposable chopsticks and The People’s Daily.

The selection of materials is one that considers the natural
qualities and colors of even similar materials. For example, in
"Vanguard," on a Chinese tea table made of the same
chopsticks Carl has purposely fixed a foreign newspaper,
upon which he has placed binoculars, whose left eye has
also been covered with newspaper. Alongside this rests a
loaf of bread stained with red ink. Obviously these common
materials have become an important medium for his
creative production—embodiments of his direct experiences

of Chinese life.

The forms of modern art have a particular quality which is
that they are not limited in their technique or media. In his
recent sculptures Mr. Carl skillfully utilizes seemingly
unrelated things to carry out his many compositions.
Through the elements that constitute the forms he has
expanded the meaning of his materials and composed a
specific artistic language. His techniques of expression
appear quite simple but are in fact quite complex.
"Patience,” for example, is made of spittoons, a thermos
bottle, cigarettes and newspaper; and "Rearguard,”
composed of red and black chopsticks in the form of a
tripod, containing a ping pong paddle on top of a globe. In
both these sculptures the single meaning of the elements
disappears, and the viewer may find reminders of some of
the conditions of Chinese life past and present, such as the
"ping pong diplomacy"” of the 1970's. Particularly worth
mentioning here is the work entitled "Igloo.” Made of red
and white chopsticks, this piece has the appearance of a
section of cross-cut tube laid out on the floor. In the center
of the work is an easel with a scythe and rubber gloves
hanging from it. Of interest here is the implication of the
title, which inspires our imagination to perceive an invisible
roof above the outline on the floor. As if it were the sky over
our heads, we cannot actually see it but we know intuitively
that it is there. In this way the work quite vividly expresses
certain Eastern philosophical ideas. Furthermore, in these
several works constructed of several thousand pairs of
chopsticks, the artist has worked with the language of
Chinese bamboo weaving combined with a contemporary
sense of form, alongside a certain character of Chinese folk
art.

Generally, whether in form or content, this work embodies a
kind of solidity of structure, a strict order and stability,

which places it in direct contrast to the social sculpture of
Joseph Beuys, whom Carl admires. Beuys' work "Fat Stool”
for example, is an expression of the concept that "everything
is in a constant state of transformation."" Carl's work
attempts to engage a social context by different means. Both
"hope, through art, to hold tightly the pulse of human
history."

Naturally, viewers reactions to this work will not all be the
same. Carl's work is like the cabinet of a Chinese herbalist—
in the numerous drawers he has left much room for the
viewer's imagination—which is exactly his hope for the
show.

This work not only provides us with new inspiration for
expanding our thoughts about art and life—our working
methods and values of appreciation—but also, on the
balance of Chinese-Canadian cultural exchange it has
added a small but shining weight.

1. Caroline Tisdall, Joseph Beuys.
2. Xiong Shi Met Shu, 1985.5., Zhang Xin Long, "Er shi shi ji zui
hou ji ge ren dao zhu yi zhe."



