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The Beauty of Formal Rhythm
Liging Liang’s Abstract Painting

Mr. Liqing Liang is a renowned artist in the Bay Area, California. He graduated from the Central Art
Academy in Beijing, and has more than thirty years of experience in art education and creation.

Mr. Liang’s art products include oil paintings, sculptures, murals, advertising posters, and large
installation art. He formerly served as a professional artist at the Fu Baoshi Painting Academy and Vice
President of the Zhongshan Painting Academy before, and now is now a member of the Chinese Art
Association and a recognized High Level Artist in China. His paintings have been exhibited in many

places and have received many awards.

Mr. Liang is a very creative artist and has a strong sense of times. On the solid foundation of
traditional art he unceasingly climbed up toward modernization and internationalization. In recent years,
he concentrated on the formal expression of abstract painting. There are at least four unique characters:
1) interpretation of media, 2) use of calligraphic brush strokes, 3) visualization of material textures,
and 4) vitalization of the art of design. This is, as what he said, “breaking the frozen formal rules and
patterns, infusing new ideas to the composition, form, and structure, and exploring not the depth but the
contemplation of two dimensional spaces.” This idea, quite similar to modern Abstract Expressionism, is

full of the sense of modernism.

As we know painting is a composition of object images and background setting. Compared to
performing art, it is having the object images serve as actors to perform on the stage. Of actors there are
leading roles and supporting roles, while the stage design has to match the subject matter. In performing
art, the subjects are mostly from allegorical stories, religious themes, or human life. Visual art adds
subjects from nature, crafts, architecture, etc. As for actors, men are cardinal for performing art, while in
visual art there are many more; other than human being, there are animals, landscape, flowers, insects,
etc. Although the formal elements dots, lines, facets, and colors are always the beginning and end in the

creation of a piece of painting, they are only the decorative roles in traditional painting.

It was in the mid-twentieth century that the formal elements assumed the “actor” roles in the art of
Abstract Expressionism. Yet, this is not a result of a one day accomplishment; there is a long period of
proceedings. For instance, the color dots of the late 19th century Impressionist painting and the geometric

facets of the early 20th century Cubist painting often took up the stage light against depicted objects.

While we trace this innovation back to the history, we realize Chinese calligraphy has played an
important role. In the period of late Northern Song (ca. 11th c.), a group of literati artists, inspired by
calligraphy, started to think about raising the role of formal elements, letting them play more important
roles on the stage of brush painting. This moved a further step in the mid-Ming Dynasty. In Xu Wei’s
paintings, expressive flower-and-bird and ink-bamboo, for instance, the emotional appeal of brushwork
overshadowed the depicted objects in the viewers’ eyes. In the early Qing period, four monks continued to
develop this idea. In Bada’s bold-stroke expressive painting, for example, which take the leading role, the
two birds and a few tree branches, or the fabulous brush strokes and the broad open space? It is hard for

us to say!

Mr. Liang developed on this tradition with his own art path and connected it to modern times. In
his paintings, the calligraphic characters, either readable or unreadable, are all bodies of life. They are
thus all active. In old calligraphy, characters are also bodies of life. Either static or moving, they could be
romping or rushing in the “script” style, or easily wandering in the “running” style, or peacefully sitting
and meditating in the “regular” or “official” style. No matter what, they are all in a clear, open, bright
and dustless world. Now the world is different, we are living in a busy world of prismatic splendor. As
life bodies of calligraphic characters, should they step into this terrestrial world? This is an issue that Mr.
Liang was concerned with.

Now we have the answer. Mr. Liang used his unique skills to create special texture on Chinese rice
paper. Then taking advantage of the material condition he furnished a stage of new order for the life
bodies of calligraphy as manifestations of the forces of the living world. This is as what Mr. Liang said,
“going about the familiar and the unfamiliar or between the right and the wrong” to look for and to catch
the unknown results. This is also a manifestation of Thomas Stearns Eliot’s saying: “Creating a kind of
form is not just inventing a kind of format or a kind of rhythm, but also discovering a united form of

rhythm, rhyme, and content.”

Arthur Kao
Emeritus Professor, San Jose, State University

Visiting Professor, National Taiwan University of Art
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Convergence and Collision
The Art of Liqing Liang

I

Although we have not seen each other for years, for he is in San Jose, California, and I live and work
in Beijing, China, one day he sent me lots of photos of his artworks. Looking at all kinds of his works, I
feel he is still the guy I used to know.

No matter how much he changed, no matter he played with signs or colors, no matter he wrote
traditional calligraph or played with modern collage, he is still the optimistic, truth-telling guy that I am
familiar to.

Liang is a smart guy. His joy and innocence affected me and his experience and personality touched
me. [ know his life and what he has been through, therefore I understand the spiritual origin of his
artworks. Liang is very sensitive to art and is very capable of self-learning. Before he went to China
Central Academy of Fine Arts, he was already a well-known local artist in Jiangxi province.

Liang was born in a rich family in Zhangshu, Jiangxi, a place known as Medicine Capital of China,
in 1948. His father was a KMT pilot of a fighter plane during the Sino-Japanese War, and left mainland
China for Taiwan in 1949. Based on the fact, you can tell how much he suffered when he was young. How
those suffering and bloody experience changed his life and affected his art, only Liang, a guy was left by
his parents for more than thirty years since he was born, knows. However, from either his early immature
works or nowadays works full of specific artistic language and personal style, we can tell that all of his
works convey joy and easiness, love and passion, self fulfillment and persistence. In fact, that tells Liang’s
shrewdness and wisdom, and also reflects his life predicament and true personality.

When we were students of China Central Academy of Fine Arts, I learned that Liang loves drawing
since he was a young boy. When he was in middle school and professional high school, it was the
“deconstructing” Grand Cultural Revolutionary period. The talented Liang was the chief editor of his
school journals Bugle and Scream, and also illustrated for them. The Cultural Revolution was easy to
inspire youth to fulfill their artistic dreams, and therefore during that time appeared lots of “literary and
artistic youth.” Liang and his friends practiced and imitated Mao’s calligraphy, wrote Big-character
posters (a sort of revolutionary propaganda), held critique column, and drew revolutionary propaganda
pictures. With such artistic experience and drawing training, he was bold to draw a series of gigantic
Mao’s portrait on most buildings on main streets of the city he lived in after he left school and went to
work.

The unusual experience and the primary enthusiastic made him like a hungry baby sucking his
mother’s milk, Liang learned anyway from the Cultural Revolutionary. Although at the time the cultural
resources are very limited and what he could read were mainly from the Soviet Union picture books, his

passion toward art and hunger toward knowledge were nurtured, and the influence of the period went
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along with his whole life. For Liang, the experience is a rich heritage and tremendous fortune. From the
beginning to the mature of his artistic style, it supported Liang’s growth and exploration in his artistic

world, sometimes in a secreted way that even Liang himself was not aware of.

I

Liang is a diligent and productive artist. He keeps drawing and creating something in different
periods of his life. I will say that the “Bi’neng” series are the works that he puts most of his effort, and
the artistic language is the maturest, and the artistic style is the most distinctive and experimental. These
collages of traditional Chinese calligraphy and colorful sketches can be considered either as painting or as
calligraphic works. On one hand, they indicate that how influential the traditional Chinese art is to Liang’s
creative thinking; on the other hand, after covering and collaging with the broken pieces of calligraphic
works, the whole works convey the convergence and collision of contemporary and traditional art. That is
a typical post-modern way of “assembling and grafting.” Apparently you can tell the mark of time and the
violent intruding of the human deed.

Convergence and collision indicate Liang’s cultural identity and his artistic specialty. Liang used
to live and work in the Southern China, and moved to the U.S. and united with his mother and family
until fifties. Therefore, for an old immigrant like Liang, convergence and collision are an unavoidable
process. No matter in life or in art, he has to face endless problems and challenges. The interesting thing
is that he does not avoid the conflicts and directly faces the problem and challenge in his later works.
From his works you can tell his worry and anxiety, confusion and protest, exploration and experiment. In
fact, “convergence and conflict” just reflect Liang’s personality and life. No matter meeting what kind of
problems and difficulties on his way of artistic exploration, he always uses his wisdom and persistence
to face and solve them. Therefore, the “Bi’neng” series truly and instinctively reflect Liang’s inner world
and artistic thinking.

Among Liang’s works, “Bi’neng” series are the most abstract and abstruse, while they present an
even broader spatiality and temporality. On spatiality, “Bi’neng” series go beyond the borderline between
calligraphy and painting, therefore, they combine the abstract and the concrete, and also converge the
Western and the Oriental artistic and cultural expression. In other words, for the Oriental, the calligraphy
in his works are concrete letters, but for the Western, they are abstract painting. In fact, the “convergence”
in here indeed is the “collision”. On temporality, “Bi’neng” series reminds me not only the endless Big-
character posters on streets of all over the Chinese cities, on factory bulletin boards, and on government
bureaus’ and on schools’ walls during the Cultural Revolution in 1960s; the posters were kept being

posted, covered and ripped and posted; they also remind me those numerous Little Advertisements
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posted on street lamp pillars. In the Reform and Open era, the Big-character posters were replaced
by endless commercial advertisements, and the bulletin boards became advertisements boards. Those
numerous school ads, medicine ads, and all different kinds of commercial ads were posted and ripped
and covered--an endless violence intruding in public space. Through the time changing process and the
intruding violence, the Big-character posters and commercial ads produce a sort of cultural energy and
historical prediction, which were brewed and fermented in Liang’s thinking and creating and eventually
were represented in the Bi’neng series. The works also reflect the evolution of the Chinese society, the
transition of people’s lives, and the deconstruction and reconstruction of spatial environment. In the
process of converging and conflicting of the Western and the Oriental, and the political and the cultural,
Liang’s dream becomes true.

The Bi’neng series go beyond the border of the spatiality of the traditional painting and calligraphy,
and through the exploring of the temporality and the media specialty, Liang converges the traditional
calligraphy and painting. In the collision of the Oriental spirit and the Western art, Liang’s works present
a special quality of post-modern art--assemble and graft different artistic languages and media. At the
same time, the collision also appears in the endless experimentation of Bi’neng. He keeps looking the
Oriental and the Western, the traditional and the modern, walking back and forth from the abstract to the
concrete, the positive and the negative. He looks for the fun of collaging the positive and the negative
Chinese characters in calligraphy, and eventually produces a new way of using Chinese characters--
writing in a positive way and printing in a reverse way, “the Negative Characters”, called by Liang. That
is the reason of and indeed a result of the collision of different cultures. For Liang, the positive and the
negative in the experimentation are exactly the Orient and the West, which he keeps thinking and looking
for years. For me, after he moved back to the U.S., life provides him another angle (within the western
culture) to rethink the relationship of Chinese calligraphy and the western painting. He gets another
chance to understand even more on “convergence and collision”, no matter in concept or in practice. The
series convey a sense of mature and confidence, and indicate that Liang has reached the state of freedom--
from with the shape and meaning to without the shape and meaning, and from the concrete painting to the

abstract calligraphy.
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Although Liang got well trained and graduated from the China Central Academy of Fine Arts--a
school well-known for its realism tradition, his talent and artistic characteristics apparently not directly
inherit from the traditional academic skills and techniques, and they are conveyed through his reflection
on different types of art and his bold creation. Since 1970-80s, before he went to the China Central
Academy of Fine Arts, he had already begun his creation--engraving, traditional Chinese new-year
painting, comic book drawing, and some of his works were exhibited in Jiangxi province art show. As
I know, he has broad interests. He loves engraving and craftwork design, and likes to collect different
materials to make lacquer painting, and even draw film posters. Therefore, through those graceful and
pure series works, we find a vivid and wild Liang who dares to break any artistic limits. On the one hand,
he is a man who respects life and loves the mundane, a typical Chinese; on the other hand, he is an artist
who dares to throw off any academic tradition and techniques. After graduated from the China Central
Academy of Fine Arts, he came back to “Hug-Rock” Art School, Jiangxi. Even though the school is quite
conservative, he was not limited by the traditional techniques learned in the CCAOFA. He moved his
interests from lacquer painting to silk-screen engraving, rock sculpture and huge resin wall painting, and

some of works were chosen to show in yearly National Fine Art Exhibition and won prize. Then Liang
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became a member of China Artists Association.

His unconventional spirit actually is also conveyed the works created after he moved to the U.S.
For example, he is not limited by a pure medium or material, and is good at exploring different materials
and media, and combines art design, calligraphy and painting naturally. Therefore, it’s hard to find the
dramatic structure and thematic narration which are common in works of local Chinese artists. He seldom
persists on some techniques that he is used to and never thinks them as his unique stunt.

His Vacancy series prove his attitude towards art. As he said, “many times of drawing and writing,
the mixture of ink and color, the meeting of dots and faces, the harmony of texture and material, all those
reflect the deconstructing of Chinese characters and self-reflection on my inner world. There is no need to
distinguish painting and sculpture, and no need for any narrative scene. It is like a process of being drunk,
a self-satisfied pleasure. I just draw and paint, purely for myself, but the results are for audience.” For me,
“New Work” series indicate his another new transformation on his way of artistic creation. Characters
(calligraphy) is not concrete, but created by the author; the medium and material become even pure,
exaggerate the characteristics of Chinese ink and Xuan paper. The works start from the pure decorative
surface to the abstract free surface. They break the traditional concept while at the same time echo with
the traditional spirit. They are Liang’s writing as an artist and also his painting as a scholar. They also
indicate Liang’s transition from the mundane enthusiasm to the calm spiritual thinking.

Liang’s works are not self-entertained type. His works conveys a sense of “cultural self-reflection”
on the traditional culture and the contemporary consciousness. On the Chinese-character themed series,
Liang presents Yan Zhenqing’s “preciseness”’, Zhang Xu’s “momentum” and Huaisu’s “fluency” in a two-
dimensional surface--on material, he explores the material’s specialty and capability, the permeation and
deposition of Xuan paper and the pureness and thickness of the acrylic color; on brushstroke, thin or thick,
loose or tight, heavy or light, he changes smoothly. In those works, characters are no longer characters,
and the calligraphy of Zhang Xu and Huaisu is no longer calligraphy. They all turn into Liang’s curve
and line, composition and color, tempo and rhythm. Therefore, we can sense a similarity to the traditional
Chinese calligraphy and a strangeness to the western painting. The sense of conflict is quite obvious in his
Vacancy series. Since he uses the materials more and more skillful, his artistic language becomes more
and more unified and pure. The unification of material and language is the highest state of art, no matter
for Chinese or for the Western, in ancient or in contemporary. For Liang, the borderline of calligraphy
and painting becomes blurry and convergent, visual language becomes pure and concise, visual effect
becomes warm and vivid.

The sense of contemporary in Liang’s works is embodied through both calligraphy and painting.
Therefore, they impress audience vividly and deeply. That is just the value and meaning of Liang’s artistic
experimentation and exploration.

Convergence and conflict reflect not only Liang’s personal state of existence, but also the

challenge that every contemporary Chinese artist will and shall face and solve.

Lin Gong
Ph.D., Art Department of Beijing Film Academy

A member of Experimental Art Committee, China Artists Associations

(English Translation by Dan Wu, Ph. D)
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Chronicle of Liqing Liang

2018
2018
2017
2017
2017
2016
2015
2014
2013
2012
2012
2011
2010
2009
2009
2008
2008
2008
2007
2005
2004
2001
1999
1999
1998
1997
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Image Beyond Landscape, Solo Show, Silicon Valley Asian Art Center
Group Exhibition of the Year of Dog, Silicon Valley Asian Art Center
International Art Center of San Francisco

Oakland Three Painting Exhibition

San Francisco Chinese Art Association Joint Exhibition

San Francisco Chinese Art Association Joint Exhibition

San Francisco Chinese Art Association Joint Exhibition

2D Art Exhibition, Triton Museum, Santa Clara

Exhibition of The New Expressional Painting, Solo Show, Silicon Valley Asian Art Center

The 4™ Art exhibition of teachers and students, American West Art Studio
San Francisco International Art Fair

“SI JUE YA JI” Comprehensive Exhibition

The 3™ Art exhibition of teachers and students, American West Art Studio
Silicon Valley Open Studio

The 2™ Art exhibition of teachers and students, American West Art Studio
Silicon Valley Open Studio

Earth Day Chinese Painter’s Works Exhibition

American Chinese Painting Academy Exhibition

The 1% Art exhibition of teachers and students, American West Art Studio
Spring Festival Solo Exhibition

Beijing-Fuzhou Freeway Mural, 6 pieces of about 20,000 square meters
Silk screen print, Ministry of Culture of PRC, Chinese Artists Association
“Social Fire Series II”, Ministry of Culture of PRC, 9" National Art Exhibition
“Situation witness” , silk screen print, Chinese Artists Association
“Friend’s Studio” won the Ministry of Light Industry of PRC Award

“School Gate” won the China Packaging Association Award

1994
1994
1991
1990
1989
1989

Chinese Artists Association Exhibition

Ministry of Culture of PRC, Chinese Artists Association 8" National Art Exhibition
China international exhibition company annual exhibition

China international exhibition company annual exhibition

“Course” won the Chinese Printmaking Artists Association

Ministry of Culture of PRC, Chinese Artists Association 7" National Art Exhibition
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