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Mending the Heavens With Sentiment—

On Yuan Hui-Li’s Reshaping of Shanshui

Shih Shou-Chien

Corresponding research fellow at the Academia Sinica, Chinese art historian, and

former director of the National Palace Museum

1. Texturizing With Tears

In Yuan Hui-Li’s recent work, Mmzm/af)/umz} Texturizing Strokes, there is “The
Teardrop Stroke” (Figi L p. 7), which is both compelling and provocative. Is
this texturizing stroke created using teardrops? Texturizing strokes, or cun
(%) are a foundational element of traditional Chinese shanshui paintingi
Originally referring to the surface textures of mountains and stones, the term
was expanded by Carly artists to facilitate transfer ofknow]cdgc, and included
categorics of strokes that depict various textures, with nomenclature that
resonated with daily life experiences, such as “hemp—ﬁber stroke” or “axe-
chisel stroke.” However, regardless of how the nomenclature has ehanged,
observations of nature remain a fundamental component. The textural elements
within are tantamount to the primary pursuit in shanshui painting: The artist
takes on the role of the hand of the Crearor, using the brush to manifest life
on carth. Yuan may make shanshui paintings, but she intentiona“y eschews the
relationship between shanshui and nature. Her “Teardrop Stroke” pivots away
from nature toward a nebulous, imangible emotion, and the tears are thus
conjured. As a foundational element ofpainting, teardrops are reduced to small
dots resembling the raindrop stroke in Fan Kuan's Travelers Among Mountains
and Streams, which have been created with a sti'aight, downward stroke using
the tip of the brush. However, in Yuan’s hand, the brush pointis finer and more
uniform, and variations in ink color cease. This becomes an abstract element in
her rendering ofimagery, where form is only revealed when she decides to stop,
and is often a boulderesque structure with a mutable exterior and a poekmarked

interior. This entity does exist in the natural world, but is often considered an

clement of fantasy or wonder. Yuan’s strange rocks perhaps have emerged from
her travels to Linwudong and Taihu Lake in Jiangsu, China, coupled with her
recollections of the extraordinary mountains and rocks in Yuan—dynasty painter
Wang Meng’s Forest Chamber Grotto at Jugu scroll. However, the teardrop stroke
as a substitute allows for a pivot from the fantasy of a mystical forest toward a

personal, sentimental lyricism. (Fig, 2, p: 8)

I1. Pivoting Toward the Lyrical

Details of the long7 and tortuous process onivoting7 from spectacle to lyricism
may be unfathomable. However, rock figurations filled with teardrops appeared
as early as in the 2013 A’mbz’guom World series (Fig. 3, p- 9), where they are
rendered through varying expressions. Mutable and amorphous on the exterior,
these amoebic ﬁgurations evoke primitive life forms ﬂoating in the deep azure of
the vast universe. In Plural Landscape, her 2014 exhibition catalogue, she explains
that these are “stones to mend the heavens,” which immediately bestow these

Teardrop Stroke entities with another layer of emotional connotation.

“Stones for mending the heavens” is, of course, an allusion to the legend of
Niiwa, the goddess of creation, who mends the heavens with stones, the last
of which was intended for patching the heaven of sentiments. This final stone
inspires Cao Xueqin’s licerary classic, Dream of the Red Chamber (also known as
The Story of the Stone), in which not only do women feature as the main characters,
but the male protagonist]ia Baoyu is also remai‘kably feminine, and che female
protagonist Lin Daiyu is teardrops incarnate. All of this figures into the

emotionally heightened StOl’y structure OFDVLMZW Of‘[/ﬂf Rfﬂ] Chﬂm/)ﬂ’, as onc of«a

debt of love as vast as mountains and oceans [that] can only be repaid with sobs”
(exeerpted from the inscription in “The Teardrop Stroke” in Manual aqumz}
Texturizing Strokes). Yuan's intimate connection to Dream of the Red Chamber
immediately calls to mind her gender consciousness. This emphasis on the
texturizing of heartfelt sentiments is a conscious subversion of the traditional
texturization system, through which the artist intends to create a sentient world,

like thatin Dream oft/ye Red Chamber, which would resonate with her.

I1I. Emancipation of the Soul

Manual (Jf)/zmn} Texturizing Strokes documents 32 different strokes that have
appeared in Yuan's THEY Shanshui works through the years. In addition to
dotted strokes, such as “The Teardrop Stroke,” there are also several types
of linear strokes, such as “The Vexing Stroke,” alluding to the tedium of life
that “can be neither severed nor reasoned,” a metaphor admittedly eharged
with sentiment. These lines are contorted and winding, the opposite of the
simply distributed Teardrop Stroke. Between the two, there is not necessari]y
an irreversible trajectory from chaos to order, but in reference to traditional
texturizing manuals, a sense of methodical order must be maintained to
facilitate study. In addition to invigorating the composition, Yuan’s varied
texturization of sentiments perhaps entails her own subjeetive cxpectations.
Although the Manual of Yuan's thwz’zz’ng Strokes has set a prcccdcnt, asa
righteous declaration to the art world of her resolute break from tradition, she

remains mindful of the challenges that await.

The issue here may be: While physical elements based on emotions provide
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catharsis for her real-world grievances, how can these elements — rather than
miring everyonc in the artist’s personal lamentations — construct a world

within the painting?

Unlike the Manual oft/ae Mustard Seed Garden, Manual onmw’.r Texturizing
Strokes contains only illustrations of cach texturizing stroke without furcher
elucidating the composition rules for each physical clement. The elucidation is,
in fact, key in traditional painting manuals. For instance, when it comes to the
composition of mountain peaks, there is the “host-guest relationship method,”
or the “main peak in itself a mountain method,” both used to create distinctive
mountain ranges. These reveal a certain internal order in the world of shanshui. Is
circumventing this focus of study an intentional gesture extending from Yuan’s
cognizance ofa prevailing male dominance in the established shanshui system?
Absolutely. She does not intend to vie for pedagogical authority with this
manual of texturizing strokes, but simply to voice her own artistic assertions.
She recognizes the reality of her own oppression, and the true rationale behind
this effort is inextricable from the positions ol:inferiority to which female artists
have been relegated in the cultural world. Manual onmm’s ﬁxmrz‘zmg Strokes
and all of her lament-filled figurations aim to subvert male subjectivity. Even
now, in the 21 century, Yuan’s proposal of a manual of texeurizing strokes
can still be regarded as an exceptional act of gender consciousness in the

world of ink painting,

However, even when she intentionally disregards the composition principles
for blending clements in traditional shanshui painting, Yuan must still confront
the requirements of the shanshui vista. She has created new figurations
with the texturization of sentiments, but how do these individual elements

combine to create a brand-new WOI'lCl? ThlS isa thorny challenge cven for an

avant—garde feminist. Yuan's response to this fundamental issuc is a poignant
approach that initially sets aside existing traditional cxpressions of volume
and space, before pivoting toward the most primal of schemas for inspiration.
This can be seen in her recent THEY Shanshui works, such as her revamped
emulation of Guo Xi's Early Spring (Fig. 4. p. 10). There is a rationale for
choosing Ear/)/ S])rz’ng as a challenge, as it is a classical work that plainly
showcases onc’s spatial consciousness within the canon of shanshui. When
familiar schemas are abandoned, where ought mountain ranges, river valleys,
and heaven and carth be piaced? Yuan shifts away from the classical “three
distances” schemas, and eschews Western spatial perspectives to return to an
expression of distance using superimposed layers. In this manner, she shuns
millennia of shanshui painting history, and returns to a primal schema that
preexisted the establishment of shanshui painting. Mountains are divided by
distinct lines in Yuan's work, the most uncomplicated composition only seen

in Han-dynasty murals.

This is the world where Yuan Hui-Li finds her emancipation. It would
not be inappropriate to compare this to the world beyond the heavens

once mended by Niiwa.

A world comprised of the texturization of sentiments in a return to primal
schemas — this seems to resonate with her quest to attain the state in Dream
Of\l‘hf Red Chamber. She has named her recent works THEY Shanshui, but how
would the artist respond, [ wonder, to a playful reference to these paintings as

her project to mend the Heavens with sentiments?
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In Between Water, Fire, and Rock—

Postmodern Ink Art of Yuan Hui-Li

Hsiao Chong-Ray

Taiwanese art historian, curator, and profcssor emeritus at the
Department oinstory at the National Cl’icng Kung University,

Tainan, Taiwan

Yuan Hui-Li is representative of the third generation of artists in the
dcvclopmcnt of Taiwan’s postwar modern ink art, and is one of the few artists
with a doctorate spccializing in the research ofcontcmporary ink thcoryi
She received her doctoral dcgrcc in art creation and thcory from the Tainan
National University of the Arts with her dissertation “Thingness of Rocks: The
Transition After Modern Ink Landscape Painting.” She also became the first
postgraduatc to reccive her doctorate with a spccializcd focus on ink art since

tllC SCllOOl was l:OU,l’lClCd.

If the group of Chinese émigrés born in the 1930s who pioneered the modernist
ink movement in 1960s Taiwan can be regarded as the first generation — with
styles characterized by rendered ink wash, brushstroke, and calligraphy as
exemplified by artist Liu Kuo-Sung, then the group of artists born in the 1940s
and "50s that followed, can be considered the second generation. They broke
away from the tenet of “abstraction above all” in the canon of ink painting, which
thcy conflated with diversified shapcs and forms, and evolving brushstroke
styles, as represented by the work of Yuan Chin-Taa and Lee Cheng-Ming,
among others. In this same vein, artists born in the 1960s, such as Yuan Hui-Li
(also known as Yuan Shu; born in 1963) bclong to the chird generation who were
the first group of artists to emerge from officially established university-level arts

institutions that were set apart from the tcaclicr«training collcgc system.

A spccializcd art education background undcrpins the practice of this third

generation of modern ink artists whose undcrstanding of traditional ink
painting, as well as their cxploration and contcmplation ofcontcmporary
creative approach, have been fundamcntally reinforced. On a certain level,
their l<n0wlcdgc of and reflection on what defines ink painting are more critical
than that of the two generations that prcccdcd them. At least, during their
time, ink painting is no longcr pigconholcd by the label of “Chinese painting,”
and the traditional or the modern evades the definition of what is abstract
or nonabstract. One might even say that, in confronting the grand narrative
of Chinese shanshui painting, or even the postwar modern abstract shanshui
painting — the conception, reflection, and point of dcparturc among this
third generation of ink artists proves to be more holistic and systematic when

comparcd to El’lCiI’ pI'C(lCCCSSOI'S,

Asamember of the inaugural graduating class (1987) of the National Academy
of Arts (now the National Taipei University of the Arts), Yuan's work /2 Tune
With the Heart of the Mountains No. 1 was selected for the Innovations in Brush and
ink exhibition at the Taipei Fine Arts Muscum as carly as 1992. This picce was

also on view in her 2017 solo exhibition at the Tina Keng Gallery.

The year 1992 marks Yuan’s dcparturc from the lcgacy inherited during her
student era: the traditional panoramic composition of shanshui. Under a
principlc ofsimplii:ication, supcrfluous clements are removed to leave behind

Ollly mountains and lZ)OLllClCr& A l:CW mountains and I‘OCl(S are sct starkly against

a plain white canvas: The scale and the spatial rclationship between them
complctcly collapsc. The texturizing method that originally delincates the
surface of mountains and rocks has also been simplificd. The thickness present
in the boulders is entirely flattened. Ever since, mountain/rock/object/character
has become an important subject that Yuan contcmplatcs and investigates,

subscqucntly scrving as the topic cxplorcd in her doctoral dissertation.

In addition to contemplating the subjcct of mountain/rock, her cxploration of
a new narrative in ink art first initiated in 1992 is notable in its prol)c into media
and tcchniqucs pertaining to objcct/charactcr. From In Tune With the Heart oftbf
Mountains vo the Dwell Amidst the Mountain and Inhale From the Va//zjy series that
bcgan in 1998, until the Discrete Islands series initiated in 2009 and continuing
througl’i 2017 — Yuan has unveiled a variety of visual effects for mountain/
rocl(/objcct/cliaractcr in ink. Through her tcchniqucs in the application ofinl(,
color, in collagc, or through installation on a variety of media, including raw rice
paper, smooth rice paper, silk, and linen cotton, the spirit of formalism is realized
through her Cxplorations of media and experiments with tcclmiqucsi And “form

is content” s a fundamental proposition in modern art.

Nothing short of miraculous, the ink revolution was an important achievement
thar followed the rise of the mountain-woods philosophy in the Wei and Jin
dynastics. Chinese artists used fire to turn wood into charcoal, and then ground

the charcoal into powdcr to mix with gluc, which thcy shapcd into ink sticks.



In order to paint, thcy moistened the stick to grind it into ink, then dippcd
the brush in ink — ieaving traces while creating a subtle diaiog between the
brush, ink, and paper (or siii()i Artists not (miy set their intention wich the
brush, but produce meaning bcyond the brush. Ink is rendered according to
chance, without preconceptions; nature and humanity become as one. This
is the sublime state of spirituality for the literati during the agricuiturai era.
Yuan continues in this beautiful tradition hy ccascicssiy contcmpiating and

transccnding in her expioration ofmountain/rock/objcct/charactcr.

While attcnding an academic conference for painting and caiiigraphy in Bcijing
in the winter of 2015, Yuan was stunned when she cxpcricnccd ared alert for
smog for the first time. She suddcniy realized that the beautiful, inhabitable
scenery dcpicted in traditional ink painting has iong vanished, and what she
faces now is an overheated environment under the threat of giobai warming.
Asa contemporary artist who has been devoted to interrogating the traditions
of ink art, how can she confront chis situation wich authcnticity? And S0, she
proposcd a “ficry ink” performancc and installation work for the cxchange
exhibition, based on Early Spring by Northern Song artist Guo Xi. She uses
the charred ashes of burnt rice paper to rcproducc what had originaiiy been an
idyiiic and moist classical shanshui painting, The ritualistic on-site pcri:ormancc,
coupicd with a ceremonial installation approach, paints a bleak picture where

a contemporary artist sighs in lamentation amidst ashes of the grand vistas of

classical ink painting, rendered heipiess in the collision of traditional shanshui

anci today’s ciimatc change.

Moist and Burni: As Ink Breathes, Yuan's July 2017 exhibition at the Tina Keng
Gaiicry, was a dialectic ofﬁcry ink and traditional ink. Informed by her formal
academic background and an instinct for salient critique, Yuan is able to move
between the classical and the modern, to navigate the ebb and flow of Fog/
smog, as well as the aesthetics of moist/burnt, as she opens a new window
into contemporary Asian art in the contrasts between and reflections of

traditional ink and fiery ink.

In Hidden Emotion in Texture, another solo exhibition that took placc at the Tina
Kcng Gaiicry in March 2021, Mmzm/of)’zmn’r fomrz'zz'ng Strokes and THEY
Shanshui Small Screens stood promincntiy as two primary and compciiing
series of works. Just as the artist wrote in her artist statement, “This exhibition

had been a decade in the making. [ feel a sense ofiong overdue relief now that

it’s finally finished.”

Perhaps another way to look at it is that the approach of i'icry ink instantiates a
professionai artist’s scrutiny ofand response to the state of the world and to art
history, while her traditional ink practice allows her to trace the vicissitudes of

her life in her arduous journey to rebirth.

Mﬂnuﬂ/afﬁmn’s Texturizing Strokes was on view as pages from cniargcd ancient

handhooks, \Vifh two StinS iiiustratcd on a SiIlgiC pagc: ThC Tcardrop Strokc

and the Hole-of Tears Stroke, the Tangled-Heart Stroke and the Fretful Seroke,
the Fiery Stroke and the Chop-Brush Stroke, the Chaos Stroke and the Heart-
Rhythm Seroke, the Sorrowful Stroke and the Calm Hearr Stroke, the Void-
Spot Stroke and the Leaves-Shadow Stroke, the Nagging Scroke and the
Wrinkles Stroke, the Thorny Stroke and the Nail Tip Stroke, the Stuttering
Stroke and the Soft Brush Stroke, the Flowing-Light Stroke and the Flowing:-
Water Stroke, the Lighe-Sigh Stroke and the Remnane-Froch Scroke, the
Dancing—Brush Stroke and the SilencThread Scroke, the Color Void Stroke
and the Empty Stroke, among others. Each of the 32 styles comes with an
inscription, such as the Tangled-Heart Stroke: “The modest lady wrestles witch
ciumps ofhcmp / Tangicd like her turbulent feeiings / Alone in her mcianchoiy
/ She cannot put it into words.” Or the Chaos Stroke: “Feclings in disarray /
Hair left uncombed / A mind burdened with sorrow.” Or the Nagging Stroke:
“Nagging and pestering / Muttering and murmuring / The woman finds
herself old and weary.” Or the Flowing-Light Stroke: “Sparse shadows flow / A
gentle breeze quivers / A drag and a push / Time thus emerges.” These titles,
inscriptions, and texturizing styics entwine as undercurrents permeating form
and meaning in Yuan’s brushwork, and arc ultimately orchestrated into a stirring

song of the artist’s life.

There was a script used Cxciusivciy among women in ancient China, called
Niishu, which allowed women to Cxchangc clandestine knoxvicdgc, fcciings,

and opinions within the confines of the authoritarian, patriarchai society. No

intention to hide is to be found in Maznual onmm} YZ}x[m'z'zmg Strokes; instead,
Yuan audaciousiy divuigcs pcrsonai affection, frustration, loneliness, and her
emotional maelstrom as a woman, limned carnestiy asapermanent manifesto. It
tells the profound love of a woman, embodied in texturized lines and dots that

coalesce into iingcring traces of the heart. Much like what the artist writes in the

afterword of the Manual:

Time etches textures onto rocks,

But rocks contain sorrow,

with solitude and waiting as companion.
In love with blooms that tumble onto its hody,
the rock providcs sanctuary for the flower,
and the flower adorns the rock.

Devoted and inscparabic

until the wind carries away the flower.

The rock iongs anarduous ionging
chrcts an arduous regret

And so resigns itself

to cicave traces ofthe passing days in ionciy texteures.

Texturizing attests to memories etched on the mind, to remnants ofyears past,
and to vestiges ofhistory. To anaiyzc herself, to narrate her life’s story through

the juxtaposition ofimagc (illustrations) and text (inscriptions) becomes a
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form of cacharsis, where she faces herself again in an act of rebirch. Emulating
the form of an ancient painting manual, Manual of Yuan's Texturizing Strokes
documents the vicissitcudes of her life, while pondcring the truths of love. Just as

what the artist writes in the afterword of the Manual:

Human lives are cphcmcral; while rocks are eternal.
Painted rocks contain the infinite within the finite
and reflect the ﬂccting within the eternal;

these rocks become a snapshot of a moment.
Emotionless objcct

pcrhaps transforms for a temporary moment

into a vessel for memories.

Manual onmm} Texturizing Strokes was inspired by the A’mbz’guom World series,
which bcgan in 2007. It was a year when the artist was faced with tremendous
turmoil in her life, and cxploring tcxturizing styles and brushstrokes became
asalve to her aching heart. She then spent almost seven years completing her
doctoral dissertation «Thingncss of Rocks™ of almost 400 pages to investigate
the “transition after modern ink landscape painting.” The debut of her Manual
reveals an immense power ofscnsibility behind the artist’s rigorous intellect that

welters with yearning for emancipation.

Though mountains and rocks are insensate, the artist breathes life into them

thI‘Oll h hCI‘ aintbrush, and watches thCSC mountains and I‘OCl(S transmute
& P

into sentient bcings as her art — as well as her love — finds a pcrpctual abode
in their existence, dwel[ing in each texturizing stroke, hence a constant state of

hidden emotion in texture.

In Yuan Hui-Li’s contcmplation of traditional ink, ﬁery ink, mountain and rock,
character and objcct, tradition no longcr hinders modernity. Instead, the former
has become an important re-starting point for the lacter. The artist’s ink painting

practicc has thereupon entered tl’lC rcalm ofpost—modcrnity.
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Installation view of Yuan Hui-Li's 2021 solo e>

Hidden Emotion in Texture at Tina Keng Gallery




(RIR#ER) BpmER

FTEEMLEE  KRA RERE

REEMA B EHR

=
(3

REF 1987 F XN B2 GBI 6L BMAE) 214
R A G BTZ FT - IR 2016 FHUR Bl S 6 R B4l R 2 i
BIEE B TR L 200 o KRB S J8 AT e ARAY T i K BB B — TR
BRI — (A R AR RRER > A AR T
BYRER MO ERBEFAKELER LT TTEERRE -

2002 F - IARERIEARE (FEEREMAR — HEME K
BRER)  URARFHBMANES LN TEET REH BER
e — LK E B MERE - B3 A 25 i s 5L 2407 B2 2 v BT 25 A4 1Y
BN o Bl — &R AR - 45 A1 2010 F 24k - TIE R LK —
REAZEER, "HBHR — REH 2014 HE, "EHWET
BT REFER ) FRE - 0B A B DL i sk 2 S A
6 R K2 R o AL REFTHAE MR - SRR 1R 7 7 £
Be ST B AT

Fr— W AlfEE  NEREHES L FREELEE NL REA
HAL 2009 F > BT TEMERAD BRES  NEZAEE®
HE LA FE R IL - MER G LR R A RIMBAEE &
gt - DR Z ek - JESIA BN M tE 4 LB B BORIE - [

B ORI R SRR R MR UUR R R AR T A%
AR E B TR E LR o gk FARTDARR R - AT E e
M 30 FARMAFEATREE R BEEMHOWAE?

CBILARD AT FH2 1 £ 58

72007 224 REH SRR CHLA) RFIER 2019 4
H CRIRBEE) M2 A F & —(E 8% - & CRIRBGE - B
Fo iR B TR AKD DU B RERE  EXTR BV EEE
TIBR A RBEEE A0 R FI BT 2 £ R AR - battny T2
MRS BAERBAERAMLRA PRl AE
fem b R A E R UL K (monumental landscape) » 2 20
AR AR ARRR AP RRI TS FHI RS R
BIsE R AR AR - R - M ARIRIVREL £ DA
R EHE L AR 2015 FEfER > FHFDRAE ZMmE
(A D DR Bz R = Mg E - BATAFE

LERIFEE IR LK E - EEIMA SRR - SRR LSRR
BE BN REARTACOREZMER—ETES > B
FEZ AR o BEAA - MERERTT R g E S L T

FERIFHAEE— RS0 =ML FF L REHNMAIE
TREHREHT SR WELEEORE =M TMERE B3 A
M (ST A AR R TR E RS st o

CRIRHEaE) oy 4 S E AR

CRIREEE) BRI - A ER217 MR TIATH (F T H
EE) Fay Qlasd) o ey (hFEER) 2 (s mr st
T QAR W T IR BE RET  RTH B £k EE
Z4h > SRR IR R o BMEE LR EL o L RN

B 1 | Ak AF No.47 THEY Shanshui No. 47 | 2015 | % & - B4 3K Z Colorand
ink on sprinkle gold-leaf Chinese handmade paper | 66x132cm



0

0

S8 ETVEEME > MARHEZE o (RKME) ARE(—
EFOMGET  GERT T ET - BHEET o FHRME - Wl
—ANG e (FTEER) WERMAMBATZL - BEL RN
BT BER FLEMEBE R BT ATERTPEAERRNE
AREBEL BRETDOER WS (1864-1957) F9Z &M
OrrEERE) sBEt -

RA—EAERE AEMBEHRLREFER (FTRER) %
FHERANHL—EEEPRE SN EME — L RIETR
FF o RBREEHETHAN A — PR -

8 R R EF (RN & (B A) RIS > SRIFE
—EAR R AT AR AR AR A e Ll K P R R B R A e A
FoOEMEBEEL 2 MK (H a2 EE) > I HRTTEL
B EAREER Al TEAM, TER THEN,  TALR
By WRBRM S T EARWEIEH B AR R EA
AT AR EIE (AL s) B—EEAE R R ES - —1E8F
BLR B R e SR AR o) FE (RIRAEEL) 32 AT - %
BTt — e B AL BT IHRGEEAR © 30 - 7 TAES 1R E
T EERT TAEORE SRR - TR I RE T - A

MAAEEIY
EemA Oy
R

—n AEesEs L

B2 | mEK 4k ’Iﬁj(ﬁ‘&+§k%?}{Manualonuan’: Texturizging Strokes: The Fiery
Stroke and the Chop-Brush Stroke | 2019 | K2 - #KBHE Ink on Taiwanese
handmade paper | 80.4x142.7cm

RLT TR IR TR SRR R RIE AR KB
R oy (B 2 ) WCFHEAH  (RIRBEED o 32 Bk
o BEEHE IR RS 8RR A A Y 1 B BRAR R
AT IR B 30 SFHE B o B2 b= g 6
WA CREAER) 70T SR E R R RIS A -

A —E AR A CRIRSEEE) A8 CBILKD R A4 4%
W ACH B Ak - TR BB OMEE 24 FIEE (Lochar Ledderose)

7 (&41) (Ten Thousand Things: Module and Mass Production in
Chinese Are) —FF - P E ML R @BR(F  RERAEE
BHHE - FRBNEREE A RBORELE  FBHER 8
BEFRE 7O EEE) LKA MR R R R o
FREAFAFRES MO RERRET B/ MV RIFLIE
TRV TR TR e T (XERE - A RRETSEF 3
W R B - AR AR, » B R E—FBEE - PEIEM
RIS LT H IR R A A ERRUE - ATat 4
TR LXER - FHARELEERNRN

REHNERENRIREY - B FEENIE - (2& - FREN
R M B K ATV B TE 7 TR E a2 8l st s
AR ACAEE > TREHAEAE L DAL LR
Bz B T E A AN LR Se e Rl - iR (RIRS
) AEBRERLT  ROET AT RTER WRIER - — 1
BlfF - R EILAERMAR - FRE—EACHAFE R
WRBFHMBEI 30 FMRE > RE - FREATH AW > TRH
B REBKERIERE - ORA M/ P E e - BRI AR
FEEE AT E R R T B ERA IR o

3 J "_'_,.‘—"f-‘ R i e e '«..,_."}\I.‘_ ‘hh‘

— - iy
e =

2017 FREARKER "BWAETR TR ERAFER (KE - BR(FH
BE» No.2)

Yuan Hui-Li completed Fiery Ink, Displacing Guo Xi’s Early Spring No. 2 on site
atthe 2017 solo exhibition Moist and Burnt: As Ink Breathes at Tina Keng Gallery



Manual of Yuan’s Texturizing Strokes

and Her Writings

Wu Chao-Ran

Chinese art historian, curator, and assistant profcssor atthe

Department of Fine Arts, Tunghai University in Taichung, Taiwan

Foreword

Yuan Hui-Li graduatcd from the National Institute of the Arts (now the
Taipci National Univcrsity of the Arts, TNUA) in 1987, and subscqucntly
atcended graduate school at the TNUA before completing her doctorate in art
creation and theory at the Tainan National University of the Ares (TNNUA)
in 2016. During her time at universicy and at graduatc school, she studied
under ink artists Ho Huai-Shuo and Lee Yi-Hong, Whereas one stressed
“an ascetic aesthetic and artistic conccption,” the other cmphasizcd “precise
brush, dexcerous ink, and stylization;” both had a hand in forging an important

foundation for Yuan’s ink painting.

I visited Yuan's Jinshan studio in New Taipei City a number of times while
working on the Taiwan Contemporary Art Series — Materials 0/[/47[: Ink Painting
and Cﬂ//z'gmpb)/ (éﬁ%"&?ﬁ EMAR — ﬁ%ﬁf% : 7](%%@%%) in 2002.
As an ink artist, Yuan is cspccially devorted to the research of art liistory and
art tlicory. A look back on her creative path to date, spccifically since 2010, her
exhibitions — including Maternal Landscape (2011), Plural Landscape (2014),
Moist and Burnt: As Ink Breathes (2017) — all reveal an attempt to expand ink
painting througli art history and tlicory. Yuan's artistry has a distinctive lcaning

toward academic rational dialectics and analysis.

As a female artist who has expericnced divorce and is raising her children on
her own, Yuan has acknowledged that she began her doctoral program in arc
creation and thcory at the TNNUA in 2009 in an effort to “rcorganizc the
self and move beyond sorrow.” Compared to the damp cold sca air of Taiwan’s

northern Sl'lOrCS, [l]C southern Taiwan sun and tl’lC cl'iangc Of surroundings must

have been a salve for sclf—hcaling. At the same time, the rcquisitc theoretical
rcadings for her doctorate have enabled her to systcmatically analyze and
organize her own creative practice. Here, we may query whether art thcory has

playcd a propelling or fcttcring role in her creativity over the past three decades.

The feminine subject in the THEY Shanshui series

Yuan bcgan dcvcloping the THEY Shanshui series in 2007, culminating in
the Manual ()szmn’J Texturizing Strokes in 2019. In the cpiloguc for Manual
of Yuan's Texturizing Strokes, she wrote: “THEY (Ambiguons World) is a new
interpretation of the formal vocabulary of wrinkle texturization through
a discourse of feminine subjcctivity. It involves a cultural reflection on
the differential constructs ofsul)jcct identity.” The discourse of feminine
subjcctivity mentioned above liigl]lights Yuan’s observation that, whether in the
monumental landscape of the Northern Song dynasty (AD 960-1127) or in
the modernist ink dcvclopmcnt of the 20t cencury, Chinese shanshui painting
since the Northern Song dynasty has almost always been based on a stylc of
masculine subjcctivity with an cmphasis on grandcur in composition and on
rigor in line. In response, she aspircs toward a malleable softness in line, and
often creates pocl(ct—lil(c spaces in her composition, notal)ly in her 2015 works.
(Fig. 1, p.27). Similar pocketlike or cell-like spaces can often be scen in shanshui
paintings from the Wei and Jin dynasties (AD 266-589) to the Sui and Tang
dynastics (AD 581-907), where main figures or architectural elements would
be cnvclopcd by mountain ranges or forests, but here, Yuan has created pocket

SPQCCS that serveasa VCSSCl, a metaphor FOI‘ [l’lC \VOle). During our interview SllC

points out that her studio in Jinshan is also located within a vallcy—lil(c space.
That bcing said, Yuan's work does not directly deal with real-world landscapcs,
and these pockcts ofspace not only recur in her work, but also conform to her

argument for a feminine sul)jcctivc discourse.

Deconstruction and reconstruction in the Manual

of Yuan’s Texturizing Strokes

In form, the Manual of Yuan's Texturizing Strokes emulates the “Manual on Rocks”
from the 17*-century publication Manual of the Mustard Seed Garden. A typical
entry in the "Manual on Rocks” in the Maznual of the Mustard Seed Garden includes
an inscription cxplaining illustrations of stones. An cxamplc is the entry on “\Wang
Mcng’s rock tcchniqucs”: “The raveling rope texturizing is unique to \Wang Meng.
Wang Meng is the nephew of Zhao Mengfu. This painting emulates the style of
Zhao Mengfu, but the dcpiction of stones far surpasscs that of the original.” Similarly,
in the entry on the “Singlc Stroke” in the Manual ofl/wwl‘ 7}xlz4rz'zmg Strokes, the
inscription reads, “Spare the unnccessary words, save the redundant phrascs: No
flowcry languagc, bura singlc truchful sentence.” There have been many revised
editions of the Manual oflbf Mustard Seed Garden since it was first published du ring
the carly Qing dynasty. Though many art historians believe this book has contributed
to the stylization and standardization of Chinese painting, many painters, such
as Qi Baishi (1864-1957), also benefited from the inspiration of the Manual of the
Mustard Seed Garden.

From another perspective, inanera Wl’lCn art Cducation was not accessible to tl’lC

masscs, thC Mﬂﬂhﬂ/ 0]/‘1}16 thfﬂi"d Sc’fd Gﬂm’m providcd an opportunity for tllC
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self-study of Chinese painting — to begin by imitating partial elements, then

gradually collaging these intoa complete work.

In contrast, the process of the Manual of Yuan's Y}xmrz'zz'ngStm/m and THEY Shanshui
series is one of dismantling. She has identified and compiled some 32 texturizing
strokes (with some additions) from the styles of stone and texturizing techniques in
her early shanshui paintings, and provided names and meanings for these texturizing
strokes. For instance, the Empty Stroke, the Color-Void Stroke, the Nail-Tip
Stroke, the Chaos Stroke, among others. On one hand, the nomenclature of these
texturizing techniques references the artists own sentimental journcy; on the other,
it is a response to a line from the first chapter of Dream of the Red Chamber: “Pages
tull of silly litcer / tears a handful sour and bitter; all a fool the author hold / but their
zest who can unfold?” Yuan pairs a number of the 32 strokes listed in the Manual
of Yuan's Texturizing Strokes with private sentimental annotations. For instance, the
entry for the Chop-Brush Stroke notes, «Attempting to sever entanglements, only
multiplies them all the more.” The notation for the Fiery Stroke reads, “The wildfires
of emotions burn without end, reducing all erstwhile certainties to ashes. Passion
has been smothered by apatlly time and again. The inner flame is extinguished, the
face aged.» (Fig. 2, p- 28) In terms of text, these interpretations of the 32 styles in the
Manual of Yuan's Texturizing Strokes are inarguably full of emotion and resentment.
Butan analysis of the forms and lines reveals a foundation based on 30 years of ink
practice. The draw and contradiction herein create a perfect tension between the text

and imagery in the Manual of Yuan's Texturizing Strokes.

Analyzed from a different angle, the various texturizing strokes compiled from

the early THEY Shanshui series, which comprise the Manual onmm’r Texturizing

Strokes, are inextricably related to the analysis of Chinese art by German scholar
Lothar Ledderose in his book 7en Thousand Things: Module and Mass Production
in Chinese Art. Speciﬁcally, the parallel between the component analysis in the
Manual of the Mustard Seed Garden and the production of the terracorta soldiers,
the dougong in wooden architecture, the Taotie pattern on bronzeware, the
mass production ofexport porcelain, as well as the character radicals in Chinese
movable type. Ledderose’s research on the production process of the terracorta
soldiers during the Qin dynasty, reveals chat these were not produced asan
integrated single form. Rather, the head, body, legs, and arms were created as
parts in different workshops for final assemblyi Ledderose also notes that many
Chinese arts and crafts rely on this type of modular production, which enabled

large-scale production long before the age of industrialization.

Yuan encountered Ledderose’s work during her doctoral studies at the
TNNUA. While Ledderose intends to answer how systematized mass
production appeared in China before the industrial revolution in the West,
Yuan grapples with the challenge ofpiecing back the scattered fragments
of life in the aftermath of emotional upheavali In chis sense, the Mamm/of
Yuan's Texturizing Strokes highlights the profound act of dismantling for the
purpose of reconstruction. [s it necessary for an artist to make such an effort
to construct her own creative theory? ]udging from Yuan’s explorations over
the past three decades, I think the answer is a resounding yes. Ink painting
artists of various styles and characteristics certainly have their own artistic
response, but Yuan Hui-Li has completed a body of work that satisfies both

tlieory and practice through her astounding will and diligence.
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Installation view of Yuan Hui-Li's 2021 solo exhibition

Hidden Emotion in Texture at Tina Keng Gallery




