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Tian Wei:

The 21st century has witnessed unprecedented extensive exchanges between Chinese

art and the international art world at all levels and the promoted mutual understanding
among different cultures, which help to explore creativity in art and the construction
of an art and culture of this age. It is in this context that we not only need to examine
how local Chinese artists solve contemporary art issues based on experiences of Chinese
socio — cultural context, but also cast our sight to overseas Chinese artists and see how
they confront cultural challenges in an alien culture and make their judgment, choice
and achievement. It is in this sense that Tian Wei, who returns to China from the US, is
unfolding an important case study.

Moving to the United States in the mid 1980’ and almost unseen ever since in local art
events in China, Tian Wei is unfamiliar to the Chinese art world. Therefore, when his
works are presented before us in his solo exhibition — with both productions from his
twenty—year overseas life and recent works of certain themes — they offer a new visual
experience that reveals not only the crossing culture explorations of a Chinese artist, but
also his bold experiments in melting different cultures.

Twenty years in the US have provided Tian Wei with an eclectic vision, and the art
education he had there has given him the gene of western modern art, hence his
undoubtedly western sensitivity of art. Western modern art, from the early — 20th century
European abstract painting to the American Abstract Expressionism, is the origin of his
artistic ideas and style, leading to an art that pursues visual novelty, strength of formal
structure and spontaneous expression in painting. To a certain extent, his personality is a
natural match to his artistic ambition that desires expansion, presented as a strong visual
tension in his work. Despite the periodic changes in the form, technique and style of his
painting, this trait remains unchanged as the inner power to support his work and his
incessant exploration.

However, two elements propel Tian Wei’s art towards a new direction instead of following
the path of western modernist abstraction. The first element is western “postmodern”

art, which showed him the possibilities of painting as a way of cultural dialog. Painting,

A Cultural Path of the Contemporary

Fan Di’an Director, National Art Museum of China



Transcribed

by Zheng lao

which used to stay in an enclosed system, stopped to statically brag itself and started to participate in shaping a new cultural
pattern through interactions with society and culture, by way of conceptual utterance — dialog becomes the motivation for art
creation. Tian Wei captured such a character of painting in contemporary art, or in another word, such an opportunity in the
transition of western culture, and transformed the pure Expressivity in his painting practice into a Descriptivity, in an effort to
express his vision and attitude towards culture through the medium of abstraction. On the other hand, the longer he stayed in
the US, the more he is inclined to Chinese traditional culture. He drew upon Chinese calligraphy, a language that integrates
both abstraction and expressivity, attempting to probe the melting of western and Chinese art in the contemporary context.
In short, Tian is committed, over the years, to a “dual transformation”, i.e., transforming at the basic level of abstraction the
purely “expressive” language in western abstract painting into a language with “descriptive” functions, while in the same time
transforming the “expressive” technique in Chinese writing into a form capable of rendering “descriptive” content. Through
the latter, which is a transformation at the conceptual and lingual level, he seems to have got a double — edged sword quenched
with both Chinese and western cultural genes, which enables him to deal directly with the current cultural scene with his best
creative talent.

Perhaps, Tian Wei’s painting may best be called a “Chinese postmodern painting”, which comprises surface symbols and
substrate textures. In terms of surface symbols, he writes out with Chinese calligraphy the English words that he acquires in
everyday life, symbols associated with the popular culture. Eligible and understandable, they are full of the delight and humor
of life, but in the meantime, the strong writing form has turned them into lines of abstraction, which is a noticeable feature of
his style. Here, the issue for Tian Wei to tackle is to convert the ways of writing in traditional Chinese calligraphy, with its own
distinctive aesthetic criteria, into modern ways of writing. Working on canvas instead of on Chinese paper, Tian Wei must find
ways to heighten the visual strength of the writing lines, which he achieves through the use of heavy pigment, which allows the
flat lines to protrude and be dimensional. The very strong pigment not only enables the presentation of the expressive elements
in the writing process, such as the movement and force of the strokes, it also produces accidental effects on the canvas, whereby
he achieves the transition from tradition to modernity in both the content and form of writing. The substrate texture, on the
other hand, is the object he dialogs with, which incorporates both icons in western art history at some time and references of
Chinese art or calligraphy at other times. Thus, the visual contrast between the surface and the substrate plays a live drama of
cultural dialog.

Tian Wei knows that such a way of expressing his feeling in a constructive production is the result of the combination of both
sense and sensibility. He wants his work to be filled with the emotional experiences of the modern man, and to have a strong
visual effect, to which end he uses pure and strong colors, including the strongest fluorescent pigments. His experiment in this
respect has gone to the extreme, but also frees his work from existing visual norms.

Confronted with western modernism and postmodernism, Chinese artists since the 20th century feel a common anxiety
over the impacting of different cultures, hence a common issue facing them has been to find a way of their own out of the
differences between the Chinese and western cultures. Tian Wei’s art demonstrates the experiments and engagement of a
Chinese artist at the frontline of conflicting and impacting cultures, who manages to produce a crossing culture text that

blends genes from both cultures. It is in this respect that I am positive of Tian Wei’s art.
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The Third Way

Uli: Just to finish my definition of where I stand before I can go into Tian Wei's work: if a

Western person lacking the skill of writing Chinese talks about Chinese calligraphy, it’s
like talking about the other end of the world. We haven’t been there; it doesn’t mean we
don’t have an imagination of what it is, but we can only talk about this imagination.
Victoria: Yes, so it’s interesting that we are having this conversation, because we are
talking from two extreme ends. From a Western point of view, there isn’t a history of
calligraphy, the art of readable letters. In the Middle Ages, of course, the manuscripts
were a kind of a calligraphic art but not the same as Chinese calligraphy, where we
actually use the letters’ forms to express very deep spiritual matters. So this is a totally
different concept in art. And so from the Chinese point of view, calligraphy is not
only visual forms; the meaning, the poetic meaning, or the statement has to be
expressed along with visual form. It is more similar to Islamic calligraphy. But Islamic
calligraphy has a religious purpose — the dignified, the sacred part of the writing is a
main issue. But Chinese calligraphy is more in the form of art, so it has to have the
visual effect as well. U: I think Arabic calligraphy is different. I can write the Arabic
alphabet. It’s an alphabet, it’s less than thirty letters. So I compare it more to other writing
than to Chinese calligraphy which is based on a very different concept. V: But a lot of
Islamic calligraphy is decorated with patterns and designs, so it becomes a very special
kind of decorative art — one with sacred meaning. That sacredness is not a part of
Chinese calligraphy. Chinese calligraphy has nothing to do with religion. Even though
there are the writings of Buddhism, Jing Shu, where they copied the book of
Buddhism the same way they copied the Bible in the Middle Ages. But that was not

considered art as much. Tian Wei uses the Chinese calligraphic form but writes in
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