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Light. Several of Chu Teh-Chun's works
have titles such as “Light Breaking Through”,
“Captive Light”, “Before Light Appeared”, "Bright
Horizon"”, "“Enrapturing Brightness” and “Lights in
the Distance”. Others are called, “Creation
Awakes”, “Flaming Signals”, “Dawning Radiance”
and “Obscurity is Receding”. Here and there we are
in a world which has its creation at dawn, finds its
fulfilment at midday in the fullness of nature and
yields its radiance before the reddish glow of the
setting sun as the sky is set afire with its orange and
purple hues, repulsing the night as it creeps closer
and slips in its shadows. From the moment that Chu
replaced interpretation by effusion and celebration
all of his painting is a place of colour and shape
which has been fashioned out of nature and which
restores its intangible spells to him through his
emotions. An open place where all that happens in
space, the air, the light, the wind, the mists of the
mountain peaks, the wetness of the plains, the haze
of the rivers, the eddies in the water finds its
expression in swelling, broad strokes that at the
same time define the countryside and amplify it in
the phenomena that inspire it.

Chu Teh-Chun paints a country whose
existence is found only in his paintings, a country
both imaginary and real at the same time, formed
from sensations many times experienced in the
course of his life, bound to his memories of a China
which in time has become the space in his memory,
the territory of the mind where the vestiges of the
heart and the impulses of the spirit meet and
sometimes unite. For his paintings are not
improvisations. Their spontaneity, their freedom,
their breadth are not just the result of bursts of
emotion. If emotion exists at the beginning of the
canvas it is consequently mastered and directed by
thought. It is no philosophy, no theory, no message.
The painter lives his work before it comes into
being. He determined its content, its powers and its
limits within his mind. He knows what it must be, its
necessity, its finality and perhaps even its fatality. All
that remains for him, and this is the most difficult
aspect, is to act by the movement of his hand in
going beyond what is in his mind, modifying it by

exceeding it. In this Chu's is a full commitment that

recognises both surprises and risks.

His painting is the sentiant revelation of this
double inpiration. Having come from his native
China which he left in 1955 when he was 35 years
old, he has faced up to his relationship with her, his
traditions and his culture, in the soil of Paris where
he took root before braving the new world that he
had chosen to face. Though he did not even know
the language, during the time of his art studies it
had appeared to him as a mythical country. This was
the country where the artists whom he loved, had
lived.

He was not to live in Paris as an exile, a
transplanted Oriental, but as an artist already
mature and ready to cross over to another culture,
without, however, abandoning the culture of his
scholar ancestors. The link exists. It is his paintings.

Every painter in the beginning asks himself the
question. What is painting? “An eye, a hand” ... Manet
used to say. It is the mind that brings them together
and unites them. To begin with, Chu went out to
look at the city where he had decided to live and
work. His first paintings in Paris are the portraits of
his neighbourhood, somewhat melancolic, with a
somewhat tumbledown appearance, a landscape
that has almost completely disappeared today, silent
and calm, far away from the seething centre where
you are blinded by multi-coloured, luminous signs,
where you are deafened by noise. His paintings
were of the neighbourhoods where there was still
much discussion within the artist milieu of the
quarred between abstract and figurative, the former
rejecting the latter with their addiction to the past
that was violently critical.

Abstract painting does not exist among
Chinese painters. Until very recently the highest
praise that you could bestow on a modern painter
was to compare him to one of the masters of
previous centuries and these masters who were
respected everywhere did not look at nature when
they painted it. The Chinese painter never works in
the open air, with his canvas or paper in front of him,
making his work lighter or darker, emphasising an
outline, mixing his coloured tones so as to make
them as close as possible to his model. Nevertheless

his is a more intimate communion with nature and
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it is more intense than that of the Western painter.
He is not facing nature but he is within it as if
surrounded by its light, by its atmosphere,
participating in its phenomena whether the sun is at
its zenith, whether it snows or whether it rains in an
icy fog. In this way he can look at nature for several
years, travel, go from one climate to another. But it
is in his workshop with the spoils of his observation
after having given long reflection to what he has
observed, that he creates the synthesis of all that he
has seen and felt.

Sometimes he finishes his painting quickly,
sometimes on the contrary he is slow and patient in
constructing it. In  both cases he reaches the most
profound aspect, the most real aspect of nature.
Rather than being clever, the Chinese painter is a
virtuoso and this virtuosity comes especially from
calligraphy which is rather a ritual than an art form,
a type of writing half-way between painting and
poetry. It is the mirror of the Chinese soul.

In Chu Teh-Chun’s work the light looms up
and creates and develops a broken succession of
echoes. To begin with, the viewer, like the painter,
looks at the middle of the painting and follows the
movement of the artist's hand as it creates this lyric
vision of space and each of its elements brings into
being flashes, violent forces, clashing outbursts of
rhythms that crash and knock into each other in a
sort of inner frenzy akin to exultation.

As soon as one’s eye is calmed, it discovers
that if this vehemence opposes shade to light,
organisation to chaos, or reconciles them with each
other, it is both joy and anguish, the explosion of
life, and its fabric secretes fulminition and conquest.
In fact, in the painting of Chu all is order, all is
coherence. His work is a statement of materiali-
sation. The seething waters, the whirlwinds, the
turbulences, the abysses and the crevasses, the
mountains and their steep slopes, the far-reaching
plains with their watery furrows, all this reveals an
inner quest for a cosmic order. It is a state that is
never reached but offers so many possibilities, so
many discoveries, in a sort of restless tenderness or
sort of promise of happiness. “Neglect nothing”
was the advice of Poussin.

That is the mystery and fascination of a

painting in which if there is a beginning and,
everything has a beginning as the popular adage
goes, there is no ending or at least it is in its
incompletion. “Les Demoiselles d’Avignon”, said
Picasso remained unfinished. The eye of the viewer
recreates its structure with the spectacular presence
of its elements. Each canvas is a journey in the
unknown, the inaccessible, the unformulated, the
moving texture of the world in which the painter
can take his breath each time that he takes a halt.
In this rectangle of jumbled shapes and colours that

is the picture, the artist “sees arise beneath this

shower of appearences”, wrote Bazaine, “the great
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essential signs that are at the same time his own
reality and that of the universe”.

Chu Teh-Chun left China for Europe in
March 1955 with Ching-Chao, his future wife. They
arrived in Paris in May after several long weeks of
travel through Hong Kong via Saigon, Ceylon and
Port Said. They stopped in Cairo where Chu
discovered in the first great museum that he visited,
the art of the pharaohs which enthralled him. It was
also his first contact with the history of Western art.
They disembarked in Marseilles and reached a Paris
that was grey and rainy. Chu Teh-Chun was not a
young painter but an artist already established in his
own country, a graduate from the National Higher
School of Fine Arts of Hangzhou, a teacher at the
Central University of Nanjing, then of Taiwan, and it
was the proceeds of an exhibition that he had in
Taiwan in 1954, that allowed him to leave for
Europe.

He comes from the province of Jiang-Su
where he was born in Baitou Zhen, in the district of
Xiaoxian. It is low-lying and bordered to the north
by the Shan Dong, to the south by the Zhe Jiang, to
the east by the Yellow Sea. It is a farming region,
with its low plains, its hills, its lakes and its canals
which link up its natural water courses. This is why
it is called “The Land of Water"”.

The climate is mild and humid, and its light
is subtile. Chu remains very attached to his native
province and it is this that gave him his luminous
palette, the simmering of its gushing waters and in
the mirror surface of the lakes of the verdant
countryside the reflexion of the thick willows, the
bamboos and the silvered pines.

Childhood forms the man and educates his
eye. Because his father and his grandfather, each of
them doctors, were art collectors, Chu Teh-Chun
was lucky when very young to see the works of
traditional Chinese paintings. This was to be of
great importance to him at the begining of his
career. So during the student years of the future
artist there was no trace of anything picturesque in
his family’s cultured home, nor in the primary school
in Xiaoxian and then the high school in Xuzhou
where he gained his certificate. He had much artistic

talent and so gained entrance in 1935 to the School

of Fine Arts in Hangzhou where the director, Lin
Fong-Mien, was one of the leading painters of that
period. Lin urged Chu to go and work for 2 or 3
years in France where he himself had studied and
had married.

Hangzhou is a large, beautiful city with a
rich past. At the end of 13th Century it captured the
admiration of Marco Polo and attracted artists and
men of letters. The school where Chu met his
contempory Zao Wou-Ki, occupied a group of
pavillions constructed on piles in the middle of the
Western Lake and was surrounded by magnificent
gardens. The students went off to paint in the
wooded hills round about where there are several
temples and grottoes. Only traditional painting was
taught in the school but a number of teachers who,
like Lin Fong-Mien, had lived in France, had brought
back with them art reviews and reproductions and it
was here that Chu discovered Renoir, Matisse,
Picasso and particularly Cézanne who was for Chu a
real revelation.

In this faraway part of the world, this
faraway part of China an opening in his vision was
created. A different view, a different technique
existed along side that of the thousands of years
old art of this vast empire. Impressionism, Renoir,
Monet, Cézanne did not exist for him at that
moment but nevertheless they were the incentive to
surprises, discoveries and questions. Contempory
Western art was unknown in Hangzhou. Yet at the
same period the students at the School of Fine Arts
in Paris, themselves also under strict academic rule,
knew hardly much more about them.

A clap of thunder was to overturn Chu’s life
of a student and one can ask the question as to
what would have become of these wall-behaved
water-colourists of the Western Lake if, as a result of
Japanese aggression, war had not broken out in
1937 and caused the departure of the school at
Hangzhou in an exodus of four thousand kilometres
and lasting two years across five provinces. It went
as far as Chongging, the remote capital of China in
Sichuan.

At each stage of this extraordinary journey,
lessons were organised where the students

participated in local activities, doing posters, theatre
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