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1. Tasting the Forbidden Fruit in the 1960s
ANTE, — P HZRRAIN

In the early 1960s, in the university library at Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts' (T 25 K 2%F%) in
Hangzhou, a young artist and art teacher named Peng Ma had stolen a few forbidden glances at the
abstract paintings published in some Western art magazines. His initial response was a visual struggle to
grasp; then his instinctive resistance gave way to excitement; sooner than he realized, it had become an
irresistible desire.

To Peng Ma and his fellow professional artists in the 1960s, abstraction was the future. These
artists were inspired to think about the fundamental challenges that abstraction could bring to Chinese
brush painting as it has done to Western art. Traditional Chinese brush painting,2 by and large, is a kind of
patterned figurative painting. Within each category of subject, aesthetic styles and techniques had been
established and passed down by literati artists generation after generation. According to the tradition, the
creative process usually proceeds with an artist’s observing an object, comprehending it mentally,
interpreting it emotionally, and then rendering it artistically in the studio, using brush-painting mediums
and techniques.® As a result of this methodology, it would not be necessary for the artist to create the kind
of realistic effects seen, for example, in Old Masters paintings. Instead, what a Chinese brush-painting
artist desires to achieve in terms of representation is expressed best in the words of master artist Qi Baishi
(¥ A A, 1864-1957), who once said, “The excellence of a painting lies in its being alike, yet unlike. Too
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much likeness flatters the vulgar taste; too much unlikeness deceives the world.”” Today this approach

! Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts (#7195 A 24Bx) in Hangzhou was renamed the Chinese National Academy of Fine Art
Institute ("F EISEARFP5%) in 1993.

2 Traditional Chinese brush painting includes two different styles. 1. Meticulous - Gong-bi (T.%8) often referred to as “court-
style” painting. 2. Freehand - Shui-mo (7K #) loosely termed brush painting. The Chinese character “mo” means ink and “shui”
means water. This style is also referred to as “xie yi” (% &) or freehand style.

% The mediums for Chinese brush painting are Chinese ink, water, mineral colour, and Xuan paper. Xuan paper is sometimes
casually referred to as rice paper in the West.

4 Qi Baishi and His Paintings, About, Inc., A New York Times Company. Retrieved November 20, 2007.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gongbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ink_and_wash_painting
http://chineseculture.about.com/library/weekly/aa013199.htm

may superficially and coincidentally resemble post-structuralism as opposed to realism; in fact, a Chinese
artist creates what the mind perceives, even with figurative images, rather than a correspondence to a
three-dimensional object. Furthermore, instead of starting from sketching, training for Chinese brush
painting begins with imitating traditional paintings to grasp the basic techniques.

To Peng Ma in the 1960s, Western abstraction presented both an intellectual and an artistic
stimulation. He began to experiment with the idea of using Chinese art mediums to emphasize structural
formation based on sketching. In order to better understand structure, he also studied sculpture. A large
number of sketches created at that time demonstrate strong influences from German Expressionism. In
1966, when he exhibited these experimental ink paintings at the university gallery, the response was
strong. Only months before, the Cultural Revolution had swept over the country with its brutal destructive
force. Art and ideas identifying with feudalism, capitalism, and revisionism were heavily criticized.
Abstraction, expressing Western bourgeois ideology and individualism, was therefore not be allowed to
develop in China.
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3. Artistic Missions
N

Peng Ma’s teacher Pan Tianshou’s (# K #1897-1971) remark that paintings from the East and
West should be distanced from each other® has clarified Peng Ma’s artistic direction. In the last twenty
years he has followed two artistic visions, as outlined in his artist’s statement.® In his first approach, by
experimenting and combining different methods and techniques from oil painting, he has developed
sketching and impressionistic brush techniques to modernize the traditional technigques of Chinese brush
painting. Moreover, by using contemporary subject matter, such as city life and Canadian landscapes, he
has enriched Chinese brush painting, giving it a Western context, specifically Canadian. In a way, he has
transformed his unique cross-cultural experience as a minority artist into “an active force” in his artistic
creation. In 2008, the book Peng Ma: Chinese Brush Painting presented his Chinese brush paintings of
Canadian landscapes to the world.

The second vision outlined in Peng Ma’s artist’s statement is “to systematically establish abstract
Chinese brush painting.” He believes abstract ink painting should also derive from the tradition of
Chinese brush painting instead of copying Western abstraction with Chinese brush painting mediums.
Perhaps the East should continue to be the East, and the West the West---their coexistence or polarity is
vital to their future survival though they should interact, like the yin and yang energies of the universe.

In 1994, Peng Ma held his first solo exhibition of abstract ink painting in Toronto. For this
landmark show, he carved an abstract seal, perhaps the first one in the 1500-year history of Chinese brush
painting.” To him, this abstract seal was more suitable than the traditional personal and decorative seals
usually stamped on calligraphy and figurative paintings. In the following two decades, Peng Ma has had

many more art exhibitions, both figurative and abstract. While demonstrating contemporary Chinese

® pan Tianshou, Pan Tianshou on Art, ed. by Pan Gongkai (Hangzhou: Zhejiang People’s Art Publications,

1997). (ERAFRZR) WwRAGE: A, WL ARSEARMRAE, 1997,

® Peng Ma, “An Artist’s Statement,” A4 Collection of Ma Peng’s Chinese Brush Paintings (Taibei: Dynasty Publications, 1997) 7.
(SMemELL) &I H AL, 1997,

"Yuan Jian Chen, “Merging Eastern and Western Art Theories in Pursuit of the Abstract: Ma Peng First Creates Chinese

Abstract Seal Carving,” Sing Bao Newspaper/Can-Am News, Toronto Edition. 21 May 1994.
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brush painting to Canadian audiences, he hopes that a cultural bridge will eventually be established for

Chinese brush painting to cross over, and that his abstract expressions will be accepted as Canadian art.
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