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A Few Words

Dai Shihe

Tian Yuan told me it is going to be her first time to hold a solo exhibition. She took me to her suburban studio
where the paintings were arranged from one end to the other of the studio, even filling the space in the
corners of the room. There was dozens of paintings in the studio. She told me that she also had some of her
paintings stored in other places. Most of her paintings are figures and images of still life. The paintings were
finished in successions. She gradually created them inspired by things and people in her life after which she
successively accumulated these paintings. She showed me some of her paintings without frames and told me
about them while her eyes gazed at her work. | found that the expression she had in her eyes while looking at
the paintings had not changed much from when she looked at her works twenty years ago.

If we leave besides the social meaning of painting, on a personal level, painting is about an individual
psychological experience, it is just like keeping a diary. We do not keep diaries for a reader, or for a publisher;
nor do we keep diaries to be exhibited or as a means to try to obtain a certain influence. To keep a diary is a
way of communicating with oneself. People practices breathing exercises or boxing, not because they want
to fight with somebody, but because they want to be strong both in their body and mind. When engaging in
breathing exercises people should follow certain rules, otherwise they might hurt themselves. Since ancient
times, people have followed certain methods when painting or drawing calligraphy, so this can also be consider
as a kind of practice or experience. In this exercise people need to refine their composure rather than their
ambition.

| do not have much knowledge about Tian Yuan experiences in these past years. But based on my reading of
her paintings | can get an understanding of her situation: her braveness, fortune, tenacity; her obsession and



her calmness. A landscape painting created by her while she was still a student hangs in her father’s living
room. In contrast to this painting, her subsequent paintings display more confidence and determination.
The figures in her paintings are from all walks of life, they are actually autobiographical interpretations of
the painter’s life. Although things and people surrounding her constantly change and while artistic genres
continuously evolves and progresses, Tian Yuan remains true to herself and her heart. She only creates
paintings which she believes in herself. It is this effort of the painter that enables her to achieve the quality of
painting displayed in her work. Her wisdom, judgment and talent are the key elements in this process.

| enjoy reading scribbling and notes of painters. Most painters remain rather lonely throughout their lives.
Sometimes, they might have the opportunity to create a painting order by an institution or person, like for
example the Burghers of Calais. However, most of the time artists are mainly staying at home communicating
with themselves. They do not have the opportunity to complete all the works they potentially could have
created, and their work remains unfinished just like notes written for themselves. The difference between
Masters and ordinary painters is that in these notes we can sense a vague premonition. It is through small
details in these notes that we can experience puzzles in the larger picture, just as in the moment a bird gently
stretching out is wings to fly.

Tian Yuan'’s vision has left a great impression on me. | wish her all the best.

September, 2013
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Tian Yuan’s Painting
and New Sensibility

Deng Pingxiang

Tian Yuan graduated from the Oil Painting Department at China Central Academy of Fine Arts in 1995. Later she
held a position as a teacher at the same institution. From 1999 to 2006 she continued her education in Paris
where she was enrolled for two years of courses at the Paris Academy of Fine Arts researching the techniques
of tempera. Several of the paintings she completed at that time have been exhibited at the Le Salon d'Automne
and the French Comparative Salon on numerous occasions.

Based on the artistic experiences mentioned above Tian Yuan possesses a quite comprehensive level of
artistic knowledge. She has been through a comprehensive education and has very diversified experience
in her practice as an artist; from the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing to the French Academy of Fine
Arts in Paris, from practicing as an artist in China to practicing as an artist in the western world. From the
classics to the modernity. Half a decade ago Tian Yuan would be praised as “having a thorough knowledge
of both western and traditional Chinese painting” However, as for many of the Chinese artists belonging
to this generation having this mixed and diversified experiences was something which could be counted
both in favor and disfavor for their development and they had to learn to was accept their destiny and fate
independent of whether it was glorious or misfortunate. In this regard, in terms of artistic learning experiences
and achievements, Tian Yuan is not very different from some of the predecessors in her same field such as
for example Xu Beihong, Wu Zuoren and Wu Guangzhong But their fate and development after returning to
China was quite different. Or one could compare Tian Yuan to the artists which is one generation younger,.
Here even for excellent talents such as for example Chen Danqing, their experiences after returning to China
has been quite dramatic and leaving people observing their situation feeling very frustrated (on their behalf).



Their situation is an example of the so called “heroic historical viewpoint” which tends to bewilder historians;
namely the question of whether or not personal destiny is determined by the social trends in the time people
are born into. Or to quote an old saying which encapsulates this situation: ‘a hero does not have any freedom
in determining his fate”.

Certainly, those who are willing to devote themselves to the art would not be disorientated by concepts such
as “destiny” or “social current”. This is because they clearly understand the fact that they can do nothing about
“destiny”, and they accept that their task is to deal with the creation of art

Artists of Tian Yuan’s generation have received artistic education and accumulated experience during an era
when great reforms were taking place in China. Compared with artists in older generations, Tian Yuan was
born in a brand new time. In the domain of art, this is the so-called “age of new sensibility”. The term of “new
sensibility” was raised by Herbert Marcuse, a representative of the Frankfurt School in Europe. The original
connotation of the term was to “establish new sensibility for human being by means of art and aestheticism”,
so as to transcends the boundary of restrained rationality (and power), forming a new integrated connection
between sensibility and rationality. Therefore, domestic critics defined artists in this generation as the “new
generation”. Actually, they summarize the definition of this concept based on the spiritual law of their art,
trying to delivering the fundamental meaning that even before their work was created one could sense
that their art would project a different feeling. This is because this new generation has a fresh subjective
understanding of mankind and a innovative perceptual understanding of art. Moreover, these perceptual



changes was fundamental for these artists, this is because “art expresses truth from the sensibility”
(Feuerbach). Because the precondition for the sensibility is changed, the artistic form and expression also
changes.

In her early works Tian Yuan demonstrates a great talent in terms of character motif. The painting “family
portrait” clearly reveals this talent in the painter. In this work of art, she has adopted the theme of a group,
displaying characters like her father, mother, sister and herself. From the intensely stylish language and the
comedic effect of the figures portrayed in this work of art we can interpret her unconventional attitude
towards feelings of affections and towards the family constellation. This approach expressed by the artist
in this painting can unquestionably be considered to be a completely new way in which the modern and
contemporary spirit and emotion understands an old subject. Yet, in the later series of characters painted by
Tian Yuan fundamental changes has taken place in the visage; a change which encapsulates the meaning of
“new sensibility”. In order to explore this fundamental change, we can compare the earlier and later series
of works in which she express the same theme of family and affection. In such a comparison we can identify
fundamental changes in the aspects of spirit, emotion and the concepts conveyed by the painter. In her new
works, the value of ethic gives way to the value of humanity. Judging from the changes in her work of arts, the
painter has become an completely individual of modern significance.

When it comes to paintings of character by Tian Yuan one can observe very distinct psychological revelations.
Characters in her paintings possess apparent personal consciousness. From the personal model of Freud



psychology, this is the so-called “ego”. “Ego is the executor of personality”. Therefore, when it comes to the
Chinese nationals, those who were born in the 1970s started to possess and establish their ego while the self-
awareness was absent. Acquisition and the establishment of an “ego” become a standard which determines
whether you are modern or not. In this way we can identify cognitive value in the domain of modern sociology
from the characters in Tian Yuan'’s paintings (most of them are her contemporaries).

As for the character in Tian Yuan’s works, they possess a distinct sense of “living”. Apparently, they don’t live
for “idealism”, but for the “right now”. It is true that they also have expectations and hope for the future, but
they don’t possess idealism.

The series of still life by Tian Yuan is not confined to the still life in the ordinary sense. From Cezanne, the
expression of still life is imbued with thematic significance. As a category of “still life”, it is endowed with
the universal significance beyond the detailed object like “still life” of human beings. At that time, Cezanne
had uttered the bold statement; “I am going to shake Paris with a single apple”. And after that, still life
paintings were no longer considered to be common work of arts. The objectivity of “still life” was imbued with
personality, religion and cultural orders as well as an objective construction with the expression of artists. .

Actually, the series of still life by Tian Yuan can be traced back to the concept of Cezanne. In her works,
properties of objects like a table, a bottle, a piece of cloth and a flower pot are revealed by the painter who
endows them with the “objectivity” of life existence. It thus becomes an “existing” object, beyond the scope of



traditional aestheticism. Therefore, by means of meaning conversions among “object, non-object and object”,
the still life is imbued with a kind of philosophical significance.

Tian Yuan’s expressive language is no longer confined to the paintings which enable her to make a living
and enter into the field of art at her earlier age. Instead, it has become a personalized and super expressive
language, a language that goes beyond the fences that are fabricated by art history, culture, ethnic groups and
painting categories. This is because it has become a modern and contemporary expressive language of Tian
Yuan. This expressive language has peeled off the secular feeling of oil painting and it has been incorporated
into the ontology of painting. It is free and individualized. While strengthening the visuality it also emphasizes
spiritual aspects. During the process of painting, the painter has devoted herself to her sensibility and the
spiritual being by which she assumes a meditatative state and frees her mind. This is the world of freedom, the
great freedom that is created by the artistic creation rather than the small freedom brought by the language
technique.
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Figure-01
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Figure-02
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Figure-03
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Oil on Canvas
2003

A —04
A 1T 7 ]

Figure-04
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Figure-05
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Figure-06
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Figure-01
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Figure-02
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Figure-03
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Figure-04
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Self-Portrait
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Self-Portrait
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Family
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Oil on Board & Canvas
1995







=

A T8 7 ]

Children
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Child
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2013 :E bbb e

2013 #:E hivernal-I’art vivant b,

Tian Yuan
Freelance Artist

1995 Graduated from the Oil Painting Department, Central Academy of Fine Arts
1995-1999 Served as a teacher in the Fine Arts School of Minzu University of China

1999-2006 Studied in France studied tempera painting techniques in Paris Academy of Fine Arts
2007 Returned to China

Exhibitions:

1995 Graduation Exhibition, Central Academy of Fine Arts
2004 France Autumn Salon

2005 France Autumn Salon

2006 France Autumn Salon

2012 France Comparison Salon

2013 France Comparison Salon

2013 France hivernal-1’ art vivant Salon
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