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Qin Feng: Intersections

By/ Marlena Donohue

In his 35 years’ career Qin Feng has evolved into an internationally recognized artist who travels the globe, exhibits in a
number of continents and resides in several world capitals.

At the same time, from his earliest years as a student at the Shan Dong Academy, to the present Qin Feng has retained a
quality of unrestrained spontaneity we tend to associate with the very young, with the forces of Nature, and with truly bold
art.

As | talk with Qin Feng during one of my visits to Beijing, | am struck by a painting he has just finished -- one grand
gesture in ink, streaking across a mostly blank space — bold and perfect. Through my wonderful colleague Michael Suh
who kindly translates, | ask the artist a question I've had since | saw my first Qin Feng work in New York:

When do you know a painting is done, that a simple stroke is complete? When do you know that the black ink and the
open spaces are in perfect relation to each other, that there’s nothing more you need to add?

He thinks quietly for a long while and then he says:

When | was a boy growing up with nothing, | had one job — to watch sheep, hundreds of sheep. | let them out to graze
in the dawn, they wandered away and at night | had to bring each one back, and make sure | had exactly the number at
night that | had in the morning. They would gather around me as we returned and | always knew exactly when | had the
right number grouped; | did not need to count, | felt it and | was always right.

Qin Feng grew up very close to Nature, to its rhythms and cycles, and this raw connection remains a part of the artist and
the work. At the same time, Qin Feng’s stature is such that his work is shown in the most sophisticated venues, including
2015 Venice Biennale, the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, the Himalaya Museum in Shanghai, The Modern Art Museum in
Beijing, the British Museum, and Pace Galleries, to name a very few in a résumé that goes on for pages.

Qin Feng’s international projects and the scope of his contacts span Europe, Asia and the US; those who seek his work
and those acquaintance run from hardcore art brokers handling only top valued art (Saatchi), to respected academic
institutions that invite Qin Feng not to sell art but to teach (Harvard University).

Both a veteran and an innocent, a sophisticate and an unjaded naturalist, Qin Feng makes art to activate the soul and the
intellect — his own and oursin — equal measure.

Through The Lens of Biography

As his fame has grown, critics rush to write essays; and certain facts about his life and early experiences are repeated
over and over like a picturesque “Qin Feng” legend.

When not superficial, considerations of Qin Feng’s personal history and its impact on his work provide an expanded look
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into this complex work and its important place in contemporary art.

Qin Feng’s Chinese home (he spends extended stays in Germany, NY, Boston) is located in Beijing’s Song Zhuang
district and is part of complex designed by the artist to house the Museum of Contemporary Art and other stunning
high tech lofts offered to fellow artists.

In contrast to the architecturally cutting edge Museum and studios, the artist’s house is intimate, with low ceilings,
paneled doors, walls built from aged woods and stones. Filled with authentic Chinese artifacts, it is a distinctly
contemplative Asian space. When inside, you feel like you could be in the home of a poet or functionary in the China of
the 1940s. You are reminded of the 21st century only because premier contemporary hangs everywhere, and because
Qin Feng designed the dining and studio areas to sweep up in tall contemporary looking geometric angles. Surrounding
his home are tiny pathways, clusters of moody trees, small ponds here and there that transport you, when the city
beyond quiets down, into a literati garden. These fusions of sensibilities and times found everywhere are never jarring —
on the contrary they are seamless, pleasing to the eye and oddly satisfying.

Why is any of this important in a serious critical overview of Qin Feng’s artwork in 2015? Because in the most
experientially direct and actual way, the above anecdote indicates to us that Qin Feng’s attention to the intersections
between Sino/Euro; ancient/current, natural/engineered are not a simply an art “style” for which he is known; this
perspective is part of who Qin Feng is, how he sees and moves in the world and how he deliberately lives his daily life.
Sometimes a picture is worth 1000 critics’ words. There is a photo in Qin Feng’s home that takes up a whole wall
and is the first thing you see on entering. The dress and tones in this beautifully enlarged and restored photo convey
a time long past, maybe pre industrialized China. Qin Feng’s lovely mother and siblings -- all dressed in typical village
clothes — stand frontally, stare out at us, elegant, still, resilient. In this otherwise somber family photo, there is a point of
unusual energy emanating from the smallest child -- Qin Feng at perhaps four years old. Even at this age his body and
expression communicate what can only be described as an irrepressible, percolating life force, an active, inquisitive will
not likely to be penned in.

The photo haunted me long before | knew details of Qin Feng’s background. At the start of the Cultural Revolution and
fierce re-education that followed civil strife between supporters of a Chinese Republic and advocates of Communist
rule, the artist’s family (possibly land holders, most certainly independent thinkers) was persecuted harshly. Qin Feng
spent his youth until college humbly herding sheep and farming in a village where even high school was rarity. The artist
received no formal schooling and entered a good but conservative Shang Dong applied arts college based on what he
taught himself.

Intersections: Qin Feng’s Multiple World Views
Ancient Chinese scholars taught that this life force | clearly felt from the image of Qin Feng as a boy is not an energy
that manifests only during the freedom of childhood (as proposed by Freud and Western psychology in general). On the

contrary, Tao taught this chi exists in all people, all creatures at all times throughout the whole of creation. Under the
pressure of civilized culture or the demands of any fixed mindset, Chinese mystics believed we become separated from



this source. One might think of Qin Feng’s work as a way he stays mindful of some creative essence. . .even as
contemporary life distracts us more and more.

Fate and history placed Qin Feng at fortunate if confusing crossroads. As a teen growing up in the 1970s, one has to
assume that he witnessed the consolidation of power under socialism, that he was exposed (as were all Chinese people)
to strict standards for correct Communist living and correct Communist representations in art. As a college student in the
1980s, he then watched China enter the world economy, cautiously open and then turn quite actively toward Western
models. State-sponsored realism suddenly looked more like American Pop, and Chinese calligraphic traditions were re-
fashioned as fairly derivative remakes of 50 year old European modern art. Neither of these options appealed to Qin Feng;
one can imagine him taking all this in with amused cynicism.

In the midst of these changes Qin Feng attended college, graduated with a degree in mural painting at an academy of
applied arts whose provincial focus was art serving the state. In mid 80s he graduated with highest honors for skill, though
part of the repeated Qin Feng “lore” is that he was constantly disciplined for excessive experimentation. After starting one
of the first cutting edge, truly contemporary galleries in Beijing, in the 1990s Qin Feng lived and worked abroad; in Berlin
installation artists like Hans Haacke, or German Action/Body artists like Gunther Brus, media appropriators like Sigmar Polk
and forceful post WW Il Expressionists like Anslem Kiefer must have directly and indirectly expanded his imaginative scope.

Over the course of his subsequent career, Qin Feng quite openly mined multiple world perspectives, symbols and ideas
drawing freely from Tao, Egypt’s Old Kingdom, Islam, Confucian philosophy, Christianity, Pop Art, cartooning, Dada, graphic
design, Assemblage and more. Inspired by but always altering his sources to reflect his unique restless vision, Qin Feng
has painted gestures on nude bodies like Yves Klein, tore holes in canvases like Arte Povera; and in a kind of Dada anti-
art strategy that found him challenging his own paradigms, he even painted a breathtakingly elegant Qin Feng oval, only to
blithely slash the surface and sketch a funny toilet alongside the lyrical mark.

Of all his culturally varied and wide ranging influences, however, Qin Feng says his greatest inspiration remains close to
home -- in the form of the art and attitude of Bada Shanren, a Chinese eccentric artist active in the mid 17th century. His
unwillingness to follow classic Chinese models, his discovery of himself in times of radical and rapid change mirror Qin
Feng in striking ways. Bada Shanren (also known as Zhu Da, 1622 to 1705) had family ties to Ming nobility. When the
Qing overthrew that dynasty, his family, like Qin Feng’s, suffered. More or less exiled to a remote part of China, stripped by
circumstance of all his normal social markers of status, clan, or identity, Bada Shanren was forced to ask himself what it
means to “be?”

Like Qin Feng, Bada was an extremely gifted, fiercely independent spirit. While 17th century Asian scholars made
landscapes honoring ageless rules for depicting an ideal Natural Order, and while in Europe, Galileo Galilei, William Harvey,
and Isaac Newton were busy inventing rational science, and while Baroque art and the camera obscura celebrated precise
detailed observations of the world, Bada Shanren ventured into the imagination creating unprecedented, charged symbols
that somehow acknowledged and over turned classical landscape and animal painting paradigms in his day. Dramatic
images of rocks hovered over fragile birds symbolizing the soul’s free flight crushed by his desires and by social dogmas.

In his 2006 installation “Limits of Growth” Qin Feng uses similar tactic to create a work whose open ended visual poetry
is able to reach back into the Asian (and human) collective unconscious, and still remain intensely personal to who he is.
Three leafless, beautiful uprooted trees are suspended upside down, their raw roots to the ceiling inside stark white gallery
walls. | cannot tell you how, but the objects somehow produce the feeling of a quiet literati winter scene — nostalgic and still.
Though not a realistic ‘picture’ inked on a courtly scroll, the arrangement of real life objects in real space produce a visceral
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human mourning for lost Nature, and a very specific longing for the countryside in newly fallen snow.

Qin Feng honored Bada (who lived in obscurity for his ‘incorrect’ political ties and ‘incorrect’ art) in the works called
Civilization Landscape, a series of huge abstract and figurative panels that unfold like a book executed on an environmental
scale, each transmitting the ‘seasons’ of human emotion, from tumult to calm.

Like Bada Shanren, Qin Feng is irrevocably connected to his homeland, to his Chinese heritage. The formal refinement,
control, focus and flow of Qin Feng’s abstract marks and sculptures are quintessentially Chinese; the events of his life,
the feel of his home help us to understand the strength of these ties. But like Bada, Qin Feng’s works for symbolic and
conceptual reasons often embody the opposite of what is imagined to be stereotypically Asian. Traditional art is intimate
and exact; Qin Feng’s strokes and objects are commanding in size, loose, eccentric, and anything but reserved.

Wherever he travels, Qin Feng is, | would venture, proudly a Chinese artist, but his calligraphic works and oceuvre in general
are too smart and complex to ever suggest a straightforward celebration of any one nationalism or any one aesthetic
approach.

Qin Feng’s Calligraphic Marks: Metaphors and Motifs

Qin Feng manipulates a venerated tradition in a manner that respects and questions both the past and present. He uses
calligraphy as a motif or vehicle to engage in broader dialogues. Like Bada, Qin Feng has little interest in perfect Asian
characters — his marks are tools for intense self expression. Like Bada Shanren’s use of boulders to symbolize something
far more profound than skill in courtly landscapes, Qin Feng too adjusts and reinvents calligraphy. The lines, sweeps, subtle
curves, and bodily grace that have defined classical ink and scroll work are altered in ways that allow marks to invoke
feelings like ecstasy, power, despair, nostalgia, loss, solitude, silence, humility.

This notion that any perceived form — the outline of a sea wave or the shapes in art — can invite us to see more deeply
recurs not just in the Tao, Zen or Bada; Plato and Aquinas advocated we look through the easily observed for the True,
Cezanne said his only interest in hills and fruit was the opportunity they provided him to discover simple structural
geometries underlying all reality; Van Gogh wrote to Theo his brother that when he painted boots in snow, or an absinthe
bar, he was not recording, but allowing form to reveal human pathos. An artist as traveled and alert as Qin Feng has been
exposed to these intersections and they are part of the vast and fluid vocabulary from which he is continually inventing.

When Qin Feng’s eccentric Asian characters suggest some mysterious alphabet known by only him, it strikes me that he
is not simply pushing back against the tyranny of tradition — this is far too obvious for his sort of creative mind. | feel that
Qin Feng is always thinking about language and human communication in general. In this he seems to update, render
in accessible visual form the ideas of Wittgenstein or Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure who viewed language as not
fossilized system we master, but a flexible, evolving tool able to call forth all sorts of associations and realities. The work
“God What Ate Thou* (an ironic play on words, their ambiguity and our reliance on them), includes book-like objects with
pages cut away to reveal a hybrid fantasy alphabet of words/half phrases hand painted by Qin Feng in a mixture of English,
Arabic, and Chinese-looking scripts.

The Law of Constant Change

From variations on the line and oval ( central to Chinese language and philosophy, mentioned by Plato), some 400 intricate



Chinese characters are made; from these characters come words, sentences, and then language—a tool for self
expression. In like manner, Qin Feng has built an expansive, ever- innovative formal and conceptual language using his
varied, subjective responses to those two basic shapes. This act of constant re-invention, of building from basic units
the totally new reminds me of Bada using one component of the classical garden — rocks to transform the power of
painting; this reminds me of Picasso expanding the super simple syntax of ‘classical’ Cubism with applied newspaper,
trash and old junk.

Though one always recognizes the basic vocabulary of Qin Feng’s style, his gestures, objects and installations are
defined by their subjectivity, unpredictability, and willingness to surprise us. To borrow the words of U.S. artist, theorist
and Zen master Allan Kaprow in his description of Jackson Pollock, Qin Feng like Pollock “gives us an all over unity . .
with a means to respond continuously to the freshness of personal choice.” Was not “freshness,” i.e. constant flux the
very essence of Tao, the goal of the modernist avant garde and the defining feature of our dizzying reality today?

Abstract Expressionism As Chi

Unlike more contemplative Chinese artists working today, whose inked work, ceramic objects, installations convey some
enduring sense of closure and repose, almost everything Qin Feng creates has a forceful, dramatic edge, a dark and
tumultuous beauty, or a sharp ironic humor that tends to focus on the struggle that comes just before the repose.

Though in every media Qin Feng creates some of the most graceful and complete works | have seen in recent art, his
creations are nonetheless filled with motion, emotion, a feeling of expansion, growth, profusion, and the visual implication
of a next step or event that is about to unfold. This quality leads to comparisons with Ab Ex Action Painters, popularized
by art historian Harold Rosenberg. In the 1950s and 1960s, many American Abstract Expressionist artists and a variety
of Western thinkers besides Kaprow (like John Cage, or Alan Watts who wrote the book Philosophies of Asia tracing
the foundations of Asian mystical teachings) became serious students of Eastern culture, and began to view the artist’s
painted gesture as an extension of a distinct life force. Qin Feng openly admires Ab Ex painters like Motherwell, feels
a kinship with their unedited commitment to the singular creative act and their insistence that complex feeling is best
conveyed through the “controlled freedom” of abstract forms.

However, | do not think that Qin Feng mentions these artistic similarities so that we can make limiting, out dated
comparisons, such as Ab Ex is derived from calligraphy, or contemporary ink painting looks to the West for models. Qin
Feng seems interested in these and many other entangled but very distinct art styles because they intersect at similar
investigations into mankind’s desire, despair and delight.

Qin Feng: Uniquely of Our Times

Ironically enough it took 1500 years for Europe to catch up, but by the 1960s/1970s, Eastern concepts of “being,” of
Tao and chi had become respected, even popular in Western art, in intellectual and popular circles — In an interesting
reversal of colonialism, young hippies rejected consumer society, gravitated towards Eastern mystics. Existentialist
scholars like John Dewey, Jean Paul Sartre, Robert Alberts, as well as Ab Ex painters were some of eh first Westerners
to rediscovered Bada Shanren, and like Qin Feng saw in his life and work powerful innovation, plus a struggle to know
and express the self fully. These reciprocal exchanges between East and West have continued. Expanded dimensions
of awareness that we can derive from mindful attention to the everyday are ancient Chinese values that found their
way into Fluxus, Guy Debord’s Situationists, Pop Art, Performance, Josef Beuys’ revolutionary academy of conceptual
practice in Dusseldorf. These schools of art and thought formed the interdisciplinary, boundary-breaking experiments that
pointed the West (and recently the world) toward our current contemporary moment, an era of constant, perpetual flow
of hybridized diversity in all things and a truly wild life force that we must quickly learn to harness if we are to survive.
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Qin Feng’s important role today is that with masterful craft he perfectly reflects the legacy of many pasts, and the
character of our post modern moment—filled as it is with rapid cycles of creative-destructive energy, and in desperate
need of authentic self-scrutiny. In Qin Feng’s refusal to play into tired East-West art comparisons, his work shows us that
the dialogues and issues in creative practice must become more imaginative than us-them. Chi gong translates loosely
as “the controlled flow of life force;” channeling energy in all its physical and metaphysical forms toward collective delight
and the common good is no longer ancient, old school stuff, no longer weird philosophical musings— this should be
our collective goal.

If | were asked to describe the overarching subject and process underlying Qin Feng’s diverse, extremely successful art
— and life-- it would be that regardless of media his art and life seem to be meditative artful actions intended to keep
himself — and the astute viewer -- ever connected to our most positive generative impulse — whatever word we use to
describe it.

Like Bada Shanren, Qin Feng is deeply, irrevocably connected to his homeland, his Chinese heritage — the formal
refinement, control, focus and flow of Qin Feng’s abstract marks are quintessentially Chinese — his home and his family
history help us to understand the strength of these cultural ties. Yet all of Qin Feng’s paintings can be said to be in some
way the opposite of what is typically imagined to be Chinese: traditional art is intimate and exact; Qin Feng’s strokes and
objects are bold in scale, loose, eccentric, commanding and anything but reserved.

His 2006 installation “Limits of Growth” expresses profoundly multiple co existing, strong narratives: the artist’s enduring
reverence for nature, our loss of that via urbanization, and finally the deeper Toa and current eco view that man and land
are part of one co- dependent whole. In the work, three leafless, strikingly lyrical uprooted trees are suspended upside
down with roots to the ceiling inside stark white gallery walls. The work is a sophisticated symbolic simulacrum of a literati
winter scene. It captures not a realistic “picture’ in two graphic dimensions like a classical scroll, but through a symbolic
arrangement of real life objects in real space that produce this delicate longing for newly fallen snow a very emotional
mourning for fading Nature and.

He is, | would venture, proudly a Chinese artist, but his work is never a straightforward celebration of any one nationalism
or any one aesthetic.

Qin Feng’s life and early world exposure at a very formative age seems to have given him a lasting first hand awareness
that there are many ways in which varying cultures through time have channeled and displayed the relentless imaginative
impulse that defines us as a species.
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