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Abstraction of Life and Symbols

—A Review of Sherman Lin's Ink Paintings
—In Lieu of A Preface

/ Liu Xiaochun

At the early time of 2010, I received a CD sent by
Sherman Lin which contains photos of his new artworks.
The first thing occurred to me, when [ went through
those beautiful images, is that Lin inherited Mr. Wu
Guanzhong's distinction. Later on, it came to me that Mr.
Wu indeed has a preference for Lin's style.

In 2008, a powerful art impulse drove Lin to pick
up his painting brushes again that have been left idle
since 1980s, and then a series of ink paintings emerged.
In 2009, he visited Wu Guanzhong, his former teacher,
along with those works finished a year ago, in hope of
getting some suggestions. Mr. Wu, in an excited mood,
asked him whether he ever had a personal exhibition.
“Not yet,” Lin responded with modesty. Mr. Wu
encouraged Lin to take a try and sent him an inscription
“Acuity in feeling, infinite when seen from afar”. Here
I don't mean to flatter Lin through Wu's praise, but to
point out the emotional connection between them. The
most eye-catching thing in Lin's studio is The Complete
Works of Wu Guanzhong.

Actually, Lin and Wu create works with different art
impulse. Wu Guanzhong makes lively scenes abstract,
while Lin sets cultural characters as his objects.

In Wu Guanzhong's paintings, experience of real
life collides with abstract forms: Withered vines and
old trees turned into exciting lines and points, so as the
outlines of hills and rocks becomed gathered lines and
points, traditional Chinese houses changed into rational

forms.

As Wu Guanzhong's student, Sherman Lin
impressed us with the clash of cultural characters,
sentiments of life and formal legend.

It is imprecise to describe Lin's works as abstraction
of cultural patterns if we count in other elements such
as specific objects reflected in A Bali Man, though they
are supplementary in Lin’s inspirations.

What I refer to “the abstraction of cultural
characters” lies in two aspects: firstly, Lin is usually
inspired by folk art, totem, mysterious patterns,
pictographs, etc, which leave traces of cultural patterns
when he puts those ideas into practice. Secondly,
although some of his works are based on lively scenes,
they accidentally appear primitive after his magical



structural rearrangement. A Bali Man is a typical
instance, so does Big Bird, which could be taken as an
abstraction of a real bird, or its written form in Chinese
characters.

Why do images of specific objects gradually have
common characters with primitive symbols unexpectedly
in its transformation into formal structure? And why
does Sherman Lin's works have an air of primitive style?
The answer lies in the work of subconscious.. Then,
what kind of subconscious makes him achieve this? In
my opinion, it could be his long-term aesthetic habit

trained in his design career.

Sherman Lin is fond of freehand abstract paintings.
Abstraction means unrestricted by external forms.
Freehand means relieved oneself from the limit of
earthly life. Creating freehand paintings can help
him temporarily flee from the stress of enterprise
management and interior design projects. However,
decades of such working experience has stylized his
aesthetic value, which makes his paintings taste a little
bit like decoration art or graphic design. This is the
so-called freedom unique to him. Decoration art and
primitive style art seems no difference in abstract free
hand paintings.

Most of Lin's works are square-shaped in which
he prefers to show post and beam structure which is
visually stable. While breaking structural balances, he
is also seeking for new balances. This is quite different
from abstract expressionism artists' preferences, or
Mr. Wu's curving style. Why? [ think this is due to his
consideration of coordination both applied to the special
structures in both painting and interior design.

We might say, what Sherman Lin has been doing is
a crossover of ink painting and design, which displays
his life experience and perception, carrying his pursuit
of ultimate freedom.

We could find Lin's breathtaking moments in
his autobiographical essay The Much-to-Experience
World. We could understand his achievement from the
introduction of his company Newsdays, and his life
experience and perception in his artworks' titles below:

Miracle, the Humble Plants/Reasons That Are
Difficult to Tell/Pure Remorse/In the Deep Void,

Memory cannot Reminisce/The Glory of the Servants/
Dreaming About Poplars/Sanctuary of the Heart/

The Final Reverence to the Sky/Boundlessness/The
Heart's Buring Flames/With an Easy Self-possessed
Mien/Lost/Away from the Abyss of Doubt/Youthful
Happiness/Recover from Repentance/Looking at Distant
Hills, Lightly Trembling/ Blooming in the Sun but not
Scorched/Hallucinatory Rapture+-

And some selected titles of Wu Guanzhong's works
are listed as following,

The Hua Mountains in the Sunshine/ Waterfalls at
the Foot of the Yulong Mountains/ Cypresses/ The Soul
of the Pines/ Lion Woods/ Jiangcheng, Chongging City/
The Soul of the Wu Gorge/ New Bamboos Alongside the
Li River/ Woods by the Side of the River/ The Mazong
Ridge of Zhangjiajie/ Woods Around the Temple of
Confucius/ Old Town in West Hunan/ Mount Putuo/
Mulberry Garden/ Jiaohe Ruins/ Terraced Paddies in
the “Heaven on Earth’/ A Pair of Swallows/ The Jungle
of Xishuangbanna/ Spring Snow on the Ba Mountains/
The Ferry of West Hunan/ Big Manors of the Zhou
Village/ The Former House of Qiu Jin

By comparison, we could easily distinguish one
from another. Mr. Wu tends to unify life experience
and significant forms, thus in his works there are many
scenery spots which connected like scenic poems. Mr. Wu'
s abstract painting still keeps the rule of “unbroken line of
a kite” ' which means that works must be linked with real
life and object. However, what Sherman Lin centers on is
simplicity, merely doing pure abstract paintings. In view
of his works, the relationship between works and cultural
symbols is barely found, and cultural characters are the
reason to wield brushes, having lost their original forms.
Connections among the contents, forms and cultural
patterns have totally lost their traces here.

An important point we must understand here is
that we can never appreciate Lin's works depending
on titles. Elemental elements of abstract artworks that
catch audience’s eyes and arouse their common feelings
are form, vitality of composition and spirit of structure.
In other words, they are the charm of blending light
and color, the rhythm of brush strokes, the power
of space, the vigor of movement, the organization of

visual impact, the twist and turn of points and planes,

1. This is an important belief of Wu Guanzhong in
his work, which has been repeated and argued by
him for many times. Its main content is the abstract

form "must have something to deal with the real life".
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sometimes strong, sometimes weak - Under the visual
experience of artist’s style, spirit, pleasure, charm,
flavor, vigor, stroke, power, although audience may
share similar aesthetics feelings towards the certain
direction, the inner detailed aesthetics feedback is
undoubtedly individual. Sherman Lin’s works aim to
express Sherman's own emotion, but not intending to
replace what the audiences think.

The way of viewing abstract art is a little bit like
that of music, thus, the founder of western abstract
painting, Wassily Wasilyevich Kandinsky, made simile
between music and abstract painting. He said, “Color is
the key. The eye is the hammer. The soul is the piano.
The artist is the hand on the piano. By touching those

keys, it creates consonance in its audience.” ¢

Considering the big difference between Wu and
Lin, what are their common points?

It is in the brush and ink. “Ink Is Nothing but
Carrier” has been a very controversial topic since Wu
Guanzhong brought it up in the 1970s. The theory
means the ink is meaningless if it goes without
spirit, but not ignoring the significance of ink. Along
with the fierce discussion about this topic, he had
gradually developed a manner of his own which makes
his paintings very unique. In short, Wu Guanzhong
completely abandoned the forms and traditions essential
to old literati paintings and featured his works with
smoothness, fluency, earthliness and felicity.” Sherman
Lin has his own features of painting, yet he inherits his
teacher's main style, even some of the flaws.

Sherman Lin is now exploring and intensifying
his own style, and I would like to talk about my
understanding of Lin's style via his two works:
Intangibility and Moonlight in Cape Town.

What impress me most from Intangibility are the silk-
like lines running on the wide blank, looking like drawing
sand with an awl supported by dots and planes, lines take
the dominant place. Recreated and mixed into modern
structure, classical lines take on a poetic spirit. These lines
are like the music of Er Hu, chanting and sighing, which is
quite different from grand orchestral. This lines Sherman
Lin used, which are also used by Lin Fengmian and Wu
Guangzhong, is a kind of salute to the old tradition in their
seeking the meaning of modern art.

The second work is named Moonlight in Cape
Town, which maintains cultural symbols, in which there
is an image look like a sheep or a horse. This kind of
work is not easily found in his series. This painting
attracts me for it contains potential possibilities from an
abstracted angle. The most attracting character of this
painting is the special feeling created by its crossing
lines and planes. The vertical long lines intersect with
horizontal short lines, savage, wild but remain in order.

However, my favor cannot replace Sherman Lin's

future pursuit any way.

“Infinite when seen from afar”, it is infinite when it
is seen from a far place, and the journey in the future

is infinite.

October 4th 2010

2. Kandinsky, W. P.35 of Concerning the Spiritual in Art by Wassily
Kandinsky. Translated by Cha Li and proofread by Teng Shouyao. China
Social Sciences Press. 1987.

3. Xiong Bingming calls Wu Guanzhong as an artist to demonstrate
felicity. See Preface of the Collection of Wu Guanzhong's Art Works.
Deyi Art Company. 1987.
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ENDLESS

/ Sherman Lin

Sometimes my childhood dreams appear,

In which there is boundless wilderness.

Vast as the ground is, where is the edge?

Silver dew drips hang on the trees.

[ kiss the water plants, play with clouds and chase birds.

I run like a dashing horse!

Waves below the rock are colorful.
They dance high into the sky and onto the beach.

In the free and boundless starry sky,
The vast emptiness is often filled with darkness.

But sometimes, burning silver lights up in the sky.

There are streams of galloping, dazzling, kaleidoscopic rainbows.

This is the memory which is stored in my heart.

I freely traverse the boundaries of light and dark,
Floating at leisure.

There are sometimes surprises.

No limit and struggling.

Yet a thousand sensibilities lying within the unconsciousness.
Each sensibility concealed, waiting to explode.

The expression of emotion, being intuitive,

Is more interestingly explained,

And recorded with abstract images,

For everyone to interpret on their own.

It seems that there are no ends.

The earth, river and sky understand the expression of feeling.
Limbs are numb, resonating with the mind.

Who can still remember the pure images of dreams?

Images of mountains with uncovered rocks and rainstorms,
Is an expression of the emotion.

Heart-rending cries resound in the air.

Pure and innocent music describes the reckless,

Sweet and modulating eulogies of life,

Filled with emotions.

The edge of the sky splits, where a setting sun appears.

Inspiration from capture and resonance,
Releases the power of freedom,

Freely expressing the feelings of freedom.
It is the treasure buried deep in the ground.



