Three Generations of Chinese Modernism

The paintings of Qiu Ti appear peaceful and meditative, but their calm exterior is
deceptive. Behind these lyrical paintings lies a lifelong struggle against stifling
orthodoxies.

As a member of the first generation of Chinese woman artists to take up oil painting in
the 1930s, Qiu Ti challenged the prevailing ink painting tradition. Introduced to French
influenced Post-Impressionism during a visit to Japan, she also rejected the academic
realism practiced by Western oriented Chinese painters during the pre-communist era.
Instead, she embraced Modernism. She was the only member of the avant-garde group
The Storm Society to win that group’s prestigious award. After 1949, artists who
belonged to the Storm Society were condemned as practitioner of “bourgeois formalism”
and hence adversaries of the politically correct Socialist Realism of Communist regime.
She died in 1958 of a heart attack brought on by the news that her husband, painter Pang
Xungin had been named a “rightist”.

Each of Qiu Ti’s works is thus a declaration of artistic freedom. These paintings celebrate
private life and personal observation. They are full of details — a black lacquer box
casually open beside a vase of roses, for instance, or pottery ornamented with Chinese
patterns — which serves as a planter — which reveal the artist’s desire to give the genre of
Chinese face.

Meanwhile, her close study of western models results in tangible space and rounded
forms that break free from the abstracted conventions of traditional ink painting. The
colors she favors — flashes of deep reds, oranges and greens against a more neutral ground
—reveal an effort to exploit the emotional impact of color.

A landscape from 1947, painted just before political changes made Modernism suspect, is
a further departure from custom. Chinese women painters of the time rarely strayed into
landscape, which was considered a male prerogative. Refusing to blinker her vision, Qiu
Ti offers a glimpse of old Shanghai, a city of red roofs and intimate backyard gardens
which is now gone forever.

Pang Tao, daughter of Qiu Ti, has taught painting in Beijing for over thirty years. While
she worked in a realist idiom for many years, she was inspired by the relaxation of
government control over artists in 1980 to experiment with new forms and materials. She
furthered these interests during a year long visit to Paris in 1984.

The works in this exhibition reveal the results of these investigations. In these paintings,
Chinese bronzes serve as the catalyst for a range of stylistic innovations. In some
paintings, the familiar contour of the bronze almost disappears beneath a welter of



expressive brushstrokes and vibrant colors. Figure and ground meld while richly painted
expanses of deep blue and black draw the eye into a mysterious, metaphysical space.

In other paintings, the Chinese bronze provides the raw material for a painstaking
analysis of form. Here, the outline of the bronze is shattered and then carefully
reassembled into a field of intricately interlocked planes of muted gray, black and yellow.
The rhythmic alternations of the precisely delineated color planes give these
compositions an almost musical quality.

In yet other works, shards of brilliant color create a mosaic effect as they sweep over the
surface of the painting. Their swelling trajectories seem to transform the bronze into a
living entity.

Drawing on approaches to abstraction drawn from Cubism, Abstract Expressionism and
Constructivism, Pang Tao creates formal compositions inspired by one of the most
ancient Chinese art forms. Balancing old and new, tradition and innovation, and
abstraction and representation, she carries on her mother’s search for a Modernism that
expresses a Chinese spirit.

Lin Yan, daughter of Pang Tao and granddaughter of Qui Ti, situates her
artistic practice in a metaphoric space between China and the West. A graduate
of the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing, she pursued graduate art
studies in Paris and Pennsylvania before settling in New York. Her work takes
the family preoccupation with Modernism in a new direction.

From a Western perspective, her work appears to be a female response to the
mute aggression of certain varieties of Western minimalism. Instead of corten
steel and iron, she creates constructions from wood and canvas painted a deep,
mesmerizing black. The surfaces of her works contain nearly invisible marks
and imprints which are only visible in the raking light. As a result, they

have a delicacy that owes more to the restrained spirituality of Ad Reinhardt
than to the brute materiality of Richard Serra.

An Asian perspective adds another layer of meaning. Lin Yan notes that this
body of work was inspired by a 1994 visit to her native Beijing. After a nine
year absence, she found the city almost unrecognizable. High rises and modern
office buildings were replacing the traditional houses of her childhood. She
began creating black paintings as a kind of elegy to the city she remembered.
The industrial references in these works - the chains, hooks, metallic pipes
bursting through the painting's surface - suggest the violence of the

transition. Other forms recall roof shingles and beams from the old Beijing.
Meanwhile, the color black makes reference to the rich ink strokes of the
traditional Chinese painting. It creates a mysterious depth, while also



introducing a funerary note. Extending the elegiac connotations, the subtle
raised images and patterns on the black canvases are based on traditional
architectural ornament. Several drawings here, based on her grandmother's
compositions, use various shades of black to pull a disappearing legacy out of
the shadows.

Thus, Lin Yan melds her multiple influences to reshape the minimalist
vocabulary to her own purposes. By self-consciously simplifying her means of
expression, she produces a poetry that transcends the bounds of East and West.

From catalogue essay Three Generations of Chinese Modernism
by Eleanor Heartney /Art in America
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