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HililiiL, 2007); Chun-yi Lee, Universe in the Mind: Liu Guosong’s Art and Thoughts (Hong Kong University
Press,2009); Jason Kuo, “Decolonization, and Cultural Politics in Postwar Taiwan,” Art Orientalis 25
(1995), pp.73-84; EEALHTTZ AR, "BIBIRARR, (SEAL: SALMHIEMTRE,  1990); SALAIE0TRE,

ELERE, (Edb: 2L 40TEE, 1992);John Clark, “Taiwanese Painting under the Japanese Occupation,”
Journal of Oriental Studies 25, no. 1 (1987), pp.63-105; Shen C. Y. Fu et al., Contemporary Calligraphy
and Painting from the Republic of China (Washington, D.C.. Consortium for International Cooperation in
Higher Education, 1980); M2, "SBSHmErI- 14, (Bt BIIMR, 1987) THE, HEL, (&
db: R, 1992); Art Development in Taiwan (1661~1971): A Retrospective Exbibition in Four Parts (Taipei:
Council for Cultural Planning & Development, 1985); #RG, 78 - A BB, (SR S
fH, 2019); Pan, An-yi. “The Fifth Moon Group: Pioneers of New Chinese Modern Art in Taiwan,”
Orientations 49, no.1 (January/February 2018), pp.77-82; Shih, Shu-mei, Visuality and Identity:
Sinophone Articulations across the Pacific (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007); Josh Yiu
ed., Two Masters, Two Generations, and One Vision for Modern Chinese Painting: Paintings by Gao Jianfu
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To Exit, Post 1980s Neo-Abstract Art in Taiwan

Yang, Chia-ling

Placing focus on post-1980s abstract art, this study aims to investigate how
abstract art has been translated and transplanted into Taiwan through China, Japan and
the U.S. in different stages. In discussing the drift from group to independent abstract
from the 1980s to the present, and how abstract painting has been conformed in the
Chinese- speaking world, this paper argues that what came with this very art form were
experimental modes under specific socio-political conditions that artists aiming to
transform and to exit from their existing boundaries and realities, and utmost, questing

for democracy and their Taiwanese identity.
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To Exit, Post 1980s Neo-Abstract Art in Taiwan

Yang, Chia-ling

Abstract art has its historical evolution. In Taiwan, responses to abstract art
today are unlike those in the 1970s and 80s when abstraction and the Native Soil
Movement were antithetical. Current iterations of abstraction principles often
incorporate sensitivity to native land and Taiwanese identity, with reverberations
of environmentalism and spiritualism. This paper discusses the drift from group
to independent abstract from the 1980 to the present, and how abstract painting
has been conformed in the Chinese-speaking world. How has abstract history
continued from having a Western theoretical foundation as its basis, whilst
creating abstract art in the non-Western language territory of Taiwan will be the
central focus. Placing focus on post-1980s abstract art, through the examinations
of major exhibitions of abstract art of Taiwan, this study aims to investigate how
abstract art has been transplanted into Taiwan in different stages divided by the
political incidents in East Asia. With the lifting of the martial law in Taiwan
in 1987 and the end of the Cultural Revolution (1966~1976) in the Mainland,
“Chineseness” has been significantly realigned in both places as well as in Hong
Kong due to its retrocession to China in 1997. I would argue that what came

with this very art form were experimental modes under specific socio-political

193



conditions that artists aiming to transform and to exit from their existing
boundaries and realities, and utmost, questing for freedom in artistic expression
and searching for their perplexed Taiwanese identity.

As the abstract art movement in Taiwan started mainly with the practice
of Western modernism and by 1960s began to shift its trajectory to one that
seriously considered both the Eastern and Western components, reaching the
stage of ‘the coming together of the East and the West." In this approach, in
comparison with the Abstract Expressionism popular during the same period in
New York, what different connections or separations existed in their Abstract
Expressionist techniques? In the past decades, much discussion has been paid
to the conspicuous promotions of ink or shuimo at major venues have reflected
the marketability of “China” as a category of contemporary art. Scholars, such
as Aida Yuen Wong, Chu-Tsin Lee and Jason Kuo, consider Liu Kuo-sung 2
24 (1932~), the member of May Art Society, and his followers formulation, to
be modern is to be emancipated from the brush, and provide the comprehensive

study of the School of Liu Guosong from a cross-border perspectivel'. With
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Planning & Development, 1985); Hsiao Chong-ray, 7o the Moon: Liu Kuo-sung (Kaohsiung: Kaohsiung
Museum of Fine Art, 2019); Pan, An-yi. “The Fifth Moon Group: Pioneers of New Chinese Modern
Art in Taiwan,” Orientations 49, no. 1 (January/February 2018): 77-82; Shih, Shu-mei, Visuality and
Hdentity: Sinophone Articulations across the Pacific (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007); Josh
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an assertion of tradition ever-transforming, the member of May Art Society,

perceived that to transform, “is the major trait of tradition, and to create is

the essential quality of art that would never change?.” While the influence of

the abstract doctrine came from Europe and America, Taiwan’s abstract artists

integrated classical landscape paintings, calligraphy, and Buddhism with Abstract

Expressionism, rendering works which were both compatible with Western

theories and Eastern techniques. Taking this out of its non-Western context, I

wish to probe how abstract painting has been promoted strategically in Taiwan

and its manifestations.

I. From Group to Individualist's Abstraction

The scholar Hsiao Chong-ray divides the development of abstract art

in Taiwan into two stages: in the 1950~60’s with Lee Chun-shanZ{fi4:

(8}

Yiu ed., Two Masters, Two Generations, and One Vision for Modern Chinese Painting: Paintings by Gao Jianfu
(1879~1951) and Lui Shou-kwan (1919~1975) in the Chinese University of Hong Kong and the University
of Oxford (Hong Kong: Art Museum, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2013); David Clarke,
“Abstraction and Modern Chinese Art.” In Chinese Art and Its Encounter with the World (Hong Kong:
Hong Kong University Press, 2011), 133-64: Maxwell K. Hearn, Ink Art: Past as Present in Contemporary
China (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, distributed by Yale University Press, 2013); Hsiao
Chong-ray, Shuimo juling: Liu Guosong zhuan (Giant Spirit of Water-and-Ink: Biography of Liu Guosong)
(New Taipei City: Qingguang Wenhua Chuban Youxian Gongsi, 2011); Chen Man-hua, “Xinchao zhi
yong: Meixinchu (USIS) Meiguo yishu zhanlan yu Taiwan xiandai yishu (1950~1960) niandai” (New
Trends: the American Exhibitions Held by USIS and Taiwanese Modern Art (1950s~1960s)), Taiwan
meishu (Journal of National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts) 109 (July 2017): 27-48; Jung-hee Moon and
Wang Pin-hua eds., 7he Herstory of Abstraction in East Asia (Taipei: Taipei Fine Arts Museum, 2019); Gao
Minglu, Zhongguo jiduo zhuyi (Chinese Maximalism) (Chongqing: Chongging renmin chubanshe, 2003);
Hsiao Chung-ray ed., In Front of You: Solo Exhibition of Ava Hsueh (Taichung. National Taiwan Museum of
Fine Arts, 2016); Britta Erickson, “Dangdai Zhongguo huihua xinshili: Shiwu wei yishujia de chouxiang
zuopin” (New Forces in Contemporary Chinese Painting: Abstract Works of 15 Artists,” Dongfang yishu
(Oriental Art) 23 (2011): 118-123; Victoria Lu, Fushuyuan de shiye: Taiwan dangdai meishu 1988~1999
(Visions of Pluralism: Contemporary Arts in Taiwan, 1988~1999), exh. cat. (Kaohsiung: Mountain Art
Culture and Education Foundation, 1999); and Kao Chien-hui, Yizhong buyuanshi (After Origin: Topic
on Contemporary Chinese Art in New Age) (Taipei: Artist Publishing Co., 2003).

Liu Kuo-sung, “Yu Xu Fuguan xiansheng tan xiandai yishu de guiqu” (Discussing the Retrogressive Trend
in Modern Art with Mr Xu Fuguan), Zuopin (Anthology), Juan 3, qi 4 (25 March 1962): 18.
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(1912~1984), the Eastern Painting Society (Dongfang huahui 85 ®) and the
May Art Society (Wuyue huahui 7L HE®) as representatives of the first wave of
abstract art; and in the 1980s when a second wave of abstract art was led by the
students of Lee Chun-shan, who formed the Free Painting Society (Ziyou huahui
HF#®) and the Taotie Painting Society (Taotie huahui Z#Z &), and Richard
Lin #&5* (1933~2011), Tsong Pu #3% (b. 1947), Jun T. Lai #E#iAl (b. 1953),
Chen Hsing-wan Bt (1951~2004) and Chang Yung-tsun &K (b.1957)
who were also actively creating abstract paintings’. Due to the pressure of martial
law in post-war Taiwan, a generation of young artists thus turned to abstract art,
in search of free spirit and individuality through pure form and color; at the same
time, in order to avoid the criticism from the conservatives, painters in Taiwan
tent to support and legitimize their practice of modern art with philosophies
derived from classical Chinese painting.

Associated to both stages, Lee Chun-shan was Taiwan’s earliest painter
engaged in creating abstract artwork, and is known as ‘the mentor of modern
art in Taiwan.” From 1924, he began his encounter with art through traditional
Chinese ink painting. Encouraged by his fellow artists in Shanghai, he moved
toward modernist art form and participated the first exhibition of the Storm
Society (Juelanshe Yufiit) in Shanghai (1932), then voyaging east to Japan to
join the private art studio Tokyo Institute of Avant-garde Art 5T Fij{# 21l
%A, guided by Japanese masters of modern painting such as Togo Seiji B}
H52 (1897~1978) and Japanese representational painter of the Paris School,
Léonard Tsuguharu Foujita #EHIAIA (1886~1968), beginning to emphasize the
spirituality of painting. Of the Mainland Chinese artists who came to Taiwan’s in
the 1950s, Lee Chun-shan was unique in upholding Modernism among his fellow
traditional ink painters and Post-Impressionist painters. In Taipei and Changhua,

through conversations carried out in café and a liberal approach, young artists

3 Hsiao Chongray, “Yanfeng zhong de qipa-1980 niandai Taiwan chouxiang huihua” (Wonder in the
Crevice — Abstract Painting of Taiwan in 1980s), Jinyishu 214 (Artco Monthly), (July 2010): 121-127;
Wiayueyn Dongfang (May and Eastern Art Societies) (Taipei: Dongda tushu, 1991).
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were encouraged to learn abstract painting and thinking about the subjectivity
and spirituality of paintings. This had a far-reaching effect on the development of
modern painting in Taiwan.

From the Lee Chun-shan’s work produced during his stay at Shanghai
Academy of Fine Arts, the two styles of Post-Impressionism and Cubism can
cleatly be seen in A Short Break and Composition published in Wenhua magazine
(Figure 001. 1932)*, And in his essay “The Starting Point of Twentieth-Century
Painting” published in 1934, he put early twentieth-century painting into
two categories. ‘knowledge based’ (able to be thought about) paintings, which
included Cubism, Purism, Surrealism and new objectivity; and ‘feeling based’
(able to be felt) paintings, which included Fauvism, Expressionism, Absolutism
and Suprematism. Although he didn’t point to abstract painting, he believed
twentieth-century painting should start out with a mentality of seeing the
object, feeling the object, and joy at object, reflecting that the artists spirit is
at one with the reality, and forming a ‘direct look” at lifes dimensions. For this
reason, a picture is the words of a philosopher, a poet speaking, and a musician’s
instrument; a ‘picture’ is beginning of a painting, and the end’,

Lee Chun-shan’s view that paintings conformed from image of mind, also
extended to his creations, tending to turn towards Surrealism and abstract art. In
his Work 061 (1950), the picture started out with a rather traditional perspective,
with the viewpoint initially concentrated in the centre, then diverging outwards
using red, white, black and blue colour blocks®, The central thick black lines cut
the picture diagonally, reappearing up and down like inverted images. Unequal

et balanced, it is a picture full of architectural sense. Lee Chun-shan’s works in
b , p

-

Dimension and collection unknown. Lee Chun-shan, “Meizhuan huihua yanjiusuo zhanlan zhi yiban”
(Review of the Exhibition at the Shanghai Academy of Arts), Wenhua (The Culture, Arts Review), no.33
(1932): 23.

Lee Chun-shan, “Ershishiji huihua de chufadian” (The Starting Point of Twentieth-Century Painting),
Meishu zazhi 3 (Art Magazine) (1934): 70.

6 Lee Chun-shan, Work 061, 1950. Oil on canvas, 31.5%40.5 cm, National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts,
collection no. 08801617.
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1970s also demonstrated the forcefully approaching Surrealism in his abstract
expression, particularly from sketches such as Work 651 (Figure 002, undated)
and Work 670 (undated), from which we can more clearly see the usage of
various geometrical forms, such as triangles, circles, rectangles, cross-hatching,
and so forth, is stacked into a kind of irregular shaped elliptical body, and then
combined into an asymmetric composition, resulting in two to three vertical or
horizontal equal parts, emphasizing its non-narrative, pure visual terms’, And
oil paintings such as Work 069 (Figure 003, undated) put more emphasis on the
degree of transparency in tonality and the sense of presence of each stroke. The
scene portrayed is just like a harbor town hugging the bay at night, a waterfall is
faintly visible in the upper left, under which the water passes under a bridge. In
the middle, a lighthouse stands at the edge of the harbor, the deep blue of quiet
night intertwining with the light of the lighthouse, roaming free in geometry and
abstraction, dreams and truth, brush and color.

In this approach, in comparison with the Abstract Expressionism popular
during the same period in New York, what different connections or separations
existed in their Abstract Expressionist techniques? Comparing with Pollock
placing his canvases on the ground, and making extensive use of action painting
and random painting techniques, Lee Chun-shan emphasized on a compositional
arrangement. Beginning with his architectural sketches in his primary
school workbooks, we see well-executed presentation of ideas, and geometric
composition occupying a dominant position in the embodiment of his spiritual
expression.

From Lee Chun-shan’s works, such as Abstract Painting 52 (1971) it can
be clearly seen that he focused on the execution of lines®, Perhaps the emphasis

on lines that create paths of vision and guidance of eyes was inspired by the linear

~

Lee Chun-shan, Work 670, undated. Ink on paper, 21X14 c¢m, National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts,
collection no. 00801598.

8  Lee Chun-shan, Abstract Painting, 1971. Oil on canvas, 94.2X68.3 cm, National Taiwan Museum of
Fine Arts.
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tradition in Chinese painting and calligraphy, but geometric abstraction was also
blended into the paintings of other abstract artists working with Chinese ink,
such as Liu Kuo-sung.

Liu Kuo-sung’s creative work has focused on the physical properties of
painting materials and the aesthetics, for example, the use of specific papers,
which finally, through stretching, had the elasticity pulled from the paper,
revealing irregular textures with many changes in them. Using new techniques,
he developed a new countenance for Chinese ink painting, which had its
influence to his contemporary artists in Taiwan and Hong Kong. With an
assertion of tradition evcr—transforming, in Liu Kuo—sung% reworking on classical
Chinese painting, he kept a pliant connection with Chinese tradition and the
Western abstraction. Applying the innovative techniques of shuituo 7K#i (water
rubbing) and zimo JE#& (steeped ink) in his work Rushed into Infinity 18 A\ $E
b1 (Figure 004, 1964), Liu presented this alignment for such a reform with his
petceptible intention to mimic the crack of rubbing from the ancient steles, and
the sense of fluidity and spontaneity characteristic to the interplay of ink and
water upheld by Chinese literati painters from the past.

As Lee Chun-shan once said: “For artists, the most important thing is their
original expression. We might receive influence from Western master-painters;
we cannot superficially imitate others. The most successful painter should still
have his own characteristics.”” Inspired by Lee Chun-shan was Eastern Painting
Society member Hsiao Chin ##f (b. 1935), whose Chanit (or Zen) series of
prints (Figure 005, 1977), brought the preponderance of negative space in the
composition typical of Chinese painting, and the ‘flying white and ink dots’
characteristics of calligraphy, demonstrating Kandinsky's ‘point, line, and surface’
theory. The integrated classical ink art with Abstract Expressionism, became the
characteristics of Taiwan’ abstract art.

Post-1980s saw the rise of a second wave of abstract thinking in Taiwan.

9 Lee Chun-shan, “Yumeizhai suibi Fif#H#FESE" (Note from Rain and Plum Studio), Shidai yishu 2R3
#ii (Time and Arts) (1949): 13.
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Right in the middle of the flourishing of Postmodern Art Movements across
Asia, Taiwan established its first fine art museum that dedicated to exhibiting
modern and contemporary art, the Taipei Fine Arts Museum, in 1983 with its
promotion of postmodern art and the second wave of abstract art in Taiwan.
Several important abstract art exhibitions, such as Lee Chun-shans first solo
exhibition in 1979, Zao Wou-ki's ##E#f (1921~2013) first solo exhibition in
Taiwan in 1981 and 1983, as well as the New Exhibition of Contemporary
Chinese Painting held by the Taipei Fine Arts Museum in 1984, provided a great
help in promotion of their cause'’, The international and domestic exhibitions,
and art competitions organised by the Taipei Fine Arts Museum that have
dominated and played a tremendous influence on the artistic trend throughout
1980s and 90s. Nevertheless, the use of Western abstract painting to transform
the Chinese painting and the sensibility of Chinese literati ideology were no
longer strongly advocated like they were in the previous decades. Art in Taiwan
began to see diversified routes that led her art to a deconstruction of orthodoxy
and encouraged artists in seeking individualistic voices and dissident, wide-
ranging and heterogeneous expressions. Its free and open artistic atmosphere gave
the art of great vitality, but it also caused dilemma on Chinese identity promoted
through the official cultural and political institutions since the WWIL. In these
anti-traditional forms of art, traditional culture and classical medium, including
ink art and oil painting, were further deconstructed and challenged.

This period is also marked by the emergence of a large number of art
community navigating what ‘modernity’ is in Taiwan, groups included R.O.C
Modern Painting Society (Zhonghua minguo xiandai huaxuehui AR
#2@), Kao-hsiung Modern Painting Society (Kaohsiung xiandai huaxuehui
B ELE), South Taiwan New Style Painting Society (Nan Taiwan
xinfengge huahui FAAEHTEMEES), No. 2 Apartment (Erhao gongyu —5f/A
&), Jiaren Gallery (Jiaren hualang 3{-#H), Yidu Space (Yidu kongjian HFE

10 Hsiao Chong-ray, “Yanfeng zhong de qipa-1980 niandai Taiwan chouxiang huihua,” (Wonder in the
Crevice—Abstract Painting of Taiwan in 1980s), Jinyishu 214 (Artco Monthly) (July 2010): 121-127.
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Z2ft), Chaodu Space (Chaodu kongjian #E%%M), Studio of Contemporary
Art (SOCA) (Xiandai Gongzuoshi BIREUIFT(FZE—#F), Xinxiang Painting
Society (Xinxiang huahui #H5EE), Soiled (Xirang 53%), Modern Eye Painting
Society (Xiandaiyan huahui BfAIR#E®), Freedom Painting Society (Ziyou
huahui HFE®), The Third Wave Painting Society (Disanpo huahui 55 = #
@, renamed from Contemporary Painting Society E{XZE ), Wuma Painting
Society (Wuma huahui F5#E®), Kui Art Union (Kui yishu lianmeng B2
#), Taotie Modern Painting Society (Taotie xiandai huahui #Z&ICEE), New
Concept Art Union (Xinsichao yishu lianmeng #7TE#ZiifE), 3.3.3 GROUP,
Taipei New Art Union (Taipei xinyishu lianmeng E4LHT i), Interactive
Painting Society (Hudong huahui &), Outside the Picture Society(Huawai
huahui #F4#FE®), Stupid Bird Art Group (Benniao yishuqun % & 2R,
New Particle Modern Art Group (Xin lizi xiandai yishuqun #hr -5 CEE
#f), Taipei Forward Group Painting Society(Taipei gianjin huahui G-LATERE
), 101 Modern Art Group (Yilingyi xiandai yishuqun —0—HXEHfiEE), New
Painting (Xin huihua #7#&), Art Union (Yishu lianmeng Zii), and Taipei
School of Painting (Taipei huapai AL#EJK)."" The ambition is to create new
art through the new form, and they often label themselves as ‘the third wave’ to
differentiate what Taiwanese modernists have been carrying out in the 1950-60,
and 1970-carly 1980s, hence the Postmodernism. There was also a visible trend
that local native elements were gradually incorporated into the identity of Taiwan
consciousness. The lift of martial law in 1987 pushed such shift in identity issue
further, and changed the artistic and cultural ambience.

It became more apparent and intense in the discussion of ‘subjectivity of
Taiwan consciousness in the 1990s. In this regard, the 1995 policy posed by
Council for Cultural Affairs (CCA) S{tE2F%ZE @ began to show great changes

and echoed the President Lee Teng-hui's 25 ##declaration of “starting from the

11 Xie Dongshan #{H# 1L, Tziwan meishushi ZEFiH (Are History of Taiwan) (Tainan: Graduate Institute
of Art History and Art Criticism, National Tainan College of Fine Arts [B37 2 Fa 2 B2 Fr 24l 5 Bl 24l
FRFRIIFLAN, 1999), 137.
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community building, operating a greater Taiwan,” and his promotion of “local
people’s participation in community activities, create recognition of regional
and indigenous Taiwanese culture, and develop the autonomy of grass-roots
culture. In 1996 the first Taipei Contemporary Fine Art Biennial (renamed
as Taipei Biennial in 1998) was hosted by The Taipei Fine Arts Museum
which reversed its goal from connecting global contemporary art to pursuing a
‘Subjectivity of Taiwanese Art. The modification from global trend to ethnic art
largely reflected the transforming cultural identity, politics and its impact on the
Taiwan's contemporary art of this period.

Several outstanding female artists also appeared in the abstract art forums
from the late 1980s onwards, namely Chen Hsing-wan, Jenny Chen BEEF] (b.
1944), Ava Pao-Shia Hsueh E#{%¥ (b.1956-), and the follower of Lee Chun-
shan, Jun T. Lai. The last three artists all studied at the Pratt Institute in New
York. In 1993, the first group exhibition of female abstract painters ‘Forms and
Colour — Women Abstract Art 28— ZHEMFMEEHNE (Home Gallery
G, Taipei) and ‘The End of Century: Taiwan Women Abstract Painters
Group Show Z#ERLMEEMRMSGIEEE (Hsiung Shih Gallery Mz
J&, Taipei) in the following year marked the flourishing of the Third Wave and
women abstract art in Taiwan. The abstract development of this period was rich
and diverse, and furthermore was influenced by the Minimalism, which first saw
the light of day in the New York of the early 1960s. Exploring the relationships
between ranges of media, preferring rational rather than dramatic expression, it
was inconsistent with the doctrine of Abstract Expressionism popular at the time.
What was sought often came with a texture of the post-industrial society, even
anonymity (not having the artists personality and personal feelings). The artists
of this era sought material and technical breakthroughs, often working cross-
discipline, combining 2- and 3-dimensional art. For example, Jun T. Lai created

both paintings and sculptures at the same time, her works, such as Just Passing

12 Xie Dongshan (1999), 159.
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Away Alone R (Fig. 006, 1983), influenced by Pollock, used drip painting
techniques, to allow the acrylic paint to flow from the top down, running down
in fine trickling lines, of varying thicknesses. Yet the pictures structure retains
a rationality, autonomy, and order, and stresses the properties of the materials."”
Ava Hsueh's works Personification of P.S. P.S Wi A{t. (1985) and Entity of P.S.
P.S ARHE (Fig. 007, 1985) were also no exception, fully demonstrating this
drip-painting characteristic'*. Unlike Lai’s works, which took rational material
experiments as their subjects, Hsueh took strongly emotional, self-aware painting
as subject, on top of which drip painting technique was introduced. This is
particularly evident in the top of the left half of Entity of P.S. which uses back
and forth vertical and horizontal brush strokes, to allow the paint to shade in a
style similar to that of Chinese ink paintings, creating an ink wash and splash
ink alike effects, in which the colors from the lower end of the block finally
merge into a single stream of fine color. Though seemingly natural, it is in fact a
conscious arrangement, demonstrating astonishing painting technique and degree
of pigment control. Even though any visual art creator is able to involve the
issue of material expression, Ava Hsueh puts more emphasis on bringing out the
developmental qualities of the materials through action, while this development
of materials also contains the expressiveness of the materials themselves.

Abstract painting provides a means to interpret the inner turmoil and
an outlet for one’s internal landscape. With its spirit of liberation, the highly
Westernised abstract art from Taiwan can also be political. While the “Taiwan
consciousness was growing strong in artistic expression and the Abstract
Expression painting in the West was a history, it is notable that Neo-abstract
painting was supported by the government and chosen as an official representative

for contemporary Taiwanese art for the exhibition 1998 Today’s Mater and

13 Lii Hsiao-yu, “Lai Chunchun chuangzuo de zixing fufan- cong Xiandaizhuyi dao haiyang meixue” (The
Self Renewal of Lai Jun T.s Works- From Modernism to Ocean Aesthetics), Tziwan meishu 104 (National
Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts Bulletin) (2016): 74.

14 Ava Hsueh, Personification of P.S. P.S Wf5E Ak, 1985. Acrylic and mixed media on canvas, 249%185 cm,

private collection.

203



Young Artists (40 Anniversary Special Exhibition): New Images of Taiwan
Contemporary Abstract Art 5 HARELHFH AR HEFEAR): ZiEE Ul
fiEETEST (Musée du quai Branly, Paris), to mark the forty-year anniversary since
the R.O.C. governments move to Taiwan. Artists participated including Chen
Chen-hsiung BRIEHE (b.1935), Tsong Pu, Ava Hsueh, Lee Chung Chung Z=&
& (b. 1942), and Yen Ting-sheng EATEAE (b 1960), showing an academic focus
and individualistic concern on abstraction. Grouping small units to constitute
a large unit in his work Look at Me (diptych) FF (1997), Tsong Pu brought his
own view of the universe with these seemingly mechanical small square marks.”
His visual style underlined by excessive repetition effectively created a self-
referential system of cumulative images, which offers insights into his worldview
in both aesthetic and ideological terms. As noted Ava Hsueh who believes the
1980s Post-modernist period of abstract art will enter its history as an exploration
of ideas. Because there has been nearly a hundred years of development, we can
easily identify or say, “That's an abstract painting.” In connection with this,
as far as painters are concerned, abstract art has become a ‘synonym’ that has
referential qualities, and is also at variance with the early abstract art which
doesn't have these qualities. Therefore, creators of contemporary abstract art are
also encouraged to activate a more rational dialectical space.’®

Following the Paris exhibition, Victoria Lu FE&Z organized a major cross-
Straight travelling exhibition ‘Visions of Pluralism: Contemporary Arts in Taiwan
EHOTHITRE | S EEM 1988~1999 at the China Art Museum (Beijing),
Mountain Art Museum (Kaohsiung), National Museum of History (Taipei) and
Art Center of Tsinghua University (Hsinju). Thirteen abstract artists working
on both oil painting and Chinese ink were selected under the section of abstract
art; artists included Tsong Pu, Chen Hsing-wan, Ava Hsueh, Chu Teh-i ghf&
# (b. 1952), Chen Shu Ming B1HAEA (b. 1948), Emily Shih-chih Yang #5312 (b.
1949), Paul Chiang JTE— (b. 1942), Chihhung Yang ##%7 (b. 1947), Wei Jane

15 Tsong Pu, Look at Me (diptych) EFx, 1997. Oil on canvas, 130%X386 cm, private collection.
16 Dialogue between the author and Ava Hsueh, May 21st, 2016.
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Chir #127 (b. 1955), Chen Chien-pei BEEI (b. 1955), Huang Hung-teh #%:
 (b. 1956), Lin Hung-wen#E3Z (b. 1961) and Wang Hung-chuan F3t/11 (b.
1969).”7 Such selection responded to the multiple stimuli on Taiwanese abstract
art and how artists interpret their idea of abstraction beyond the linguistic lexicon
and the edifice it constructs, and discovering the inner scene from the ethnical to
universal aspects.

Chen Shu Ming, like Mondrian and Kandinsky, employed a vibrant
color palette yet, unlike the stark contrast and primary color schemes seen in
Mondrian’s work, he uses more stifled manner to give sophistication, elusiveness,
poise, and tranquility to the many components perceived in architectural and
mind landscapes. In Chen’s work 94-5 (Fig. 008. 1994), negative space and
the ink splashes played an important role, one taken up by the notion of land,
sea, mountain or ones footprints, which serve as backdrop to the man made,
mechanical space, which is in drastic contrast to the density and cramped space
created through repertoire of small square imprints by Tsong Pu in his Imprinting
towards an Infinite Space FIFRERANIZER] (1997).'® To begin with nature as the
subject of art is the beginning of a sensibility, a way of developing a perception in
relation to nature. The evocation of nature in ones art is, in fact, “second nature”
to most Chinese painters.

Paintings by Ava Hsueh, Yang Shih-chih and Chen Chien-pei shared a
similar concern through their complex, pressing approaches toward composition.
Perhaps influenced by the stream of consciousness novels of Modernism, their
paintings with their mark of simplified narratives did not highlight law and order.

As if consciousness only lingers for a short time on a thing or state of mind,

17 Victoria Lu F#&.2, Fushuyuan de shiye: Taiwan dangdai meishu 1988~1999 {G8ITiiRET | ZiER %
fiif 1988~1999 (Visions of Pluralism: Contemporary Arts in Taiwan, 1988~1999), exh. cat. (Kaohsiung:
Mountain Art Culture and Education Foundation, 1999); Kao Chien-hui %, Yizhong buyuanshi
BFEEAE (After Origin: Topic on Contemporary Chinese Art in New Age) (Taipei: Artist Publishing
Co., 2003), 130-135.

18 Tsong Pu, Imprinting towards an Infinite Space FIFIEERARIZER], 1997. Acrylic on canvas, 190X129.6 cm,

private collection.
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the complexity of the pictures, layer upon layer, releases a series of impressions
and feelings. Ava Hsueh's Abnormal Phenomenon in Time and Space FiZ2515
(1997), may make us believe the artist’s goal was to achieve the obscurity, a lack
of feeling, and imperceptivity through the automatic skill.”” The interlocking
and changing of lines and circles within it are like the interactions of gorgeously
layered colors on the coastal village at night, bringing the canvas a sense of
stratum. Using drip technique to coat, the picture’s tones cleverly overlap and
blend, separating the delicate floating colors into several portions, giving a sense
of depth and an inward-looking perspective. In Chen Chien-pei’s work, Image
of Mind I 15— (Fig. 009. Undated, c. 1997. Acrylic on canvas 310 x 140 cm,
private collection), the lower part of the painting is filled with an orangey-yellow
volcanic lava-like substance flowing slowly in the dark, while the upper end of
the picture is frantic as a field in wildly raging wind. His work served to remind
us of the interconnectivity, layering, and nuance present in not only the personal
outer and inner landscapes, but also within the lives of those who dwell there.
The surface of Yang Shih-chih’s Squeezed between Totality and Partiality {F5REAE
BRI 2 [ (1998. Acrylic on canvas, 360%145 cm, private collection) is
deep, opaque and dense, with the opaque insisting on horizontally cutting off
the background color of expanse of black, seemingly refusing to be viewed. Fast-
moving and heavy-pressing brush strokes, pushes down oppressively on gloomy
dark color blocks presented an image of distorted house with deformed symbols
of childhood, home, agony and memory beneath them.

By the time of this survey exhibition in 1999, several abstract painters
selected for this exhibition and considered to be the most prolific and
representative of their time began to move away from painting, but to seek for
other expressions through the emerging medias of installations, digital art and
photography. Chen Chien-pei was much drawn into recreation of mythical

spaces. Through his installations, for instance 7he Salvation &% (Fig. 010. 1995,

19 Ava Hsueh, Abnormal Phenomenon in Time and Space FFZEZEE, 1997. Acrylic on canvas, 142X173 cm,

Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts collection.
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installation Art,), an actual space was realized based on traditional religious
practice, triggering the meditation of death, rebirth and sublimation. Chen
Shu Ming considered that painting has its own limitation that cannot record
the movement of ‘time." Hence he progressed to digital images to extend his
documentation of time. Through voluminous digital photos shot of daily life
and trifle objects, he put together hundred and thousands of photos of small
things together to map the flow of time. Getting rid of personal emotion, in
his Grooving of Light 3090 Y:f#&) 3090 (Fig. 011. 2011, 198144 cm, digital
prints), the lucid and neutral narrative told through ordinary, unimportant
things, in other words, is simply an interpretation of the impermanence of life.”

From the late 1990s to 2010, only a very small number of artists in Taiwan
continued to create purely abstract art. In terms of large scale exhibition, apart
from the ‘Lee Chun-shan Memorial Exhibition’ (1991), ‘Lee Chun-shan Teacher
& Students Exhibition” (1999) and ‘Between Modernism and Post-modernism —
Lee Chun-shan and Taiwan Modernist Art, (2005) held at the National Taiwan
Museum of Fine Arts, and the ‘From Modernism to Post-modernism — Lee
Chun-shan Teacher and Students Exhibition” held at the Changhua Museum of
Art in 2008, abstract art has been grouped into recent and contemporary art and
looked at as part of a whole, and there have been relatively few exhibitions where
abstract art has been an independent subject.

Regarding the Chinese-speaking regions, apart from Paris-based Zao
Wou-ki (1921~2013) and Chu Teh-chun (1920~2014) attracting international
attention, in mainland China, due to political deterrence, the main art forms
since 1985 have been Social Realism, Conceptual Art, Political Pop and
performance art, or perhaps abstract art appearing in the form of Chinese ink
wash, converted into rather traditional thinking. With the exception of the
annual Above Form: Shanghai Abstract Art Exhibition” held at the Shanghai Art

Museum from 2001 to 2005; ‘Greatest Form is Formless: Contemporary Chinese

20 Chen Shu Ming B, ‘Exploring the Context #t#5E#E, solo exhibition, 2012/3/17-6/17, Taipei Fine

Arts Museum.
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Abstract Art KR | ERIFEAMREME (2002, Guangdong Museum of
Fine Arts); “The Third Space: An Chinese Context for Abstract Art 55 =22 :
FEYHFEICA (2006, Jindu Are Centre, Ningpo Museum of Fine Arts and
Shanghai Art Museum); ‘Breath-Resonance: International Travelling Exhibition
of Chinese Abstract Art’ (2007, Hong Kong Art Society, Modern Gallery and
He Xiangning Museum of Fine Arts HBIE5/E i E i/t /B 2 B/ rl &5
SEii8E) that were limited to certain coastal cities, abstract expressionist works
and theoretical teaching in China generally suffered conscious marginalization
in colleges and in the exhibition mechanisms. This prevailed until 2010, when
abstract art seemed to reach a turning point, once again returning to the
mainstream of art development, and receiving attention on both sides of the
Taiwan Straights®.

In 2010, the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts organized the ‘Special
Exhibition of Lee Chun-shan Foundations Visual Arts Awards Winners, taking
162 works by 66 representative Taiwan abstract artists over the years, and
dividing them by chronology into three groups; the ‘First Encounters’ of the
1950s and 60s; ‘Exploring and Evolving' of the 1970s and '80s; and Diffusion’
of the post-1980s, for systematic discussion and exhibition. At the same time
the National Art Museum of China also held the "The Great Image Has No
Form- Exhibition of 15 Chinese Abstract Artists’ (Beijing, 2010), discussing
for the first time ‘Chinese abstract art’ in the field of contemporary art, and the
following year the exhibition travelled to National Gallery of Modern Art in
Rome for display. Artists selected, such as Shanghai artist Li Xiangyang Z=[f]f5

(b. 1957) took strongly emotional, self-aware painting as subject, in his New Qi

21 In 2010, the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts organized the ‘Special Exhibition of Lee Chun-
shan Foundation’s Visual Arts Awards Winners. At the same time the National Art Museum of China
also held the “The Great Image Has No Form- Exhibition of 15 Chinese Abstract Artists’ (Beijing, 2010),
discussing for the first time ‘Chinese abstract art in the field of Abstract Expressionism, and the following
year the exhibition travelled to National Gallery of Modern Art in Rome for display. On discussing the
recent abstract art exhibitions in China, see Britta Erickson, “Dangdai Zhongguo huihua xinshili: Shiwu
wei yishujia de chouxiang zuopin” (New Forces in Contemporary Chinese Painting: Abstract Works of 15
Artists,” Dongfang yishu (Oriental Art) 23, (2011): 118-123.
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Series F1 R %% (2010) he allowed the paint to shade in a style similar to that
of Chinese ink paintings, creating an ink wash alike effects and rustled with
calligraphic brushwork, in which traditional technique merge into a stream of
Western medium?®*, And in this exhibition, ink art was included to represent
Chinese abstraction. Apart from Minimalism, Formative art and Automatism,
works of ‘Chinese Maximalism’ were included and presented in works, such
as Fingerprint 18F1 (Fig. 012, 2006) by Zhang Yu 3&44 (b. 1959).>* Educated
in classical painting and often labeled as an experimental ink artist, Zhang Yu
dipped his finger in black and red and water, and pressed his fingerprint one by
one with great patience onto the paper. The form is supported by the repertoires
of numerous fragments, and the repetition is endless since each segment of space
can be divided into segments infinitely. The aim is not to present the vision of
the whole, but to pursue the spirituality through ‘painting’ a development of
‘impossible’ and ‘ultimate.

Britta Erickson commented on this exhibition that since the mid-twentieth
century there had been a strong abstract painting movement evident among
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and overseas Chinese artists. However, Chinese abstract
art is not like bird-and-flower painting or portraiture which were much rooted
in traditional art practice, it can not boast a historical lineage within China,
it doesn't have dozens of centuries of development behind it, and moreover, it
doesn't have an academic underpinning. Today, the era of Chinese abstract art has
arrived. The transition from Political Pop towards abstract art precisely represents
the social conditions of the turn towards an artistic transition of individual
identity.*

Holding a different opinion, Fan Dian Jiii#i%Z, the Director of National

22 Li Xiangyang, New Qi Series #1551, 2010. Acrylic on canvas, 270X85 cm, private collection.
23 Gao Minglu, Zhongguo jiduo zhuyi FIEIZ 32 (Chinese Maximalism), Chongging: Chongqing renmin
chubanshe, 2003.

Britta Erickson, “Dangdai Zhongguo huihua xinshili: Shiwu wei yishujia de chouxiang zuopin” (New

[}
S

Forces in Contemporary Chinese Painting Abstract Works of 15 Artists,” Dongfang yishu (Oriental Art) 23
(2011): 118-123.
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Art Museum of China, stated of three characteristics of Chinese abstract
painting: the social engagement and narratives embedded under the abstraction;
abstraction is a tool for artistic expression, which unlike Western abstract art that
spirituality was its pursue; and abstraction is a transformed expression derived
from the tradition, and it is to renovate the traditional art. These characteristics
are, in Fan’s argument, what differentiate the Chinese abstract painting from the
Western abstract painting; and because of these qualities, the Chinese abstract
painting is walking out of Art History and becomes a current, independent and
contemporary art form.”

Apart from legitimize the abstract painting into a Chinese tradition, to
label such a Westernised art form, it is noticeable that the theme in Chinese
abstract art exhibitions are often named under traditional Chinese ideology
and art theory, such as ‘Great form is formless KZR#E, ‘Above form FEifi
_F, ‘Breath-resonance $#, and Formless form JEfZ.Z Y (2013, Guangdong
Museum of Fine Arts). Sharing similar approach, while Abstract Expressionism
was introduced to Taiwan along with the Realism, Symbolism and Surrealism,
unlike the others, the term ‘Abstract Expressionism’ somehow was never used
for exhibition titles or discussed in great depth on its own in Taiwan; more of
it mentioned was in the context of the debate between ‘abstract form 5 and
‘mind image /L33, which was a long-time discourse between the ‘spiritual likeness
and form likeness in Chinese painting tradition. How to legitimize their modern
art with ideas derived from traditional Chinese painting and theory still generally

dominant the curatorial strategy and artists statement.

25 Fan Dian ji5#1%, “Zhongguo chouxiang yishu: cong yishushi dao dangdai yishu FFERHHIERE  (E2E4lT
SREE R (Chinese Abstract Art: From Art History to Contemporary Art), National Art Museum of
China Journal (2010, 4): 22.
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I, To Exit

Compared to the ‘local identity and ‘Chinese-ness’ still strongly expressed
in mainland China today, the artists from Taiwan do not seem to have a need
to express a so-called ‘local consciousness, ‘Chinese tradition, literati ideas and
philosophies,” or trying to blend ink art into their Neo-abstract works of the
21st century, but rather they continue to take abstraction as the vocabulary for

26 Several artists works aim to redefine abstract art

expressing life’s dimensions
theory.

Using conversional field, energy and non-zero-point to rethink historical
truths, Ava Hsueh's painting, Non-Zero Point 3E35%5 (Fig. 013. 2013) offers
a reflection on the Zzero-point” declaration of the Malevich’s ‘Last Futurist
Exhibition of Paintings 0.10." The ‘0" in ‘0.10" implied that this exhibition broke
with tradition, and new art started over from scratch, while the number 10 at
the end represented the ten participating artists (although the final total number
of participating artists was 14)27.”” Just as history and life have a process of
inheritance from the past and an opening up to the future, even if there is more
abandoning and rebellion, art has always been ‘non-zero, all of the elements and
perceptions carry with them why people are what they are, and it has been like
this from the past to the present. In any case, there is a historical reality that
can't be wiped away or obliterated. Therefore, the works from Field of Duration,
Breakthrough to Realm of Approaching (all dated 2013) added depth, added weight,
added force and added speed, extending lines flowing outwardly from the center,
like the arcs painted across the sky by black, blue and red fireworks, aspiring to
cross are the dimensions of time and space.

This experimental film used the script Scenario for Art and the problems

26 Recent example, see the exhibition “The Herstory of Abstraction in East Asia” (#ifJ#Hi5R) curated by
Jung-hee Moon SCEHE and Wang Pin-hua F@5# at the Taipei Fine Arts Museum, July 20 — October
27 2019.

27 Linda S. Boersma, 0,10: 7he Last Futurist Exhibition of Painting, Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 1994.
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of Architecture: The Emergence of a New Plastic System of Architecture (1927,
Plate 19) written by Kazimir Malevich to explore the motion of blocks, lines
and circles”®, In Suprematism, through motion, monochrome blocks became
colored circles, and circles changed their inherent colors because of their scattered
movements and positions within a limited space: in the middle is a black circle,
as it moves out a little it turns green, as it moves out a little more it turns red, and
finally as it reaches the upper boundary of its limits, the circle becomes white.
Similarly, straight lines form crosses, in motion, the crossed lines will gradually
increase in number, becoming heavier and taking a curved linear structure,
full of thythm. In this change in form produced through motion, changing
from a black element into a colored block and line, and changing into a linearly
extended composition, which is then covered with scattered three-colored circles,
Ava Hsueh applied ‘dynamic field’ to reinterpret Kazimir Malevich’s attempt to
explore painting through geometry and its movement, eventually reaching the
utmost domain and tangible manifestations of a geometrical element.

Taking an overview of the latest solo exhibition of Ava Hsueh's abstract
art ‘In Front of You' at the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts (July 2016-
Feb 2017), spanning over three decades from 1984 to 2016, her abstract works
can be roughly divided into five phases: in the first period between the 1984 to
1989, she adopted ink splash technique in Chinese painting and the automatic
skills and drip painting techniques from the States, her works conveyed a strong
and repressed personal sentiment; in the early 1990s, when she experimented
with new materials with fishing nets to break the planar mode of thinking,
the narratives of historical events are often displayed at the center of her focus,
stressing a socio-political concern through her images; in the third phase,

from the second half of 1996 onwards, she turned to subconscious, personal

28 Malevich, “Scenario for Art and the Problems of Architecture: The Emergence of a New Plastic System of
Architecture,” 1927, Hans Richter, Christopher Middleton trans., Encounters from Dada till Today (Prestel
Publishing, 2013); cited in Timonthy O. Benson and Aleksandra Shatskikh, “Malevich and Richter: An
Indeterminate Encounter,” October 143 (2013): 64-65.
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introverted thinking, utilizing the deformation of fishing nets to render
transverse compositions exhibiting flow from left to right; in 2004 she began
to add two to three component plywood frames to extend the picture and affix
three-dimensional objects, such as wood blocks, onto painted surface to enrich
its texture. Hence, the extended image and complimentary color patches can
be viewed as text, providing viewers a curious item to read and decode; in 2010
her style shifted towards a deeper understanding of life. With frechand-painted
circles, the bright colors sweep away the gloom and shadow, Hsueh’s images
move towards light, space and existence giving a new interpretation in the
present. Her recent works have been investigating the nature of abstract aesthetics
through dialectical methods. Such an approach has presented in series a variety of
considerations, including micro-spaces (in 2012's Energetic Scene and 2013's Realm
Energy); communicative spaces (in 2014's A Transit Survey); historical spaces (in
2013's Non-Zero Point); and ultimate abstract spaces-reality (in 2015 Deciphering
Phenomenon and in 2016’s Situations), The shift of themes and concern of her
work in fact evidenced the development of Neo-abstract in post-1980 Taiwan.”
The recent exhibition, “The “Herstory” of Abstraction in East Asia” (fif]
15), viewed the abstract painting created by female artists in Taiwan, Japan,
Korea in comparative light.>® Coupled with their genuine understanding of
Western abstract theory and history, and their pursuit in universal nature and
reality, these works after the millennium often concern more substantial spiritual
problems, and are constantly changing and moving forward, which differentiated
themselves from the abstract art in pre-1980 East Asia and the current trends in
China. It seems that through the language of abstraction, Taiwan can speak of its
local-consciousness and freedom in artistic creation as political censorship lifted;

the purely Westernized media helped the Island to get rid of its ties with China

29 Hsiao Chung-ray ed., In Front of You: Solo Exhibition of Ava Hsueh (Taichung. National Taiwan Museum of
Fine Arts, 2016).

30 The exhibition “The Herstory of Abstraction in East Asia” (#HfJ4H5%) was curated by Jung-hee Moon X
Bl and Wang Pin-hua 45 at the Taipei Fine Arts Museum, July 20 — October 27 2019.
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against its complicated historical background, and furthermore, to speak the
language of global art in order to be part of the global player.

In the essay of “In Defense of Abstract Expression,” T. J. Clark probed his
thought against Hagel’s proposition of modernism that ‘art, considered in its
highest vocation, is and remains for us a thing of the past. What decided the
“can’t go, will go on” syndrome is, in Clark’s view, is whether depth of implication
and the inability to go on providing “Idea and World sensuous immediacy, of a
kind that opened both to the play of practice — would itself prove a persistent,
maybe sufficient, subject.””" While abstract art has had a presence in Taiwan
for over 70 years, painting of abstraction has been through many vicissitudes of
form. From copying the West to fuse the techniques and mediums of the East
and the West, from employing the ideas of Postmodernism and Post-colonialism,
they also dwelled in the discourse in Taiwan consciousness. The swing between
ethnical and universal, local and global, and past and present somehow made
Taiwanss abstract painting current; and perhaps it was such uncertainty and ever-
evolving approach that proved its persistence.

“To exit speaks of the spirit and motivation in post-1980 Neo-abstract art
in Taiwan. “The aesthetics of painting are constantly in a state of development
parallel to the development of painting itself,” after half a century, De Koonings
saying is still vividly evidenced in today’s painters believing in an abstract
vocabulary that can be employed to link to today’s mixed realities as a true

message, and henceforth adapted as the ever-lasting subject of creation®

31 T.]. Clark, “In Defense of Abstract Expression,” in Farewell to An Idea: Episodes from a History to
Modernism, New Heaven and London: Yale University Press, 1991; 2001, 371-408.

32 Willem De Kooning, “What Abstract Art Means to Me” (1951); Zheories of Modern Art: A Source Book by
Artists and Critics, 558.
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