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Wang Zhong
Editor-in-chief of Art Magazine
January, 2008

Suoluoweikanji Studio, Beijing

o

Poetry and Human Warmth

—The Chen Hsientung Beijing Exhibition

It was largely by happenstance that I became acquainted with the art of Chen Hsientung.
In 1999 in Shenzhen, I was involved with selecting paintings from Hong Kong, Macao,
and Taiwan for the gth National Fine Arts Exhibition. At the preparatory site, a brilliant
and colorful array of paintings was scattered through several large rooms, but one, leaning
against the wall in a far corner, projected a character and presence that drew me across
the room. Excitedly I knelt down to take a closer look. I was told it was by Taiwanese artist
Chen Hsientung, who, in his enthusiasm for the exhibition, had traveled to Shenzhen
to personally deliver the painting for the selection process. So impressed was I with
the depth and character of this artist's work and his keenness to participate in China's
national exhibition that I asked the exhibition organizers to contact him on my behalf,
hoping to obtain images and background information on his work through which, in Art

Magazine, I could introduce Chen Hsientung to the art world of China.

Not long after, in the offices of Art Magazine, I received a call from Taiwan; the male
voice I heard, the voice of Chen Hsientung, spoke crisp, clear Mandarin in warm and
elegant tones. Half a year later when he arrived with a tour group in Beijing, we met, and
in person, I saw an elderly man, warm and sincere in manner, who projected a degree of

youth and energy that belied his actual age.

In 2000, Art Magazine's first issue of the new millennium brought this Taiwanese artist
to the attention of the mainland China art world. Later, through my introduction, he
also participated in two Beijing International Art Biennales, where his presence at the
exhibition and related events brought him and his art into closer contact with artists and
art lovers in China. As a friend of the artist, I encouraged him to hold a solo exhibition
in Beijing to enhance awareness of his art in the mainland, and to encourage stronger

exchanges between Taiwan and China. These were Chen's aims also, and now, after



several years of planning and preparation, our goal is being realized—Chen Hsientung's
solo exhibition, an event worthy of celebration, is taking place in March of this year in

Beijing's China National Art Museum. *

As a critic and art lover, my standards are demanding, but I hold great admiration for the
art of Chen Hsientung. While his favored genres are ones he shares with other artists, few
of their works ever move me as his do. Viewing the works of those other artists—some
of whom enjoy significant international status—I experience a transient sense of novelty
or stimulation at the perceptual level, but find little that draws me in emotionally.
Despite their critical acclaim, I feel no natural kinship with their work, and can only feel
a kind of detached respect for their art, rather than love. Art, in fact, is like love: While a
matchmaker can try to bring two people together, a matchmaker's glowing descriptions
of a potential mate can never ignite a spark where no mutual attraction exists. Likewise,
in art, subjective feeling and aesthetics are all that ultimately count: My experience of
work by the above artists is simply not the same as with Chen Hsientung, whose paintings
invoke the intimacy and approachability of a meeting with an old friend. As soon as I set

my eyes on them, they draw me into their special world.

Much of what is happening in art and aesthetics today has grown overly complex and
mysterious, when in fact the real question is simple: what is required is simply that
viewers examine and judge works using their own aesthetic intuition. As an art critic
(and as an ordinary person who loves art), I would say to you I like Chen Hsientung's art
because I respond to it instinctively, and it would go against my conscience to praise it
if I didn't feel that instinctive attraction. Beyond that, I would say Chen's art possesses
a poetry that is intimately connected with our personal experience, a kind of beauty in

thought and feeling that is near and dear to the human heart. Most simply, I love it for
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the great human warmth it exudes. Xu Fangzhi has said that "nature is the chief subject of
Chen Hsientung's art," and Chen indeed gives expression to nature through his art, though
I hasten to point out that this is not nature as we imagine it in a prehistoric or primordial
state, but a nature humanized by concern and emotional involvement. Chen Hsientung's
art presents us with the warmth of his feeling for life, and encountering his work, we can
hardly avoid saying, with a thankful sigh, "Isn't life good?" Here we find the true meaning
of Chernyshevsky's definition of the beautiful: "Life is beauty." Chen differs from those
artists who portray the world as barren and lifeless, with a kind of ghastly mysteriousness;
neither does he present us with a shattered, insecure world of upheaval, stifling in its fear
and despair, as some others do. The mood of Chen's art is diametrically opposed to these:
he gives us poetry from the heart and a sense of the joy of life. His work does possess
mystery, but the ineffable mystery of Chen's work responds to the aesthetic longings of
those who truly love life, and the mystery of his art holds unexpected surprises. Those
who know Chen well know how much his work is informed with his personal outlook. His
is not the scarred and cynical outlook of a pessimistic existentialist, but that of an artist
with an engaged, thankful, and loving personality, one who loves friends and family and
the living world that is the source of his inspiration. Given Chen's healthy outlook, it's
hard to imagine him having much interest in some of today's warped, frenzied painting
experiments, much less in the shock effect of something like disrobing for an audience as

part of a performance art spectacle.

Readers can sense for themselves, in the work of any artist, how deeply their personal
worldviews are reflected by the nature of their artistic output. Against the backdrop of
much of the edgy, rash, impetuous art currently enjoying a vogue, Chen Hsientung's
art seems all the more valuable for its sense of reserve, for its tranquility, poetry, and
harmony. While the ancient philosopher Confucius did not believe that human nature was

necessarily inherently good, he nevertheless believed in the notion that humanity seeks



what is good. The affirmation of Chen's art encourages us to find the good in what we see,
and speaks to us of a worldview that transcends time and shares its ideals with this great

thinker of ancient China.

‘Chen's art exudes a most appealing poetry and musical feeling. Music and poetry were
not artistic forms that human beings created out of nothing; the impulse toward lyrical
expression through music and verse arises from our deepest instincts. These deep
impulses, throughout the course of the human struggle for survival, have continually
sought objectified form, and thus were born our music and poetic arts. The same is true of
painting. I cannot speak directly of what process might have led to the uniquely musical
and poetic character of Chen's art, having not discussed this with him, though I would
hazard a guess that the artist's cultivation in these areas is a significant factor. But from
what I experience when in contact with the paintings themselves, I can say with certainty
that Chen succeeds even more brilliantly than did Wassily Kandinsky at invoking
the atmosphere of music on the canvas. Kandinsky's is often only a stiff, mechanical
placement of rhythmic symbols on the canvas, which suggests a conductor at work but
cannot make the viewer feel the pulse of the music, whereas Chen Hsientung's very

conception embodies a music that viewers feel and sense instinctively.

Chen's close acquaintances know how thoroughly he studies every material, every pigment
and technical effect, but his experiments with technical methods have a clearly defined
goal—to serve in the creation of the amazing, poetic vistas we find in his paintings. A
Chen Hsientung painting first seizes us with its refreshing expansiveness, and only later,
when we try to discern why his conception has effect, do we gradually discover the unique
craftsmanship involved in the materials, pigments, and special techniques he employs.
The sequence of these reactions is important: they are the prerequisites that guarantee

the artist will continue to produce similarly moving and intriguing works. By contrast,
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while some of my artist friends expend similar effort in creating paintings, in the end they
convey only a sense of carefully arranged color blocks and textural effects in works that
lack real human resonance—certainly outstanding choices for the decoration of hotel walls

or printed fabric patterns, but little else.

Some may classify Chen's painting as "abstract,” while for others it is "imagistic." For
me, it is unique and best remains unclassified, though I suppose it could appropriately
be called a kind of "poetic representation." In the '80s, corresponding with the
aesthetician Hong Yiran, we decided that the term "abstract" was often improperly used,
because abstraction is an invisible property of thought, and that "imagistic" was also an
inappropriate term for Chen Hsientung's work. Advocates of imagistic painting speak of
a union of subjective concept and objective image, but the images in Chen's paintings are
not "objective images,"” but "poetically evocative images." You can say that a particular
image represents a mountain, yet on closer examination it does not; likewise what may
first appear to be a lake is actually unlike a real lake, and our first impression of other
images, that they resemble rustic buildings, may also be difficult to sustain with certainty.
The poetic, evocative images employed by Chen are most deceptive: while they evoke
associations with apparently familiar objects, we remain uncertain what name to give
those objects. Importantly, these poetic forms are not cold, lifeless symbols, but images
that, through their organic arrangement, stimulate our memory of forms familiar to
us from our daily experience, though at the same time, they remain distinct from any
objective presentation of, say, the forms of a landscape. Whenever we perceive distinct,
recognizable forms in a painting, its ability to evoke poetic associations will be diminished,
yet if that same work evokes nothing familiar from our own lives, it will remain distant
and fail to draw us into its embrace. This artist's poetic representations, at once evocative
of landscapes yet strangely containing no identifiable landscape images, constitute an

artistic territory that Chen Hsientung has navigated with a success few artists ever enjoy.



These images are distinct from those the venerable painter Qi Baishi described as being
"like, yet not like" what they represent: what Qi Baishi intends is the idea that a subjective,
painted version of a cabbage is "like" the cabbages that have objective existence in our
world, even though an ink-wash painting of;a cabbage is of course "unlike," or cannot
be equated with, the objective cabbages that exist in reality. But whichever of Qi Baishi's
cabbages we are looking at, they can be easily ascertained to be what we call "cabbages."
The poetic imagery of Chen Hsientung's art, however, can never be equated, finally and
unmistakably, with any particular items from the real world. Thus I believe that Chen
Hsientung's paintings are neither what would be called abstraction in the West nor what
the Chinese call Iyrical imagery, but are a kind of poetic representation lying precisely
between the two, and it is this type of imagery which is Chen's special contribution to the
history of art. But classifications and terminology are, finally, unimportant: What matters
is whether the thought and emotion embodied in these works, their expressive power, is
something that moves us, that serves and enriches us, at the aesthetic and spiritual level.
What I admire in Chen's work is not just the quality of his technical accomplishment, but
the fact that by means of his distinctive technique, he successfully communicates a world

of evocative poetic images that satisfy with their warmth and humanity.

Though this is Chen Hsientung's 8oth year, he retains both the vigor and the outlook
of a much younger person. I believe we can therefore look forward to more of Chen's
surprising creations in the unique style of poetic representation he has created. Today, as
one who has enjoyed long friendship with this artist, I extend to him my heartfelt wishes
for the greatest possible success in this, his 80-year retrospective at the China National
Art Museum.

15



