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Nature in the Abstract

An Elucidation of Tan Ping’s Recent Works
By Yin Shuangxi PHD, Art Critique

In July of this year I was invited to visit the Samsung Gallery, in Seoul, Korea. My gaze fixed upon a work by
Mark Rothko for some times. A number of red squares floated mystically on the 200 x 120 cm dark-red
background. All these colors expressed a rational dignity and pulsed with a rhythm which allowed me to drift
freely through the painting. Once again the question that used to occupy my mind reemerged: Where is the

meaning in abstract art? In other words, is it possible to have art without content?

I recognize that my confusion is a result of the expansion in the 20" century of post-modern Pop art, which
confuses the border between art and life, and largely extended the definition of art. Comparatively, 20t century
abstract art has kept a respectful distance from daily life, and therefore affects us less intimately. For many
viewers abstract art is too mystical or obscure and they simply can't appreciate the experience. Numerous

critics have said that it is merely an academic art style, out of date, and no longer worthy of attention.

Viewing Tan Ping’s work under this context, we can't help but respect his continuous effort, and simultaneously,
experience some confusion. Tan Ping is without doubt an artist full of insight into life and humanity. He is
tirelessly devoted to creating and experimenting with visual languages, and never limits himself to a single
style. However, this insistence on discovery and process has led him down a long corridor with no exit. For
many years, he has created abstract works which continually change in form and method. Most of the success-
ful contemporary artists create images in a certain style with little variation in formal language, especially in
their later years. He has produced new series’ of works almost every year since 1989, each a fresh variation
with new tastes and value systems. There has never been a fixed or familiar aspect to Tan Ping’s art, as he has

always been committed to casting off “repetitive” ideas and “model” processes.

Tan Ping graduated from the Printmaking Department of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, and won the West
German Cultural Exchange Scholarship Deutschen Akademischen Austauschdienste (DAAD) to study in the
Free Art Department at Berlin University of Art. There he soon found that printmaking was already a marginal
contemporary art form. How could he rid himself of such capriciousness and focus on etching? As with printmaking,
the charm of a work is a result of the contrast, lighting, texture or paper materials, and it was just these

elements which enabled Tan Ping to express his understanding of human conditions.

Abstraction to Tan Ping is the means by which he may express the essential quality of a subject, an event, or
an environment. By exaggerating some elements he is able to express the essence of the subject’s nature, or

even his own perception, in a visual language. Thus, abstract aspects are made manifest in both realistic and



abstract styles of art.

I call Tan Ping’s work “Nature in the Abstract” for two reasons: firstly, his art abstracts the natural world, and
expresses the influence nature has had on his life; secondly, we might use an art historical logic to identify the
development of the abstraction of his works. This evolution is also a natural process. From his print Miner,
made while still at university, to his most recent works Circle on Blue and Black Background, we see a
condensed process of Western art development from figurative art to material to complete abstraction as well
as a view of the abstract heritage of the history of humanity. Although abstract art is mainly known from the
20™ century, its history as an art form is much longer. The elements used in abstraction: line, shape, volume,
graphics, proportion, space, light and shade, color, were all already part of the earliest stage of our artistic
evolution. This heritage is the very essence and significance of the natural world, the key to working out the

mysterious communications of nature.

The "circle” in his recent work is not an aesthetic symbol of general meaning, but his own astonishment at the
indignant, esoteric natural world. Experiencing such trauma during his father’s surgery, Tan Ping’s printing
then surpassed that initial feeling of suffering, and he was able to transfer those emotions — the biological
growth of cells—into a challenge and exploration of the laws of nature. Because he is an artist he turned
those strong emotions into objects of amusement and humor. His prints intimate that abstract art neither
opposes nor suppresses nature, but represents it in a new way. While realist painters gaze at objects, an
abstract artist turns his back away, and by looking into his heart he then puts that deepest sensation out into

his work. He manifests dreams, aspirations, ideas and even love — the gifts of nature.

Wassily Kandinsky said “abstract art does not exclude its relationship with nature. It neglects the skin of
nature, but never deviates from the natural principles. An abstract painter will receive a variety of stimulations,
not from any fragments of nature, but from the universe and diversity of nature, which accumulates in his
heart to form a work. This comprehensive ground will find a most appropriate means of expression, that is,
‘'non-material” expression. Abstract painting leads to a presentation more capacious, more liberal and contentive
than material painting.” [1] While to Huang Binhong, art-production is the process of a dialogue between the
artist and nature, during which, the artist finds a spiritual correspondence between ego and nature. An artist
is supposed to transfer his mind into a memory and meditation in front of the canvas, and comprehend nature
through a mutual reflection between subject and object. As Huang said, "Be natural without any reluctance;

that is the secret of art.” His highest recommendation to painting is to emanate an air of quiet solemnity,

Hr&E (Wassily Kandinsky)




*% (Joan Miro)

BIFK  (Franz Kline)

which calms the viewer and causes their conceit and impertinence to melt.

From Tan Ping’s prints I sense this "solemn mood”, as if seeing a bright and clear autumn sky. Various circles
float on a distant background, with lines freely walking, intertwining, and interlacing, superimposed patches of
color, all a result of confident and calm woodcutting. In addition to the structural and formal elements, he
focuses on the modulus composition of divergent visual units, and the borders between planes and units. In
other words, he concentrates on the relationship between these elements and a general reflection. He has said
"this way of painting relationships brings about a new meaning, which becomes a more and more significant
concentration on the division of forms, focusing on the transition from the interior of the painting to its exterior.
My current work is even more minimalist — with only a single patch of blue and several lines existing in a
holistic relationship.” Within such a complete relationship, Tan Ping filters the unnecessary noise from real life
and presents a bright, clear contextual scene. This in not a beautiful form in meaning, but the internal music
emphasized by Kandinsky who claimed to expel superficial artistic concerns in order to aid the viewer to free
himself from familiar visual appreciation and hearken to his own soul. The skilled compression of ideas to their
most basic unit must be identified as extreme abstraction, while material compressed to a minimum must be
recognized as extreme reality in “non-material”. If a line can be freed from the task of simply reproducing an
external object, then its internal sound can also be liberated by trying to successfully attain inner strength.
Indeed, this internal music represents the modern person’s private emotion and anxiety towards nature. In this
way, non-material art acquires its own “materialism” within a purer form. Kandinsky regarded content (spirit,
inner harmony) instead of form (material or non) as the most important problem. Modern art was already
inspired to reflect a new psyche. He also pointed out that the form of expression could vary between two
extremes; one, ultimate abstraction, and two, ultimate reality. These two radically different roads may lead to

a common conclusion —the two simultaneously exist in art and the first is reflected in the second.

On discussing Tan Ping’s work, we cannot neglect the influence his involvement in and comprehension of
design has had on his art over the past decade. Although we know that design played the role of catalyst in the
developments of 20" century art, Tan Ping chose to find a fresh perspective and methodology. From his
research and teaching of basic design, he simply introduced design elements into his work. Concepts of design
played a significant role in Tan Ping’s art—while fine art emphasizes remodeling and integrating one’s person-
ality into the work, design promotes a process of self-dissolution. Contemporary design focuses on innovation,
spirituality, culture and cross-disciplinary additive values. Tan Ping developed his own theories about the rela-

tionship between art and environment, time and space, art and the viewer, art and the gallery. He employed a



variety of media and forms to meet his expressive needs rather than limiting himself to a particular area of
representation. We expect all new possibilities to exist in the work of Tan Ping.

Those who have followed the course of art over the past twenty or thirty years will have been struck by its
persistence. “Abstract art” today is no longer a school, nor a particular movement. We prefer to define it as a

universal natural phenomenon, a universal language.

We are living in a time filled with great change and disorder, in a society confronted with conflict and crises, with
the loss of confidence in stability, and contemporary art exists in a far from ideal situation. However, we can see
the spirit of the universe hiding behind this chaotic and fractured reality. We increasingly witness the awakening
of personal liberty and self reflection as the motivation for creating art. The basis of all art-production, language
expression and individual creative style is the self. This universal spirit reflects a general quality in contemporary
art. Solitary character can be discovered and developed only in a free context, so do the fostering of rich and
renascent issues. The abstract art by Tan Ping presents a fully free art, casting off the bounds of realistic

images. This liberty originates in his insight into nature and life, the element Kandinsky called “internal music”.

Tan Ping is unyielding to the pressures of popular trends. In fact, the pressure of working within a fashionable
style limits rather than liberates our vision. Tan Ping takes art as a whole to be a significant result of humanity’s
free exploration and chooses an expressive form that matches his mind, personality and intelligence in a
creative and unrestrained way. In this age of fashion, he immerses himself in the experience and interpretation
of interior senses in order to make a firm contribution to the development of Chinese contemporary printmaking
and abstract art. He does not reproduce, idealize, or distort our world and time in a simple way; he extracts a
profound precept from the occasion. He has demonstrated that the possibility of creating another world in one’s

heart exists, though it may take years for us to fully understand the real value of his work.

Notes:
1. Walter Hess, translated by Zong Baihua, Selection on European Modern Art Theory, Peoples Fine Art Publishing House, Ist
Edition, Dec. 1980, Page 131

2. Huang Binhong's Quotation about Painting, Edited by Zhao Zhijun, Zhejiang Fine Art Publishinghouse, Ist edition in 1993
Jan., Page 107

3. Huang Binhong’s Quotation about Painting, Edited by Zhao Zhijun, Zhejiang Fine Art Publishinghouse, Ist edition in 1993
Jan., Page 106

4. Walter Hess, translated by Zong Baihua, Selection on European Modern Art Theory, Peoples Fine Art Publishing House, st
Edition, Dec. 1980, Page 132

5. Michel Seuphor, translated by Wang Shaoren, Dictionary of abstract painting,: With a history of abstract painting, Guangxi
Norman University Publishing House, Ist Edition, Dec.2002, Page 21

Translated by Jin Hua
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