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C.dJ. Yao

C.J. Yao, born in Taiwan in 1941, graduated from the Department of
Fine Arts at the National Taiwan Normal University in 1965.

Early in his career, he was active in Taiwanese and Asian art circles as an
abstractionist. In 1970, Yao emigrated to the United States. It was in New
York that he gave up abstractionism as a result of the influence of hyper-
realism. By means of exacting lineal techniques and brilliant colour rendi-
tion, he depicts the kaleidoscopic world of the metropolis, thus launching
himself into the hyperrealistic current.

Yao is skillful at representing the reflected images seen on glass fibre,
steel frames, shop windows and the like. The fact that there are reflections
within reflections generates in the viewer a sense of multi-illusion, a mani-
fold confusion between the real and the intangible. Such an approach
allows him to present New York’s diverse outlooks as exhaustively as can
be, and create amongst American art circles a craze for the new perspective.
Yao's international reputation as a hyperrealist was soon established. To
date, he has launched a dozen or so solo exhibitions, and participated in
over sixty ensembles. His works have been collected by many art galleries
and museums in China and abroad.

This portfolio represents fifty-seven works created between 1970 and
1984, accompanied by critical review, biographical documentation and
other information of interest. These valuable sources will prove helpful
for the appreciation and study of Yao's art and hyperrealism.
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The rendezvous of Chinese and Western fine arts can be traced back to
the last years of the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) when missionaries visiting
China brought with them various forms of art. Later on, in the reign of
Qing Emperors Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong, certain Westemers were
even appointed as official “Court Painters”. Despite this, Western painting
wag still confined to the grounds of the imperial palace in that its appli-
cation was largely the portrayal of aristocratic personages, such as the
monarch’s spouse and concubines. A far c¢ry from being in vogue amongst
other social circles, its influence was yet minimal. Towards the end of the
Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), as Western civilization had had a more pro-
minent presence in China, an enthusiasm in learning from Western science
and culture began to develop. Nevertheless, Western techniques of painting
were not yet regarded seriously.

In 1919, with the eruption of the May-Fourth Movement, the younger
generation began to liberate their minds from the bonds of traditional
ideology. “New Culture” was advocated. People were set on innovation. A
consequence of all this was the rush for studying abroad. A number of
young artists went, therefore, to learn about Western painting in Europe.
Having mastered the art, they played an important role in spreading the
techniques and theories of Western painting upon their return to China.
Some of them even succeeded in assimilating Western techniques into
traditional Chinese painting, thus pioneering new directions. Typical
examples are internationally acclaimed artists like Xu Beihong (:7EzE),
Liu Haisu (#1%83%) and Lin Fengmian (bt/E4E).

At the outbreak of World War II, Europe itself was lamentably degraded
into a battlefield, resulting in the suspension of cultural exchanges. After
the war, the economic and cultural activities of the nations revived. Signs of
rejuvenation began to emerge in the European and American arena of art,
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and new ideologies or schools of art began to surge. As a new start in the
late 1950’s, young artists of China followed the footsteps of predecessors
and left for Europe and America in quest of the forms of art suited to their
potentials and interests. Whether from China mainland, Taiwan or Hong
Kong, these students of art had once received a Chinese education, and
some of them even had undergone a solid training in painting. After their
formal studies abroad, most of them chose 'to stay there to continue with
their creative career. A number of them eventually acquired international
recognition through strife and struggle.

The publication of the Overseas Chinese Artists Series serves a number
of purposes in relation to what has been described above. First, it is meant
to be informative by describing the activities of overseas Chinese painters,
and by delineating, through their works, the trend of contemporary Western
painting. In addition, the experiences of strife, involving so much toil,
frustration, and adjustment in the artists’ career, might be valuable examples
for many a young artist and art-lover in China mainland, Taiwan and Hong
Kong.

The series, Chinese-English bilingual, will continue to introduce many
more distinguished Chinese-origin painters. The portfolios will consist of
works of art and, additionally, articles related to the artists’ creative career,
reviews of their work, and biographical information. These articles will be
contributed by the painters themselves, respectable critics, scholars and
writers. An effort is made to provide sources as substantial as possible.
With the pictures supported by the text, this series of portfolios will prove
indispensable for studies of overseas Chinese painters, and equally enjoyable
for general reading,
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Whether based in Paris or New York, Twentieth century Western paint-
ing, is largely an international phenomenon. In Paris, for instance, years ago
renowned masters such as Picasso, Miro, Modigliani, Mondrian and Kandin-
ski, themselves hardly French at all, were vital members of French schools
of painting. The phenomenon was more pronounced after World War 11
when, in Paris and New York, there arrived many foreign artists who event-
ually acquired some reputation. The internationalism in this respect has
now reached greater proportions as artists from not only Europe and
America but Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong have flocked
into these two metropolises. There, they gradually make a name in art, and
begin to settle down as members of the art-making society. C.J. Yao is one
such member.

Himself a Taiwanese, Yao was set on art even in his childhood. As a
graduate of the National Taiwan Normal University, he has been doing oil
painting all the time. Fourteen years ago, in 1970, he left for the United
States, where he quickly absorbed the quintessence of the New York school
of painting, and become a focal figure of the second generation of hyper-
realists. With a style of his own, his is representative of the achievements of
some Chinese painters of the 1970’s and 1980’s. Chiefly concerned about
their national heritage, Chinese painters of the 1920’s and 1930’s brought
home with them Western thoughts of art from abroad, thus enriching China’s
traditional culture and invigorating its art of painting. With the Chinese
painters of the 1970’s and 1980’s, however, their major concern is painting
as an art of global dimensions. What they have done is introducing the
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Chinese sensibility and experience into Europe and America, thus making an
appearance in the art world and initiating a new trend.

One may argue that if such painters have already settled down abroad,
and become active participants of the art circles in New York and Paris,
then in terms of tools, subject matter and style they are no different from
their local counterparts — which is to say their painting is hardly modern
Chinese painting at all. Well, it is a debatabe issue. What, indeed, is modern
Chinese painting? In my opinion, paintings done with brushes on xuan
paper, with ink rendition as the main interest and thematically concerned
about landscape, plants, birds and personages can, of course, be regarded as
traditional Chinese painting. However, as far as modern Chinese painting is
concerned, I believe all works done by artists brought up in China, whether
it is the traditional scroll, oil painting, print, water colour or sketch, should
be regarded as Chinese. The reason is that modern Chinese life, thinking
and culture are not quite so homogeneous as before. Rather, they are per-
meated with many foreign elements, most of which are Western. Therefore,
modern Chinese painting should be more diversified and cover a wide range
of tools, themes and styles. From this perspective, Yao’s painting is, on the
one hand, part of the New York school and, on the other, also part of
modern Chinese painting.

Yao is one of those Chinese painters now active overseas. They are
chiefly painters who, born and educated in China mainland, Taiwan or Hong
Kong, went abroad in their prime or middle age. Abroad, they began their
artistic pursuit after assimilating the heritage of Western art. As everyone

-~
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of them has already had his own background and philosophy, when they get
into the Western art circle they are indeed carrying with them dowries to
enrich Western culture itself, making it a more and imore international tradi-
tion of art. Thus, these overseas Chinese painters are playing a role with
two-fold significance — they are making possible a channel through which
cultures of the East and the West may interact, and meanwhile contributing
to either of the two cultures.

Yao uses Western tools to depict New York and the cityscape of other
cities, thus establishing a “hyperrealist” style of his own. As far as Chinese.
painting is concerned, his efforts have opened up a new vista. He makes
us understand, through him as a painter with a Chinese background, both
the mood of life of New York and a new approach of painting. Con-
versely, in connection with Western painting, he demonstrates a Chinese
painter’s, sensitivity and perspective and transfuses new blood into their
tradition.

New York has always been the largest city of the United States. It is also
a centre of cultural and artistic activities. Qver the past hundred years, quite
a few American painters have made large numbers of pictures related to the
people, life, cityscape and other things of New York. Early in the century,
a group of painters called “The Eight” and “The Ashcan” school, such as
Robert Herri and John Sloan, deviated from the idealistic imagination of
Romanticism and Symbolism, and turned to more realistic approaches in
their depiction of the odds and ends in the streets of New York. Some of
them even draw their inspiration from the darker side of the city. All this
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gives us a new vision. The thirties found another group of realist painters like
Max Weber, Reginald Marsh, George Bellaws and Ben Shahn focusing on the
kind of life led by New Yorkers. They depicted street activities, rallies,
competitions, cinemas, and all sorts of people. That induces us to adopt an
intimate and enthusiastic attitude towards new York and its inhabitants.
However, at the same time, there appeared another group of painters like
Charles Sheeler, Joseph Stella and Stuart Davis who started a new approach
to depict the new buildings in New York through abstract or semi-abstract
methods, achieving a new kind of aesthetics in a mechanical civilisation. At
the advent of the 1960s, painters directed their sensitivity to things con-
ventionally regarded as uninspiringly business-like, such as advertisements,
posters, cartoons, newspapers and the like, which they amassed as subject
matter, “Pop Art” was born as a result of this anti-climatic development
of taste. The 1970s saw the rise of a new realism which accomplishes
the feat of painting by recording the new face of New York in an almost
photographic manner. It was at this juncture that Yao arrived in New
York from Taiwan, and soon afterwards became a central figure of the
school.

Though himself a Chinese, Yao does not represent the metropolis with
recourse to Chinese painting. While he feels that the Chinese have a great
tradition of art, theirs is some more conductive to immortalising pure
landscape than mundane day-to-day reality. The presence of all sorts of
modern facilities in the tremendous city would make the medium out of
place. Fully aware of the differences between the Chinese and Western
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traditions of art, Yao believes that tools associated with Western painting
are indispensable for him to represent New York. Supported by the solid
foundation he laid in Taiwan, he applies, self-assuredly, hyperrealism to the
metropolis with which he is familiar, His art exhibits to the fullest the
wonders of sight generated in the industrial and commercial reality in the
streets of New York. He has, in the many-splendoured cityscape, es-
tablished a new mood for the American metropolis of which he is a

member.

Li Chu-tsing

Professor (University of Kansas) & Critic of art.
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“The native is not restricted to the Chinese tradition
alone, nor is the modern the monopoly of the Western
world. To be a contemporary overseas Chinese painter,
one has to keep abreast of the times, know one’s stand-
point, and lay a track for one’s credtivity. Only then can

he roll on, without ever stopping, fo unravel his outlook
and his style.”

—CJ. Yoo
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