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Tradition as Visual Memory

Rice paper and ink are the basic elements of traditional Chinese painting.
Lin Yan, however, infuses these rudiments of tradition with a new identity
and re-casts the roles of rice paper and ink. She returns to a fundamental
understanding and exploration of traditional materials by removing the act
of painting and brushstrokes. Her 2005 series can be divided into two
groups. In the first, she pastes layers of plain rice paper of differing sizes,
textures, and colors onto a large plaster mold that is cast from the metal
floor of her studio loft, creating a richly illuminated collage of complex
textures and colors. In the second, she applies rice paper that has been
soaked in ink to the plaster molds. From a distance, they appear to be
pieces of black painted canvas, but closer inspection reveals a fascinating
visual interplay between ink, texture, fibers, and subtle variations of color.
Inspired by the traditional dialogue between ink and paper in classical
Chinese painting, Lin offers her own interpretation of ink on paper, raising
the question: can the visual memory of these timeless elements sustain
the tradition of classical Chinese painting itself?

Borne out of her personal history as an artist who has lived in Beijing,
France, and now resides in New York, Lin’s art is not confined to her
cultural identity as a Chinese woman; rather, it is essentially contemporary
in its sophisticated interrogation of the use of traditional materials. She
creates work in response to her own deeply ingrained exposure to ink and
paper. Traces of minimalism that suffused her art in the 1990s can still be
detected in her recent work. Lin, however, has now shifted her emphasis
onto the theme of visual memory. Delicately abstract details: varying
shades of ink and the intricate textural landscapes that emerge out of the
paper’'s fibers reveal Lin’s departure from pure minimalism to her
exploration of the aesthetic depths and the cultural richness of these
emblems of traditional Chinese painting.

Lin's elegantly subtle ink and rice paper creations further investigate
gender roles within the elements themselves. The delicacy of rice paper
and the flowing nature of ink allude to distinctly feminine qualities, which
are juxtaposed against the masculinity of the rivet-like raised dots that
imitate the appearance of metal joinery.  Within this fusion of femininity
and masculinity, or yin and yang, which has been apparent in Lin's work
since the late 1980s, she instills a powerful sense of cultural nostalgia. The
raised rivet-like dots are reminiscent of the patterned relief found on the
doorknobs of Beijing’s ancient buildings, which are quickly disappearing
into the encroaching maze of modern buildings. Lin’s art strives to



preserve Beijing’s vanishing physical history as she invokes the memory of
its traditional architecture through her sculptural compositions.

Lin’s work transcends the boundaries of being Western or Chinese despite
the fact that her art follows two generations of modern artists in her own
family. Her grandfather, Pang Xungin returned to Shanghai from Paris in
1930 to introduce modern art to China. After years of creating art outside
of China, Lin, like her grandfather, returns to elemental symbols of Chinese
cultural tradition. She transforms ink and paper within her immediate
geography, whether it is the physical space of her studio’s metal floors in
New York or the infinite space of displaced memories infused with Beijing'’s
traditional architecture, to establish a contemporary tradition through her
poignant depiction of cultural memory.
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