A Pioneer of Modern Chinese Painting : The Art of
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Born in 1900, Lin Fengmian was contemporary with the 20th century.

He went to France under the Work-Study Programme in 1919 and

subsequently graduated from L’Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-
Arts de Paris. In 1926, he returned to China to become the Director of

National Beijing Fine Art School and founded The National Academy
of Art, or the predecessor of China Academy of Art, in Hangzhou in
1928. All his life, he never ceased working towards synthesizing the
Chinese with the Western and bridging over the forbidding divide
between Western modern art and traditional ink painting. His journey
of art, however, was a tortuous solitary path overgrown with thorns
rather than a thoroughfare strewn with roses — He retreated to
Chongqging during the War of Resistance, lived by himself to paint
against all the odds in Shanghai in the post-War years, spent four years
behind bars despite his innocence during the Cultural Revolution
which saw the destruction of all his paintings, and finally led a quiet
life and buried himself in painting in the remains of his life in Hong
Kong. Lin not only added a florid chapter to the history of Chinese
art but also passed on his legacy to great artists li i
Guanzhong, Zao Wou-ki and Zhu Dequn. Indeed, Lin had lived up to

his stature as an epoch-maki aster of Cl
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Lin Fengmian’s
aspirations for
social justice and
humanitarianism
are evident in his
early oil paintings
such as People,
Agony of Man
and Humanity.
Lin’s early figure s\

paintings consist ¥ Suffering 1989 FA AU Private Collection

X —3% Opera Scene 195044t 1950s
TS ZMT 5 Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art

largely of sketches in ink and other small pieces. In 1938 alone, he
produced quite a number of sketches of hawkers, fishermen and ethnic
minority women in ink while in Yuanling, Hunan. Upon the founding of
New China, portrayals of production teamsinvillages and fishing grounds
representative of
the time were also
among his attempts.
The figure painting
produced in the
1980swhenthe artist
had settled in Hong
Kong is a return to
humanitarianism
that he explored in
his early years. The
works Nightmare,
Suffering and
Christ of 1989 speak
poignantly of the
time and reveal

Lin’s unchanging



concerns for the sufferings of his countrymen.

Lin began painting Chinese opera characters as early as his
Chongqging period of the 1940s. When he moved to Shanghai in
1950, the Chinese opera performances that he went to became the
inspiration for many of his creations. As he put it, “My solution is
to fold and overlap on a painting surface the characters who appear
scene after scene in an traditional opera that I have seen. What |
aim at is not the volume of an object or a person but the synthetic
succession of time.” Lin was concerned with the relationship
between time and space on the painting surface, reinterpreting
Cubism with the expressive means of traditional Chinese opera.
To emphasize the geometry of the painting surface, he would also

borrow his forms from leather-silhouette play.

In his late-year works like Chinese Opera: The War of the Red
CIift, although the theme is Chinese opera, the focus is no longer
on conveying the substance of the performing art but on turning

the subject into an independent visual vocabulary, or rather the

KJEFREE Chinese Opera: The War of the Red Cliff 1985  FA AKX Private Collection

interaction of lines, shapes and colours. The artist seems to be

composing an overwhelming visual rhapsody straight from his heart
through the vibrant composition, audacious brushwork, overlapping

forms and shapes as well as striking colours.

HZF Hawker 1938
Fr s AT 8K S Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
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Women are a favourite theme in Lin’s art. The modern women,
beauties and nudes that he produced are his projections of a woman’s
demure, graceful, gentle and melancholic beauty to which he was
attracted. They are also his manifestations of abstract beauty through
the use of sleek lines, simple forms and harmonious composition.
His ladies are further proofs of his success in blending together the
aesthetics of the East and the West.

Lin’s ladies are hybrids of the novel Parisian styles of the early 20th
century and traditional elements of Chinese art. The posture of his
ladies and the screens in the background are unmistakably reminiscent
of Matisse while their elongated body and sad eyes characteristic
of Modigliani. As far as traditional Chinese art is concerned, Lin
admitted he had absorbed little from literati painting. Instead, he was
more inclined towards folk art. Quoting his words, “My ladies are
mainly inspired by the art of Chinese ceramics. I like the ceramics
of the Tang and Song, especially the latter. The glossiness and

colour of the official ware and Longquan ware have prompted me to

FI#EfE 4 Lady with White Lotus  19604F-/X 1960s
b SENTER LS Collection of Shanghai Art Museum



apply the inspiration
and techniques so
derived in painting.”
Besides ceramics, the
unaffected forms and
flowing lines found
in wooden figurines
of the Chu, Han brick
reliefs from Sichuan
and Tang murals
at Dunhuang also
offered him a wealth

of references.

BB 4 Lady with Fruit 19604E4t  1960s
T AT Collection of Shanghai Art Museum

g S

Collection of Shanghai Art Museum

ORI B9 AE S A d R B R AR BB T AR AE O
HEARKE o MR T E R % R

[MREWR Z SR T TE - BRIFMERBLZ BT 2 > TR EE bR
Bl o | MO 2 AR AE B AL T R T AT AL
fEREs T B B > BT o TTH (S8 LUK BRI
JEB L R FINETRRE > BERMFENEE - A AK
BRI -

K18 Crows 1960 FA AU Private Collection

LA ~ MR R - RO R 25 20 S o R AR TR R %
RIERAR - A SR ERIRIRB AL - R - AL
NG o TR o

A E AR R [FEOR ] Y > BRLBHRAE - MRER - fiL
KRGO R AEFE R E £ BRI FE - A AEE
FEi) o FE M EREMAHEURMILRERE ARY RN T
B 7#hdrve - BARARGFHERE L IBIR - W51E T ARER
Hh B K SR M E AR A A P T TS - AT PR SR E SR
ESRANE ~ A R -



Whether in terms of composition or colour, Lin’s flowers are a far cry
from traditional paintings. One characteristic is the square format that
he preferred. As described by Wu Guanzhong, “Lin’s use of squares
is by no means whimsical. It is based on his perceptions of form.”
In his paintings of flowers in vase or a number of potted flowers in
full bloom, the flowers often fill up the whole painting surface in
countless colour dots and patches. Through applying layer after layer
of gouache, Lin endowed his paintings with the resonance of ink in
the midst of colour so that the substantiality of oil co-exists with the
ethereality of ink.

Depicted in ink diverse in tone, Lin’s birds have an appeal in their
humanly traits. Marrying swift and spontaneous brushwork with
crisp lines typical of popular wares and Han brick reliefs, he was able

to produce charming forms.

There is an unmistakable Western feel to Lin’s still-lifes. The flowers in
vases, cups and plates, bowls of fish and fruits seem to be compressed
onto the slanting surface. The two-dimensionalized treatment
immediately brings Cezanne to mind. In advocating representation
of natural objects as geometric forms, Cezanne inspired Braque and
Picasso into developing Cubism. Likewise, Lin was inspired into
experimenting for the marriage of the East and the West by bringing
together Chinese ink and rice paper with Western art concepts in his

pursuit for harmony and purity.
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Beginning from the 1940s, the “formation in square” began to take
shape in Lin’s painting. Thanks to persistent and conscientious
practice, Lin’s landscapes entered their maturity phase around
the 1950s and 1960s. As can be seen in Lin’s depictions of scenery
of waterside, the flat-distance perspective is impeccably handled
with the lotus pond, willows, huts and cloud-streaked sky aligned
in parallel layers. This further combines with the horizontal and
vertical lines to emphasize the harmonious composition. The whole
painting is shrouded in light green to add to the diversity in tone as
well as to accentuate the serene and faintly melancholic atmosphere.
The period also saw Lin developing his most unique theme of wild
geese with reeds. In these works, there is usually a vast expanse of
cloudy sky suggesting sometimes nightfall and sometimes imminent
storm. Solitary orin a flock, geese fly against the reed-bending wind
to create a strong sense of motion in a desolate scene. Of these
two types of landscapes, the former is static, rational and balanced,
building upon the layering and substantiality of Western oil painting.
The second type is motional, deriving its poetic and subtle quality
from oriental ink painting. Both are neither Western nor Chinese,
however, and are the outcome of the painter’s efforts in integrating
the East with the West.

In his late years, Lin further freed his landscapes from the confines
of reality and visualized the landscapes in his dreams and memories.
In his autumn landscapes, he abandons the flat-distance perspective
and veers more towards two-dimensional representation. The
unrestrained brushwork combines with the bright colours to bring
forth overwhelming expressiveness and to unleash an unstoppable

flow of vitality.
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