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Preface

In Art today we shouldn’t ignore America. It’s not simply that the United States has become a world center for art
and culture and source of current trends, but that the emergence of any art form or concept is simply a reflection of the
present era.

Our attitude toward and acceptance of the new changes with the times. For many years our understanding of Ameri-
can oil painting focused on a few contemporary masters. Naturally this has had a bearing on our conception of current art.
This collection, Contemporary American Oil Painting features works that give us an opportunity to shift our perspective
away from these masters. By taking into account the full scope of contemporary American painting, we can sense its over-
all pattern of development. Each artist’s creation when carefully considered reveals the influences of society, culture and
creative drive. What becomes most evident in the current idiom when viewed broadly is its simplicity and directness. On-
ly by being involved in the broader scene can we hope to achieve greatness. I remember ten years ago there was a very
promising Chinese painter who left for the U.S. to seek out these modern masters. After studying their paintings he felt
optimistic that his own artistic achievements would reach their level. Ten years have past and another Chinese painter who
had emigrated to America told me that while visiting art galleries he would often run across a certain artist’s rather unex-
ceptional paintings. Since then this same artist has become famous and attracts serious attention from museum curators.
The experiences of these two artists illustrate this point.

Though this book can’t provide a complete and comprehensive overview of American oil painting, it’s representation
is accurate and fulfills the intent of the editors.

As we skim over years of artistic progress, taking in its evolution and recent developments, we subconsciously adapt
to the astonishing changes engendered by the modern spirit. Theories change with each new artistic movement that e-
merges from the West. We’ve witnessed the rise of Minimalism, Formalism, Pop, Abstraction, Conceptualism among
others. Yet their influence is far reaching. We are left with no means to identify where we belong and cannot be expected
to embrace and absorb at a moment’s notice each and every ideology that comes along. As art progresses along post-mod-
em, avant-garde, new imagist, etc. trends of thought, the vocabulary of art and artistic concepts change at a baffling
rate. The lines along which artistic ideas progress have become irresolvably tangled. How can we stay abreast of this pro-
tean art scene? How can we distinguish the main trends from the minor ones? Which among these will end up on the art
world’s center stage? It’s increasingly difficult to predict.

We can see from the past and the world around us a trend toward pluralism in world culture. The art world must
function within cultural and economic systems. That these are in disarray certainly has an alienating effect on the arts.On
the other hand, the effect may be one of broadening the scope of artistic activity and allowing more artistic freedom. We
should in any case concern ourselves primarily with art as it relates to our inner lives.

I recall reading this apt statement: Don’t become an artist, be an artist. It should come as naturally as being a man
or a woman; a state of being that owes nothing to self-determination . Consider for example smoking cigarettes. Who gives



serious thought to how or when to take up this habit? Those who take it up do so in accordance with their inclinations. As
habits form, so can they change. Some can kick a habit while for others it becomes an addiction that weaves itself into
the pattern of their existence. In the same way, a passion can be inseparable from one’s life, indispensible to one’s exis-
tence. This illustrates the essential relationship of art to the artist. When painting is one’s passion, practise and experi-
ence quickly yield mastery. Painters must follow their inclinations in order to develop. But those who have the idea of
“becoming”an artist try in vain to acquire a creative instinct.

The more fundamental an artist is in spirit, the closer his art will be to his innate self. The artists featured here un-
derstand and respect this innate self and its influence on their art. They give free rein to their creative instincts drawn
from this inner well-spring and invite the chance discoveries which broaden their means of expression. This is evident in
the works of artists such as Carolyn Singh whose paintings reveal her affinity for the narrative idiom. Peter Drake’s pre-
posterous juxtapositions loom like roadsigns marking his search through a psychological void. Tal Walton’s work reveals
his inclination toward the symbolic. In short, memorable paintings, like faces, impress us with their distinctive features.
The key to our personalities is hidden at the core of our being which, without our being conscious of it, ultimately finds
expression in our art.

Our life styles and ideologies as with those of the artists represented here differ with our respective localities. Re-
gional, political and social variance precludes us from subscribing to the agenda of any particular country, people or indi-
vidual. The environment leaves its mark on our individual characters, especially in an era dominated by the individual id-
iom. Our world is subtly altered by our moods and states of mind. We are the sum of our mental activity. Skill allows us
to express ourselves through art. Art becomes purely a matter of the individual, manifesting itself perhaps as an explo-
ration, a solitude, a mute incantation, or even a joke, each creation the result of the artist’s subjective search. But such
investigations are unlikely to produce any unifying theory. Each artist’s experience is a uniquely personal proposition.
We find we have a diminishing hand in its determination. We haven’t practical means to confer amongst ourselves. We
can only respond through creative effort.

Gifted artists provide more than genius. Their work deserves a knowledgable public to appreciate them. Experienc-
ing the richly diverse imaginative worlds of these artists is enlightening. We each have our own lives with different back-
grounds and origins. As long as we observe balance in our lives and maintain our desire to create, we will continue to en-
joy renewed artistic vitality and the muse will remain always at our side.

Using so many words here on the question of painting is bound to make it sound complicated. Perhaps I have di-
gressed. I mean to say that painting is simple and possesses character. 1’m grateful to Jilin Fine Arts Publishing House
and Editor, Zhang Xuejie, for bringing to the reader such a fine book and for their trust in me.

Jia Difei
May, 1999






SR ARIBTF W - SR - A MR EiAF 132x203cm 1995

Patio with Flowers Alice Dalton Brown oil on canvas 52”x80”
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BRZIBM il - 2R - MW A mifi 66x94cm 1997
Autumn Reverie Alice Dalton Brown oil on canvas 26" x37”
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FiErTEe il - 2R - W WME WA 114x178cm 1998
Afternoon Calm Alice Dalton Brown oil on canvas 45”x70”
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ICIZHREIR - A ME R 46x107cm 1997
Memory Abode Leigh Behnke oil on panel 18”x42”
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A Al A W M S1x132em 1997
Passage West Leigh Behnke oil on panel 20”x52”
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WRFE ARG - e hE mi i 76x102cm 1996
Must Go George Nick oil on canvas 30”x40”
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R\ friG - ey W mifi 102x102cm 1988
Dowager George Nick oil on canvas 40" x40”
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BRAE: EES KL UF W B 61x6lcm 1996
Paris Series: Saint Germain Glen Hansen oil on panel 24”x24"
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