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An Introduction to Artist Min Xiwen and
His Works g LS

The function of painting, as evident in its history, is merely to provide an aesthetic percep-
tion for people in this chaotic and indifferent world. All the other functions artificially invented
by others have nothing to do with its intrinsic quality.

Professor Min Xiwen has devoted his entire life to the pursuit of this aesthetic perception,
which is, according to his understanding, also a modern road over and above a region and a
nation.

Professor Min was born in 1918 in Changshu County, Jiangsu Province--a beautiful place
abundant with fish and rice, and a cradle of Chinese scholars. Like most of the towns in Jia-
ngsu and Zhejiang, Changshu is surrounded by water and you can see bridges and boats eve-
rywhere. The town he was born in was built beside a mountain, which is not very high but ex-
tremely graceful, in fact a work of art itself ingeniously and exquisitely carved by Nature. Not
far from the town is a well-preserved ancient temple built during the Tang Dynasty called Xing
Fu Temple. So, it is not surprising an artist like Min Xiwen was fostered in such a favourable
environment.

As a boy, he showed great interest and aptitude for drawing. As a middle school student, he
was especially struck by the “Spring Sun” art exhibition organized by Pang Xunging and Wen
Zhaotong, for they introduced the art of modern Paris at a time when most people could only
appreciate the pictures in calendars.

He once dreamed of becoming a chemist; however, his cousin’s paintings aroused his innate
passion for art. Instead of studying in the Fine Arts Department, he had to follow his parent’s
decision to major 'in Plate-making in his cousin’s college--Suzhou Fine Arts College. After a
year of art instruction, he was inspired to enter a more creative and purer branch of art. So, he
went secretly with his townsman, Ying Yili, to Hangzhou National Fine Arts College for the an-
nual matriculation examination, and was soon accepted due to his sound artistic foundation.

Studying in Hangzhou decided his life as an artist and, moreover, his principle in painting,
that is, never to imitate nature for the sake of imitation. Art always differs from real life, and
practitioners who claim that they copy every detail of the reality are not merely imitating. Mo-
dern paintings are even more inconsistent. To modern artists, nature only provides them with a
kind of inspiration; by observing nature, they create a new world, a new artistic realm that is
equal to nature itself.

In the 1930's, Hangzhou National Fine Arts College employed a number of followers of
French modernism as teachers, and at the same time, cultivated many outstanding students, in-
cluding those who are today nationally, even internationally honoured and recognized such as
Zhao Wuji, Dong Xiwen, Zhu Dequn, Zhu Ying, Yan Han, Wu Guanzhong, Luo Gongliu, etc,



who all emphasized the sensuous statement of individual feelings and responses. For example,
Lin Fengmian, the head of the college, creates a strong, artistic effect in painting by contrasting
red and azurite color: Professor Wu Dayu’s powerful and blazing hues often thrill people; Pro-
fessor Fang Ganmin is especially well-known for his stereographic paintings. Min Xiwen was
Professor Fang's favourite student. He follwed Fang for more than 40 years and helped Fang
establish The Chinese Fine Arts Institute in Shanghai. Besides learning from Professor Fang,
Min made every effort to learn from other professors.

Min Xiwen, like all artists, has undergone various painful experiences and frustrations. He
had only a few years’ schooling as a boy because the war broke out and he frequently fled
with his family to the countryside. His college life was also severely affected by the Anti-Japa-
nese War. After 1949, he had reason to believe that he would have more secure conditions to
concentrate on his paintings. Unexpectedly, one political movement after another swept over
new China and threw him, together with hundreds of intellectuals, into a sea of troubles. For
instance, in 1957, he was labelled as an ‘Extreme Rightist”. Because of this, he was forbiddeh
to teach in school; instead, he had to work as an ordinary librarian for more than 20 years.
With low wages, he could not afford for canvas or oil colors. In despair, he quit painting and
shifted his focus to translation and the study of the theory of art.

Mr. Min thus produced only a small number of works and, unfortunately, lost almost all of
his earlier works painted in times of turbulence, especially during the years of the Anti-Janpa-
nese War. After 1949, he was forced to change his views on art, otherwise his work would
have been considered anti-Party activity. Not until China adopted its open-door policy was
Professor Min's mishandled case redressed and, moreover, his principle of painting renewed.
The changes in his viewpoints of the creation of art are all reflected in 140 well preserved
works. Now, at the age of 80, his artistic life is much shorter for various reasons. No one can
be blamed for this. This is life. In history, countless prominent artists such as Gauguin, Van
Gogh, Modigliani, the Yangzhou Eight, Shi Tao, Xu Wei, etc, all experienced great frustrations
and were often suffered wretched plights, remaining unknown until after death.

Min Xiwen's paintings fall into three categories:

1.Works of earlier years when he studied modernism and other new technigues.

2 Works of middle age when he worked on Soviet artists’ styles after 1949.

3.Works of his later life dating after open-door policy.

SELF-PORTRAIT, an early painting accidentally preserved during the war, was produced in
1939--when he was a college freshman in An Jian Village, a surburb of Kunming. The work

reflects the influence of Professor Fang's stereoscopic expression. What he has been pursuing
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is not something absolutely lifelike but a form which can successfully bring about aesthetic
perception. He holds, “Painting is not to reach convergence but to reduce the picture to a
genuine individual sensuous statement of his feelings so as to create the effect of aesthetic en-
joyment.” He shows great respect for his teacher, Professor Fang, but he later broke away from
his style. Art is valued mainly for its originality, for its unique way of expressing artists’ true
passion and responses. A real artist will usually make all efforts to a keep childlike naivety, to
escape the dust and dirt of this mortal life so as to purify his soul.

Unfortunately, in his MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENT (1955) and A PORTRAIT OF AN OLD
MAN (1956), he cast away his unique expression of art and aesthetic pursuits by adopting re-
alistic methods in order to cater to the needs of the then political situation. Yet, most of his re-
alistic works still could not escape their adversity, and were confiscated during the Cultural Re-
volution.

His later works, also his major works, exemplifies his ability and his aesthetic viewpoints
through interpretive brushwork. After 1979, he returned to his teaching post at the Stage Art
Department. He resumed his painting, too. At that time, with the introduction of Western scie-
nce and technology, western art and culture was pouring in. Impressionism, once labelled de-
cadent and downgraded in China, began to win people’s recognition. All this provided positive
conditions for Min Xiwen to transform his style once more. However, during the earlier years of
reform, people were not allowed to depict undes, so he posed for his own PORTRAITS. Like
many artists in China, he did not have his own studio at that time. The 14-square-metre space
served as his bedr'oom and dining room as well as his studio.

The 6 years from 1980 to 1986 were most precious, for he could paint at his own will.
STILL-LIFE (1982), printed in the 4th issue of Shanghai Pictorials 1984, demonstrates that he
had abandoned realism to depict carefully every thing in detail. He started to focus on the
whole object to express the relationship between form and color. In China folk art is quite dis-
tinct from those painted by official artists. Folk art, vastly different from high art, coincides with
many modern European art principles: no sense of reality, no shadows, no perspective or ana-
tomical draftsmanship; loud scene, brilliant color just as Gauguin said to his student, “When
you see the green leaves of a tree, employ the most beautiful green color to paint it; when you
catch sight of a red flower, utilize the loudest red to express it.” His STILL-LIFE (1982) thus
merely reflects his experience of the colorful yet complicated world. If we say Min Xiwen re-
ceived influence from the post-impressionists Cezanne and Gauguin in terms of color and form,
then his haphazard compositions and employment of his favourite red and orange colors were
prompted by Chinese folk art.



RICH FRUITS, printed in a 1984 calendar, was produced in 1983. He preferred to lay the
objects in front of a mirror to create richer shades of color. You may see the fruit, the cup or
the glass in painting, but to him they are only borrowed to create a colorful and sensuous effe-
ct through his brushwork in the bright or dark part and reflective or diffractive part. Because of
the impression he got from the mirror, the color in works seems exceptionally rich, and people
can lose themselves in this exquisitely intricate arrangement of colors. His unique use of color
exhibits his sound self-cultivation, which is rare among the younger generation and even in
some of the old artists in China. Min Xiwen is climbing another mountain of colors on the ba-
sis of his study of the masters of colors such as Lin Fengmian, Wu Dayu, William Cai and so
on.

Telepathic understanding is central in the appreciation of art. Language or ‘written forms of
illustration do little good, even sometimes bewildering people. Impressionists cast away the
theme so that viewers could feel direct and spontaneous responses from every dot and bru-
shstroke without associating the scene with other irrelevent subjects. So, Professor Min does
not invite people to simply look at his vases and jars, but to appreciate his color. What | have
introduced here is part of his life and art. Just as people need keen ears to appreciate music, it
is also essential for people to have sharp eyes to distinguish colors. The forms and colors in his
paintings are not solely round or square, red or green, but are combined to bring about a spec-
lal appeal, a sort of aesthetic reception. I'm sure people will greatly enjoy the artistic trip of-
fered in these works of art by Professor Min.

Min Xiwen is introverted and unsociable and, therefore, is little known by artists in Shanghai.
Yet, his achievements are there for all to see. For example, THE HISTORY OF LITERATURE
AND ART OF REPUBLIC CHINA published in 1970 in Taiwan mentions in the Oil Painting
Section that Zhao Wouji, Zhu Dequn, Min Xiwen, etc, were among twelve well-known
representative artists of the 1930's in China*. The Asian Art Fund in Hong Kong also plans to
publish a book called EARLY OIL PAINTING IN CHINA and Min Xiwen will be included in it.
| am confident that through our introduction and recommendation, more and more people will
come to know Professor Min and his works.

*page 624, chapter 8 “Fine Arts”, HISTORY OF LITERATURE AND ART OF REPUBLIC
CHINA
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