














Allis in motion now. . .. [T Jhe tree in front of my studio in Seattle is all
rhythm, lifting, springing upward! I bave just bad my first lesson in Chinese
brush from my friend and artist Teng Kwei. The tree is no more a solid in the
carth, breaking into lesser solids in the earth, breaking into lesser solids bathed
in chiaroscuro. There is pressure and release. Each movement, like tracks in
the snow, is recorded and often loved for itself The Great Dragon is breathing
sky, thunder and shadow; wisdom and spirit vitalized."

According to this perception of nature, form is dematerialized and composed of gi, the ev-
er—changing currents of cosmic energy. The French newspaper Le Monde, in reporting years
later on the death of Mark Tobey, commented that it was owing to Teng Baiye’s mstruction
that the American painter acquired an insightful perspective on Far Eastern art and reached a
completely new pattern in his own work." It can be said that his “white writing” style guided
this very natural artist’s mind, or more exacdy, universalist thinking, up to a freer level.
Tobey kept experimenting with lines and tried to pursue any possibly subtle varia-
tions in them. The spontaneity and vitality conveyed in his early white writing com-
positions was still evident in his much later works like Advance of History (Figure 2).
Arguably, the wild impulses of line in the earlier Broadway Norm (1935) developed
into the more delicate and intricate configuration of lines with dazzling widths, den-
sities, directions, and colors.
Much has been made of To-
bey’s use of all-over composition.
This was one aspect that was not
very common in traditional Chi-
nese painting, however—partic—
ularly literati painting—as much
more blank space is emphasized
to give viewers room for imagi-
nation. Further, Tobey did not
provide a kind of distinct figure-
and-ground  relationship within
his compositions; thus there was
no visual focus or pivot, only the
freedom of permitting viewers to
have a wandering vision that could

not easily pause and repeat.”’

, . . 2. Mark Tobey, Advance of History, 1964. Gouache and

Tobey s works in this mode, watercolor on paper, 25 °/s X 19 "'/1 in. The Solomon R. Guggenheim

X L Foundation, Peggy Guggenheim Collection, Venice © 2011 Estate of

then, are indebted to but distinct Mark Tobey/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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from the use of lines in the Chinese art that inspired them—both the Chinese art
of the literati and the paintings of his mentor, Teng, himself deeply traditional. It is
interesting to ask what influence Teng may have received from Tobey, a promising art-
ist 10 years his senior. There is no doubt that Teng was good at absorbing Western
art, and his later achievement in sculpture convincingly proved that. Is it because he
learned so much about Western art that he then more firmly endorsed traditional Chi-
nese art?> Due to the lack of firsthand data, it is difficult to tackle this truly intriguing

question‘

Noguchi and Guston

Not only does the case of Mark Tobey and Teng Baiye deserve more extensive
and penetrating research, but other cases should also be more carequy examined.
For example, the American sculptor and designer Isamu Noguchi (1904—-1988)
seemed to have benefited from Chinese art as well as from Japanese art. No one
knows why and how Noguchi visited Beijing in 1930. The artist himself was reluc-
tant to dwell on his trip to China, and the whole issue became somehow mysterious.
Tt 1s a lictle difficult to understand why he was so well received in Beijing, and what
led to his being able to indulge in such a luxurious lifestyle. He employed a pri-
vate cook who could speak French and cook French cuisine, a houseboy, and even a
rickshaw boy. Unbelievably, despite being half]apanese, he became acquainted with
General Zhang Xueliang and his men, who hated Japan. As for the arts, Noguchi
quite Wiﬂingly recalled 28 years later, in 1958, his eight—month stay n Beijing and
two unforgettable things that happened to him.

The first striking experience for him concerned the magnificent monumental
Temple of Heaven (Altar of Heaven), part of an imperial complex in Beijing. Accord-
ing to the scholar Dore Ashton, he deemed it to be a manifestation of the ancient
Chinese worldview, which considered the earth to be an immense square in a universe
moving in a circular orbit. As Ashton noted, the great marble square contains circu-
lar terraces leading to a final open terrace, which forms the Altar of Heaven proper:
“These would be the first of many stone terraces in Noguchi's wandering life whose
Symbolism engraved itself in his visual memory and emerged, eventuaﬂy, in his own
terrace inventions,” she commented. “The square and the circle—figures that had
taken on aesthetic values specific to the modern movement in the Paris Noguchi had
just left—were now perceived in their most ancient splendor‘””r

The second important event was his learning experience with the Chinese painting
master Qi Baishi, then 70 years old. It was said that Noguchi concentrated on flower-
and-bird painting at a neophyte’s level. But he did more: he sensitively and successtully

grasped the temporal sensibility of these works, by which I mean, for example, the qual-
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ity and rhythm of lines made with ink and water and the way they offer a strong sense
of time; this aided his pursuit of abstract art in both sculpture and design.”

It should be said that China’s influence on Noguchi did not take the form of mime-
sis in his later works, but instead was synthesized and modified into something new that
demonstrated the artist’s superb capacity for absorbing and transforming foreign art.

The emulation of Chinese painting and aesthetics by Philip Guston (1913—
19380) presents a similar case. As an Abstract Expressionist, Guston offered a per-
tinent and brilliant analysis of Chinese Song Dynasty painting, which makes one
speculate that the artist must have had a long history of viewing the best Chinese
paintings, or that there were some cognoscenti guiding him in secret in the appre-

ciation of Song dynasty painting. He commented, for example:

I think in my studies and broodings about the art cy'tbe past my greatest
ideal is Chinese painting, especially Sung painting dating from about
the 10th or 11th century. Sung period training involves doing sometking
thousands and thousands of times—bamboo shoots and birds—until
someone else does it, not you, and the rhythm moves through you. I think
that is what the Zen Buddbists called satori and I have bad it happen to

1”16

me. It is a double activity, when you know and don’t know.

It remains an intriguing question as to how Guston could have developed so refined
and incisive a sensibility for Chinese painting. But, more signiﬁcantly, no matter how he
approached Chinese art, Guston aspired to express boundless and playful elaborations
in his work based on his own understanding of the specific influence, rather than to take
direct nourishment from Chinese culture such as Song painting and the poetry of Li
Bai.'” In so doing, his abstract expressionist works became more bewitching.

Indeed, the influence of Chinese artists’ on their American counterparts is an

intriguing arena of study.

Wyeth in China

Now let us turn to the influence of American art upon Chinese artists. Perhaps
there is no more convincing case than the art of Andrew Wyeth.

On31l ]anuary 2009, the sixth day of the Chinese Spring Festival, the most impor—
tant and cheerful holiday of the year, the only art weekly in China, meishu bao, broke with
convention and reported the sad news that Andrew Wyeth had passed away two weeks
before. “His works,” the reporter noted, “can be said to have influenced our seventies
to eighties of the last century and even today’s China.” Chinese oil painter Yang Feiyun

put it this way: “I guess, many Chinese painters would feel much sadder than those in

the West about the death of‘V\fyethi”18
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Indeed, the art of
Andrew Wyeth <I9I7f
2009) resonated with
Chinese artists after the
Cultural Revolution and
blew a kind of Wyethiana
across  China. During
the 1980s and 1990s in
China, Wyeth was con-

sidered one of the most

famous foreign painters,

3. Andrew Wyeth, Christina’s World, 1948. Tempera on gessoed panel,
32 /4 x 47 3/4in. Museum of Modern Art, New York, Purchase © Andrew Wyeth. ki C b Del
Photo © Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York. K1 to Lourbet, Lela-

croix, and van Gogh.
During this period, his work was often denigrated by American critics, who had come
over recent decades to prefer abstract, pop, minimal, conceptual, and identity art.

The reasons why Wyeth became such an influential figure for a group of Chinese oil
painters in the 1980s are not complicated to list. Obviously, the top reason was that after
the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976, a more and more powerful artistic trend
emerged—sentimental realism—which led to the production of an important part of the
so-called Trauma Art. The brave transition from the Cultural Revolution art to the real-
istic spirit with humanistic concerns resulted in some very touching artwork. Since the
depressing, IO—year—Iong Cultural Revolution had recently concluded, however, the critical
inclination in art had to be mild, indirect, and suggestive. As soon as some Chinese artists
saw Andrew Wyeth's work—certainly only photographic reproductions were available back
then—they were overwhelmed. It resonated powerfully with their experiences and feelings.
No doubt, the solemn but at the same time sentimental mood, the 10nely figures and
isolated scenes depicted in Wyeth's works seemed the perfect models for Chinese artists
to follow. In particular, Christina’s World (Figure 3) proved to be a fascinating examplei The
individual loneliness, sentiment, and hope emphasized in this painting looked strikingly
real and moving to the eyes of Chinese painters, who had been confined so long to the false
passion of the Cultural Revolution. To be closer to Andrew Wyeth's world amounted to a
rebellion against the Red-Bright-Shining style that had prevailed then.

Perhaps the most brilliant response was Spring Wind Has Been Awakened (Figure 4) created
by He Duoling (b. 1948), then a young student at Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts in Chong-
qing. The artist took three months to finish this work, not only bringing out his mature style
for the first time but also contributing a landmark work to the history of Chinese oil paint-
ing after the Cultural Revolution. The painting looks like the typical Wyethian world: early

spring, a young girl, shabbily clothed, sitting on the river bank with withered grass planted
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4. He Duoling, Spring Wind Has Been Awakened, 1982. Oil on canvas, 37 /s x 50 */s in. National Art
Museum of China, Beijing.

all over. She gazes into the far distance perplexedly but affectionately, and the spring breeze
blows her black hair. There is also Wyethian pathos and promise: the severe winter is over and
new life is coming, like the spring breeze blowing over wilderness and the plain now turning
green. He Duoling talked about Wyeth's influence on a few occasions, saying that he loved
this sentimental American realist for the latter’s cool meditation and lonely but enchanting

horizon. In a November 2001 interview with a journalist in Shanghai, he said:

Spring Wind Has Been Awakened was my MA graduation work.
My supervisor . .. was not in favor of i, so I painted it in secret. Because
within the painting there were no plot and narration. . . . I sneaked off
to leave for Chengdu and painted secretly. I imitated the way that Wyeth
painted, as blades of grass were painted one by one. This secemed a depar-
ture from the traditional realist techniques. They said my work was a
marked failure. Later, I submitted it to an exhibition in Beijing and it was
rejected as they said the mood embodied in the painting was rather subdued,

and the girl’s facial expression looked rather melancholy.'
Despite its initial rejection, however, the painting was soon published on the front

cover of Fine Art, meishu, the leading art journal in China, and a year later was ac-

cepted into France's Spring Salon. He Duoling said he felt that “[his] paintings
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were awakened after the
painting, Spring Wind Has
Been  Awakened,”  and  he
painted more lyrical and
highly acclaimed works
such as Youth (Figure 5),
Snow Goose, and A House
with a Loft.*

He Duoling visited
the United States in 1985.
After viewing He Duol-

ing’s exhibition in Boston,

5. He Duoling, Youth, 1984. Oil on canvas, 59 /16 X 73 /4 in.

National Art Museum of China, Beijing. a visitor recommended to

him a book of poetry by
Robinson Jeffers that was illustrated with desolate and lonely scenes shot by Edward
Weston and Ansel Adams.*' This book offered another angle for He Duoling to experi-
ence some of the sentiments he found in Wyeth's paintings. He sighed: “[T]he best
oil painters are still those foreigners and I think that so far there is no single master in
China, not at all.”** In 1997 in his preface to the Album of He Duolin, Contemporary Chinese
Art Collection (volume 4), he also wrote quite suggestively: “[M]y canvas is almost always
having (or keeping) no more than one figure”—a Wyethian parallel. But when he finally
visited Andrew Wyeth's Christina’s World at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in
1985, examining Wyeth's distinctive tempera strokes, He Duolin was able to see more
clearly some of the differences between this American master and himself.**

Other talented Chinese painters such as Ai Xuan and Wang Yidong were also
deeply interested in the poetic melancholy of Andrew Wyeth, and their painting
depicted ordinary people of merit and dignity, contributing masterpieces to the
evolving history of contemporary Chinese art.

Ai Xuan (b. 1947), famous for portraying Tibetan people, learned of Andrew Wyeth
from another painter, Chen Yifei, in 1981, and in 1988 had an opportunity to meet
Wyeth. It seemed that the American artist had been impressed with a display of Ai’s
paintings he saw at Hefner Galleries in New York. Wyeth’s son, James, also a painter,
contacted Ai, then a one-year visiting scholar at Oklahoma City University, and invited
him to visit his father at the Brandywine River Museum (Figure 6). At their meeting,
Andrew Wyeth discussed Ai's works with his Chinese admirer and other visitors. Ai
was presented with two Wyeth exhibition catalogues, which Andrew and James Wyeth
signed. Andrew Wyeth wrote: “To Ai Xuan: Warmest greeting from his American friend”

on one and, more impressively, on the other: “To Ai Xuan: With highest regard to
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your paintings."24 As Ai recalled later
after returning home in Beijing, An-
drew Wyeth also encouraged him by
telling him: “Now there are so many
artists in America [who| rely on pho-
tographs when painting, but you are
different from them, as you control
photographs with your emotions.”*
Ai, even today, regards Wyeth as
the greatest artist in the history of
American art. He believes that Wy-
eth and his painter friends in China
share many similar characteristics
in terms of conveying human feel-

ings, and that he was able to find

much of what he wanted to say in - e ' ,
6. Andrew Wyeth, left, meeting Ai Xuan, right, at Brandywine
Andrew Wyeth's paintings‘ In the River Museum on 17 February 1988. Photo courtesy Ai Xuan.
early 1980s, Ai, still very young,
was inspired to paint works like the
influential Shepherd, The Morning Mist
over Marshes. Later, he combined Wy-
ethian melancholy with his Tibetan
subject matter and deliberately ex-
pressed a kind of poetic touch in Sea-
sonal Wind in Zoige, Fence, Maybe the Sky
still So Blue, and Cold Rain (Figure 7).
In 2008 the painter Wang
Yidong (b. 1955) also visited New
York and made his way to Penn-
sylvania to pay tribute to Andrew
Wyeth’s hometown and to view
his works in museums. In Wang
Yidong’s oil paintings, Wyethian :
sentiment and scene are almost 7. Al Xuan, Cold Rain, 1983. Oil on canvas,
. 33 7/16 X 23 %/ in. Private collection.
omnipresent.
The significance of the art of Andrew Wyeth lies not only in its realistic paint-

ing techniques but also in his aesthetic attitude. He offered Chinese painters artis-

tic strategies for new forms of individual expression and contemplation. He helped
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them to newly consider the essentiality of paying attention to one’s mental universe
and the aesthetic power of conveying the pursuit of one’s soul—rather than secular
reality. One can certainly say that Wyeth offered a generation of Chinese artists an
inspiring way of looking at the world and life—something that transcended direct
stylistic imitation. Those painters, inspired by Wyeth, presented a new vision to
Chinese audiences, whose experience had been confined to Cultural Revolution art.
In our era, the exchange of artistic languages and the rise of transnational ar-
tistic achievements have become a more positive phenomenon, which reminds us
that references to other cultures and art extend beyond direct imitation to larger
concerns and should be considered on a global level. The great Indian sage Rabi-
ndranath Tagore said: “We must prepare the field for the cooperation of all the
cultures of the world where all will give and take from others. This is the keynote

of the coming age.”*® What foresight indeed!
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