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A Painting and a Letter on Art
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by Huang Yongyu
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This is an excerpt from a letter that Huang Yongyu wrote to Pang Tao, dated March 15, 2009.
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This way, that way, or perhaps like this or like that. The way | see it, everything is permissible. Naturally, after seeing so much of this world, ways of seeing become
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varied and diverse—like this or like that.

Pang Tao:

lintended to write this letter to you yesterday morning, but
I' had unexpected visitors, one in the morning and one in the
afternoon. By the time they left, it was already evening. Twill go
back to Hunan the day after tomorrow, so I will take today and

tomorrow to finish this letter.

[Xu] Beihong, [Liu] Haisu, and [Lin] Fengmian are all elders
who each have their own charms. Mr. Beihong brought the
concept of rigorous sketching and stringent technique. Mr.
Haisu was broad-minded; he had a wide range of knowledge.

It is unfortunate that he wasted the precious time of his

youth which is when one’s strength is built because he was so
engrossed in party activities. Unlike Mr. Beihong, he did not
genuinely care for students. Very few students thanked him
or thought of him after they had grown up. Mr. Fengmian was
entirely absorbed in his own painting; he did not particularly
care about the emotional fluctuations between himself
and the outside world. Yet, these three elders were all great
conversationalists, (I have heard others speak of Mr. Beihong)
how during conversation, students often found the illumination
that could not be found in the classroom. Mr. Beihong clearly

opposed modern painting. Mr. Haisu supported it, but he

lacked a systematic viewpoint. Mr. Fengmian was the one who
practiced it; he worked quietly, doing his own part. Although
these respected pioneers were not perfect, China is fortunate to

have their glorious brilliance.

I have always been a vagabond without systematic learning, or
even a set profession; I do not even have set meal times. [ did
not have the support of teachers or those who came before
me, nor did I have the mutual support of my peers. 1 am on
my own; my travel bag is filled with a hundred limitations.
Freedom is happiness. I can pick up food, as well as a book,
sunlight, air, and water wherever and anywhere; such would
be sufficient for me to roam around the world. From a non-
sectarian perspective, everything I take in is something useful.
True humility, objectivity, joy, truly being good at dispelling
grief ... true love, faith, work —this is how I have passed my time
over the past few decades. Kafka said “Man must objectively

look at his own pain.” Is this not also true of joy?

Many years ago, the academy criticized Impressionism. What
was there to criticize about Impressionism? It is like criticizing
the milk that you are drinking. Is not everything you see the
result of what came out of Impressionism? That beloved,
respected, sincere sir stood alone in defense of Impressionism

and was turned into the target of public criticism.

Many years ago, “humanitarianism” was criticized; why was even
humanitarianism criticized? Was the communist liberation of
humanity not humanist? What could be more humanist than
that? Oh! Later I understood: criticizing humanitarianism was
a way to solve the immediate class struggle issue. If they were
not ruthless, how could they speak of humanism? This is so far
from solving the mission of humanity. We will deal with this

later.
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All my life, I have joked around, but I never gossip. My old
friends know this about me. Alas, let us not speak of this

nonsense and talk about painting instead!

I never thought that you would have painted such joyful
paintings after the cultural revolution! What a pity, if only you
were thirty or even forty years old now! You would have even
more strength to explore modern painting in greater depth.
You have strong qualifications: you understand sketching, color,
structure. You also have good control of weight and lightness,
as well as the relationship between movement and rhythm.
Painting requires a strong foundation to wield great weight as if
it were weightless. Your lack of time makes you put too much
pressure on yourself. (You are also taking care of your “honest
and loyal” husband, Lin Gang.) I can only wish you blessings of
long life and that all of the benevolent bodhisattvas, Guan Yin,

Mohammed, and Jesus would bless you.

On abstract painting, I believe that the sketch, color, anatomy,
perspective ... basic techniques would be most useful. It is
unfortunate that overdoing these things causes confusion; it
will be like running into walls with no way out. The one who
escapes and creates abstract paintings is not only a master, but a

lucid master, like an eagle in the cloudless sky.

Sketching and many elements of other basic techniques
like space, structure, texture, light, register, the theoretic and
practical, the relationship to movement, coolness and warmth,
balancing intensity are all themes in abstract painting. Light
is a kind of subject and it can be painted in ever-changing ways
over a year. Philosophical, musical, broad and expansive—
ideas in “fine arts” painting are very abstract! Natural science,
humanity... their themes (if there are so-called themes) are the
elements of painting; it is like studying the cells and embryo

all over again after having studied humanity. If you grasp a

little, then it is enough just to have a thread. The collapse of
this kind of action is quite similar to a sketch of the minotaur in
the labyrinth; you cannot compare the pleasures of abstract vs.
conventional painting. Its realm is expansive without borders;
simplicity is powerful and unconstrained. (Calligraphers are

actually abstract painters).

[look at abstract art in China; it is like a tired, caged animal. It
has energy but does not know what to do with it. Its sense of
culture seems rather juvenile. Ifit is uninteresting in itself, how
can it make others interested? They are too focused on the
task and the theme. There is none! How can man look to the

mountains, the sea, cliffs and valleys for meaning?

Looking at your old paintings, they were all actually well
thought out, but you were timid and afraid while you were

painting.

Now you have nothing to fear, y01_1 have completely let go;
this is truly exquisite and cause for celebration. 1 do suggest,
however, that you paint more works in each series: paint it until
it becomes natural, casual, until you have no other way, until
you are tired of it and need to change. Do not give up after two
or three paintings; you must know that sparks of brilliance and
breakthroughs are hard to come by, and perhaps it is in that
fatigue and frustration that you will come to some wonderful

realization.

But this is just a load of nonsense. Please forgive this old man
for his faults. Tomorrow, I will send this letter to you. Give my

best to Lin Gang and your family!
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Artistic creation is always limited by three main factors: the age
the artist lives in, the space the artist inhabits (region, home,
society, and environment), and the artist’s own character and
qualities (the creative self). Art is composed of the collective
differences in time and age, place and space, as well as creative
entities. As such, how one develops one’s own strengths and
appropriately deals with the relationships between the past
and the present, the East and the West, the subjective and the
objective is a difficult issue that confronts every contemporary
artist; yet, this is also the space wherein the artist can create his

art.

Analysis of Pang Taos life in art and the interpretation of her
artistic works cannot be separated from her intellectual and
artistic family environment, the hardships she encountered, as

well as the past ninety years of Chinese history (1919-2009).

Pang Tao has lived through seventy five of those ninety years of

tumult and profound significance.

During the thirty years from the “May 4th Movement” to before
the establishment of the new China (1919-1949), she suffered
through World War II, but she was also blessed by the subtle
influence and enlightenment of her parents’ explorations of
modern art for half of that time. Her 1947 watercolor, "Beyond
the Window (Dixwell Road, Shanghai)" and oil painting "A
Corner of Campus, Guangdong Art Academy at Guangxiao
Temple, Guangzhou'" fully reveal that she was already skilled at
realistic rendering. In her 1948 oil painting “Still Life” especially,
the young 14-year old Pang Tao displayed astonishing talent
and a remarkable comprehension of modern painting; her
concepts and inner spirit at that age were comparable to the

level she achieved in college.

When the new China was established sixty years ago, she gained

astable foundation in realism amidst that exciting but confusing
and joyful but contflicted time. Pang Tao and her husband Lin
Gang worked together on “Crossing East” (1976), “Endless
Poem on the Long March” (1977), and “On the Long March”
which is also known as “Eventful Years” (1978). They held onto
the sincerity of an artist, avoided that era’s current malaise of
formulas and conceptualization, and rejected the false realism
of “red, luminous, brilliance.” Although they themselves
considered fhese works imperfect, they were representative of
the fruition of revolutionary realism and established them in the
first heights of their artistic ascent. The reform and opening-up
that took place thirty years ago gave her the freedom to realize
significant artistic change and transformation. “Travels in
Guilin)” “Travels in Lijiang” (1981), “Standing Tall,” “Thoughts
on the Road to Dunhuang” (1982) and other works mark the

beginning of her journey within.

She thought deeply and earnestly during her travels to Europe
and America in 1984 and 1989 as she took everything in.
She felt that music and painting had the same roots. Some
people may still look down on modern art and rebel against
it, but abstract art has been in existence for nearly a hundred
years. Abstract painting transforms artistic aspiration towards
the dramatic, literary and true realistic expression into the
abstract pursuit of musicality, thereby fully displaying the
beauty of abstract art. In abstract painting, the point, line,
surface and colors in painting are as elemental as musical notes.
Amalgamating variations in color with variations in black
and white enriches the color field and refines color hues, thus
creating an even richer expression. The dynamic rhythm of
lines and dots becomes a melody; the composition of forms
in accordance to aesthetic principles gives ways to a ditferent
emotional expression. These give the audience a broadened

and enriched appreciation of the aesthetics of painting and art.
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Pang Tao understood both the boundless space for exploration
in abstract art as well as its value. She was convinced that her
own path of exploration could not be an imitation or repetition
of Western painters. Rather, her artistic creation would be based
on her Chinese cultural heritage and her own experiences;
she says, "not only is it purely abstract, but it should be beyond
abstract." She has clearly established her distance from Western

abstract painting,

Pang Tao entered into that vast ocean of abstract art with great
confidence. Her "Revelation of Bronze" series shows the depth
of her thought process. From the objects, she has extracted this
mysterious and gorgeous color that has been weathered by four
thousand stormy years of wind and rain as well as an art
form, which has been refined by the raging fire. She has infused
the beauty of her craft, the texture of materials, the brushstroke
and the strokes of the knife, as well as her artistic imagination,
emotion, and thought into the elemental dots, lines, form, light,
and color. Through music's rhythm, melody, and form, she
crystallized the artist’s vision by recombining the elements. The
distillation of the object has created the unity of the abstract and
the image, wherein the rational and emotional, the objective

and subjective are united in a new, pure artistic form.

Using silent form, color, dots and lines to express the beautiful
sound of music, Pang Tao's art is-an exuberant melody of

interwoven dots, lines, form and color.

Using the wordless forms and colors of a painting to manifest its
meaning in the language of poetry, Pang Tao's art encompasses
the purity and artistry of poetry; it is a noble, elegant and

expressive poem.

Her horizons broadened as a result of her in-depth artistic

exploration, and her reflections gained deeper clarity. She

created "Tribute to the Innocent Soul," (2001) "Mingled Tears"
(2002), "Unstoppable Light" (2004) and "Hope" (2008) as
well as other works, which respectively depict the celebration
of life, the concerns surrounding the fate of a nation, care
for humanity, as well as hope for a harmonious world. After
the new century, the strength of her brush grew stronger.
Her colors became deeper and heavier; her paintings were
comprised of even more abstract elements and permeated with

a greater sense of humanity.

In Pang Tao's life in art, she was blessed by being born and raised in
a family of great masters of art even though she unjustly suffered
the difficulties that afflicted her family. Her parents’ genes and
their teaching and influence gave her an artistic and aesthetic
inner spirit in addition to an acute sensitivity and intuition
about color, the conscience and a sense of responsibility as an

intellectual, as well as a natural sincerity and honesty.

Open and broadminded, she is sincere in creating her work.
She is furthermore both serious and thorough in her studies
and research. She teaches by setting herself as an example; she
goes forward quietly in her exploration, which seeks to unify
the traditional and modern, eastern and western, objective
and subjective, and reproduction and expression. In the
amalgamation of these opposites, she creates art that is uniquely

modern, eastern, and feminine.

Pang Tao is another case of success in contemporary art as she
unites the East and the West and continues in her own artistic

path, which spans the past and the present.
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Collection of Early Work 1948-1984
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Oil on Canvas
1948

37 x 45.5cm
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