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Quality of
Consciousness:

On Shi Zhiying's

Painting and Creation

Text / Dr. Shen Qilan

How do stones converse with the sea?
How does moonlight confide in gemstones?
In the brushstrokes of Shi Zhiying, these scenes unfold.

Stones and stories, both ancient and enchanting, remain
silent, awaiting recognition.

Recognition by a painter's brush, by a soul. For over twenty
years, through painting and creation, Shi Zhiying has
embarked on a unique, meaningful journey of exploration,
one imbued with poetry. The exhibition "Stones and Stories"
will showcase how she uses the stroke of her brush to touch
stones and the sea, connecting all things.

As we stroll through the exhibition, we enter the painter's
mind, experiencing how she perceives the world and shares
this sensation with the audience.

Before delving deeper, let's unveil the mystery: to comprehend
and appreciate Shi Zhiying's creations, we must understand
the quality of consciousness.

For Shi Zhiying, the essence of painting transcends more than
imagery; it possesses flesh, touch, and materiality. Artists
possess a unique understanding and perception of the world,
which they translate onto canvas using their own artistic
language. The quality of this translation depends on the quality
of the artist's consciousness, which includes heightened
sensitivity and refined painting techniques.

Sensitivity is not merely emotional but a sophisticated spiritual
activity that requires continuous practice, and practice must
involve rationality and judgment. Genuine sensitivity, therefore,
inevitably entails a proportionate amount of rationality.

The quality of consciousness includes the artist's sensitivity,
understanding, and profound expression of the relationship
between self and the world. The seven stories presented in
"Stones and Stories" illustrate how Shi Zhiying explores the
relationship between consciousness and painting. Under her
focused brushes, the self and the world converge on canvas,
forming an existence within consciousness that resonates
with the audience.

Viewers will embark on seven journeys with Shi Zhiying's
paint brushes:

"The Story of Lines", "The Story of Shapes and Colors", "The
Story of Weight", "The Story of Nature of Things", "The Glass
Ball Game", and "The City of lllusions". Together, we read
the waves, feel the weight in lightness, and experience self-
transcendence. The space design echoes the theme, making
up the seventh story of the exhibition. The circular hall of

"The City of lllusions" creates ripples, immersing viewers into
the story as they sit on rippling seats. This is Shi Zhiying's
way of painting, the magic of this exhibition, as well as a gift
and game for the audience.

The exhibition "Stones and Stories" showcases Shi Zhiying's
understanding of lines, shapes, colors, figures, and materiality.
She invites viewers into this ethereal and abundant world,
starting from any painting or stone. Between narrative and
non-narrative, between reality and illusion, between mind
and imagination, each viewer will recognize their own oriental
story. The world and aura depicted by her illuminate this
collection of stories. Through her unique exploration, she
demonstrates how to refine the quality of consciousness and
allow viewers to experience it on canvas.
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QOil on canvas
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Courtesy of the artist

About "The Story of Lines"

At one point, Shi Zhiying found herself in a quandary about
painting. She could master various techniques learned in art
school, but she sensed a crisis: "At that time, | only focused
on the questions about form in the painting and forgot to
observe the world. Then | felt a sense of thinness creeping in."
It was a tormenting period because she couldn't resolve the
relationship between herself, the paint brush, and the world.

Until one day, she arrived at the seashore, gazing at the sea
with fascination, and feeling herself completely disappear, with
only one consciousness getting awakened — the consciousness
of her watching the sea and her having melted into it. It was an
epiphany moment for Shi Zhiying, who wanted to translate this
consciousness into paintings.

"When facing the sea or a stone, what | see is my understanding
and feeling towards it. | transform these into paintings." This
was an incredibly simple starting point, a departure from
all conceptual constraints. Thus, starting from a single line,
one begat two; two begat three; three begat all things, and



everything unfolded. Besides the form of the line itself, her feeling
and understanding of the sea became part of her brushstrokes
and consciousness. She reestablished her connection with the
world. She wanted to become the sea while also conveying her
understanding of it. The painting became a fluid structure of
consciousness on the canvas, with breath and rhythm.

In the dissolution of self-consciousness, Shi Zhiying rediscovered
the world and opened a channel for the audience. Lines transcend
textbooks and dogma, acquiring their own consciousness.
They are no longer just elements of composition, but forms,
expressing the state of water while also tracing Shi Zhiying's
hand and body movements. Lines become both themselves
and carriers of the artist's perception of the world. Within
a single line, there exist both object and self, both being
and non-being. This is the essence of painting Shi Zhiying
touches upon. Lines and the canvas collide, imbuing painting
with a new sense of materiality. The artist's creation allows
these concealed entities to be felt. She understands that she
is seeking freedom and balance: "It can lean more towards
form or towards the object, or more towards my personal
expression. | want to find a balance, where all these forces are
almost in equilibrium. Only in this critical point can | achieve
the freest state."

Reading waves, reaching freedom.

About "The Story of Shapes and Colors", "The Story of
Weight", and "The Story of Nature of Things"

These stories cannot be cleanly separated, which occur within
every one of Shi Zhiying's paintings. She said, "Every time |
approach a new object, the experience is different, and the
corresponding painting technique used to translate it, or the
materiality at the level of painting, is definitely different." She
has painted many seas and grasses. In the arrangement of
lines, both the sea and grass are single elements that can be
repeated and infinitely extended beyond the entire picture. To
avoid falling into the repetition of lines, Shi Zhiying turned to
the study and exploration of shapes and colors.

The exploration of shapes and colors has given Shi Zhiying
a new understanding of materials. It takes a lot of color
adjustments and experiments — no tricks, but encountering
physical laws in materiality, and finding surprises in defeat.
Sometimes the failure stems from simple material issues. "At
first, | wanted to paint a kind of gray with many changes, but
then | added too much white into it, which made the gray
turn pink and not rich enough." These discoveries are not
related to painting skills, but rather the recognition that the
materiality of things is an unconquerable existence.

In a chance encounter, Shi Zhiying discovered that the texture
of the newly changed canvas displayed a long—awaited effect,
and changing the pigment could solve the previous problem.
Painting is an existence of materiality, and these material

differences can lead to completely different results. This is
where the tactile sensation of painting lies. Painting possesses
a body of materiality, and when the painter cannot appreciate
such presence of materiality, the pigments and materials
themselves will resist the manipulation of the brushes. Only by
truly respecting the materiality of painting, or understanding
the materiality of painting itself, can one possibly achieve
unity of self and object. Sometimes, materials know things
that a painter does not know, and it is the nature of materials
that leads the painter to deeper realms.
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Auspicious Animal No.2
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Courtesy of the artist and
MATTHEW LIU FINE ARTS

Shi Zhiying loves ltalo Calvino's Six Memos for the Next Millennium,
which has a detailed description of how to express vagueness.
It's a game of language as a material about why to choose
these few words to express vagueness. Shi Zhiying discovered
that "for painting, it's actually about construction." These colors
and shapes are all connected with the materiality of painting
itself, jointly constructing one's feelings and consciousness.

Shi Zhiying said, "For me, no matter what | paint, it's about my
understanding of painting itself, including the practice of
translation with painter's brush." From the figures of Buddha in
Dunhuang, she learned ancient people's summary of objects
and phenomena, and appreciated some refined strokes that
modern people had not thought of. She studied why a line
could bend so softly. Naturally, she is also familiar with other
artists' explorations of weight and lightness. In Cy Twombly's
brushstrokes, she saw how to achieve lightness through
composition and resetting the balance of the picture. With
Luc Tuymans, Shi Zhiying saw how dealing with the "shape"
could make the picture more agile. She understands that
observing an artist is not about learning their painting style,
but understanding how they answer the relationship between
"the world, the brush, and the self". Then she establishes her
own answers.

Shi Zhiying understands painting as a transformation between
objects — her consciousness gradually enters into objects,
and then makes the objects appear on the canvas. She makes
herself a medium, allowing rocks and the sea to communicate
through her brushes, and in a shared consciousness and
spirituality, begin to converse with each other.



About "The City of lllusions " and "The Glass Ball Game"

On a fixed canvas, after Shi Zhiying discovered how
consciousness coalesces in her own unique way, her next
step was to explore how consciousness flows. "The City of
lllusions" series is one such practice.

Shi Zhiying considers her work as "emulating" — copying
without seeking exact resemblance but aiming for a
similar mood. She chose these figures from Dunhuang and
transformed them into the language of painting, intending
to use painting to study the relationship between form and
line. Under her brushes, the figures essentially depict the
state of existence of things, a state between "being" and
"non-being". The works in the exhibition are reliefs but not
reliefs, images but not images, and the existence referred to
by the works is always in flux. At the critical point where we
feel the work and form consciousness, our consciousness is
transformed into something fluid, no longer seeking stable
images. Consciousness thus flows.

"The City of lllusions" originates from one of the seven
metaphors in the Lotus Sutra. Weary travelers are tormented
by hunger and thirst on the road. To appease them, the
leader conjures up a city for everyone to rest in. In the
transformed city, there are singing birds and endless
beautiful scenery. The travelers linger in the transformed
city, enjoying physical and mental comfort, unaware that
everything in the city is illusory. When their bodies and minds
are full again, the leader tells them that the city is just an
illusion and they need to continue their journey.

Today, Shi Zhiying is no longer confused by the binary thinking
of "abstract — concrete". She understands that narrative does
not diminish the charm of painting. The relationship between
painting and the city of illusions lies in what is gained after
entering the city. lllusion and imagery are not contradictory,
but promote the flow of consciousness. Narrative forms
a lighter entrance, which is the entrance to painting, and
to consciousness as well. Both the brushstrokes and the
images of painting are illusory cities, while consciousness, like
travelers in the city, lingers.
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It is Shi Zhiying's method of illusion to transform existing
reliefs from the real world into images on a two—dimensional
plane. The entire exhibition "Stones and Stories" at Yuz
Museum is also a city of illusions. The space design echoes
the theme, making up the seventh story. Integrating the
artworks' context and the museum's spatial style, Wang
Qing designed the circulation as a layered illusory city. If you
overlook the entire structure, it is a cyclical and endless loop,
without a set viewing order. Seats are scattered around the
central circular space of the main hall, radiating outward
like ripples. When the audience enter the exhibition hall, they
enter Shi Zhiying's oriental tales, as well as the city of illusions
about paintings. In the story, the audience experience Shi
Zhiying's way of painting and the magic of this exhibition.

The juxtaposition of A Bow! of Water and The Temple of Heaven
symbolizes the direction of the flow of consciousness, similar
to "eating the mushroom on this side can make you grow taller
while taking a bite on the other side will make you shrink"
in Alice in Wonderland. In "Stones and Stories" as "a city of
illusions", a bowl! of water could occupy the same consciousness
space as the temple of heaven. The scale is determined by
individuals. Just like in the story of "The Glass Ball Game", stone
models in Shi Zhiying's studio and the large—scale work Mars
are juxtaposed, occupying the same consciousness space.
When the sunlight shines onto all the stones through the glass,
consciousness and time flow among all the stones.

The English title of the exhibition is translated into "Stones
and Stories" instead of the "Oriental Tales". In "Stones and
Stories", the number of stones equals the number of stories,



both infinite. Thus, the glass ball game could be endless, and
painting could be endless.

The glass ball game is a dialogue with time. A stone traverses
all the stories, like a dream catcher traversing all dreams.
Audience need the patience of a stone. Another name for
artist Shi Zhiying is Stone. This is a coincidence, but also a
glass ball game in time, a pursuit of perception and naming,
and a game of lightness and weight. "The Story of the Stone"
also alludes to the classic Chinese novel Dream of the Red
Chamber, and Daguanyuan is no less than a metaphor of the
illusory city for readers.

The inspiration for this exhibition comes from the Nouvelles
Orientales by French writer Marguerite Yourcenar. One story
about a painter, written in 1936, carries profound meaning.
Faced with life and death, the painter remained immersed in
his own world of painting. "He painted and painted, and the sea
in his painting flooded the palace hall." His friend rowed a boat
to him, saying, "Let's go, to the kingdom beyond the waves."

The ripples stirred by Shi Zhiying send an invitation: "Let's go,
to the kingdom beyond the waves." She loves the end of this
story: "They disappeared into the ocean blue as the sky."

The exhibition ripples, seemingly answering: What is painting?
What can painting offer? What can painting obtain?

In artworks, what we see is not the true colors of things, but
of our own, and the quality of our consciousness.

At the end of The Story of the Stone, the characters disappeared
in the vast snow. At the end of the Nouvelles Orientales, the
painter disappeared into the ocean blue as the sky. The quality
of consciousness is marked by simultaneous disappearance
and appearance, full and bright. It reminds me of a poem by
Zen Master Dogen:

Unmoored
in midnight water,
no waves, no wind,
the empty boat
is flooded with moonlight.

The poem presents the quality of consciousness reaching
fulfilment, the coexistence of enlightenment and emptiness.

This is the most enchanting aspect of the oriental tales,
and the art that Shi Zhiying tirelessly pursues: being without
dwelling, yet giving myriad thoughts; transcending oneself,
like crossing the river with a single reed.

References:

" Marguerite Yourcenar, Nouvelles Orientales, Chinese trans. by Yinghong
Duan (Shanghai: Shanghai Joint Publishing Company, 2021).

2 Jane Hirshfield, Nine Gates, Entering the Mind of Poetry, Essays by Jane
Hirshfield (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1997).
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