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In contemporary art, in painting in particular, many viewers feel that they are witnessing 
a crisis of faith. Painting has so often been said to have died, many no longer take the 
genre seriously. This crisis—it is not an overstatement to call it that---has been made 
more complex by the global movements of young painters across art centers of the 
world—New York and London and Berlin, and in Asia, Beijing. As might be expected, 
the injection of foreign esthetics, media, and philosophies has created a situation in which 
artists may eclectically appropriate imageries that do not belong to their particular legacy. 
This causes problems in attribution and raises doubts about the artists’ good faith. 
Perhaps the best-known example is the affiliation of Asian artists with the New York 
school tradition of abstract expressionism, whose painterly considerations may seem to 
mimic aspects of Chinese ink painting from far earlier, say, the Tang Dynasty. This has 
become a truism, however—one that turns back upon itself, making the insight difficult 
to support. Its usefulness is outlived in the sense that not only is it facile to characterize 
such different cultures and epochs as similar, it also presupposes—wrongly!—that the 
melding of opposites will result in a perception enabling us to pocket the foreign artist’s 
works as our own. 
 
The situation has gone on for some time, perhaps as long as a generation. The problem 
persists despite the fact that the fundamental perception, namely, the proximity of styles 
being seen as evidence of similar thinking, is clearly a misreading of the differences in 
painting traditions. This is particularly true when we compare the Chinese legacy of ink 
painting to the explosive moment of Western modernist abstraction, most especially in 
New York in the mid-20th century. Even today in American art school critiques, as this 
writer has witnessed, the identification of the two heritages shows that the practice of 
citing influences dies hard, even if it is true that those influences have not affected the 
artist’s work. Of course, the effects are usually understood to travel in one direction—
Western modernism trumps all other expressions (at least in the West!). This is not to 
deny the awareness on the part of Chinese painters that it is possible to establish a 
dialogue with Western abstraction; however, it is a matter of concern because the 
conversation tends to lose its effectiveness in the face of clichéd perceptions of 
iconographic similarity. In fact, it doesn’t take much for someone to think about the 
problem before the sense of an actual likeness falls apart in one’s hands. Why must the 
Chinese practitioner of abstract painting necessarily imitate American post-war abstract 
painting, even if the picture seems to resemble American art? 
 
Why indeed? It is said that oil painting has been part of Chinese culture for one hundred 
years; and it is also said that there hasn’t been a good idea in Chinese ink painting for one 



hundred years. One of the more difficult aspects of modern and contemporary Chinese 
culture, for the Westerner especially, is its reliance on oils as a painting material. Because 
oils are still relatively new in Chinese painting, what we have is an exploration of the 
medium that, freed of its Occidental legacy, can be used relatively neutrally—that is, 
without the immediate interpretation that Western art is being copied. Globalization of 
the art world does not always result in the establishment of like motives; it is possible, I 
think, for an artist to take on the trappings of another culture while being true to her own 
background. This is not just a matter of visual semantics; the problem runs deeper—to 
the point where the Chinese artist may embrace stylistic change in an attempt not to copy 
but to demonstrate her ability to remain Chinese, even when she is working out a style 
that does consciously appropriate that of another culture. So much has been said about 
the confluence between abstract expressionism and Chinese contemporary abstract 
painting that the insight has become a caricature of itself. Yet, at the same time, it takes a 
highly motivated and independent artist to divest herself, formally and thematically, of 
the implications of likemindedness.  
 
It may not be possible to push the argument any further. Still, it remains highly 
interesting to explore the persistence of an artist’s first culture in art that looks as though 
it has been exposed to several other cultures. Part of the insistence of Chinese painters 
that they are not taking on Western painting as their guide may result from a certain 
rebelliousness toward Occidental dominance—it is clear by now that the American 
Century is finished, and that in art it may not have been as monolithic as has been 
thought, even at its best moments (the point has been made by British critic Edward 
Lucie Smith that abstract expressionism may have meant more to America for reasons of 
social dominance rather than for esthetic ones). In the case of Mengyun Han, the artist 
whose work I will address, the question comes to mind whether her American education, 
first at Bard College in upstate New York and then at Rutgers University in New Jersey, 
has resulted in the hybridization of her paintings. Still in her early twenties, she has 
directed her energies toward the use of oil in abstract inventions that usually would be 
perceived as a mixture of cultural effects. But the point is that this mixture may be called 
into question, primarily because influence across so wide a gap as there is between Asian 
and Western art is not easily justified.  
 
Or at least it would seem so. The Western romance with Chinese painting and culture has 
by now a history, just as the Chinese development of Western art ideas has a history. 
Often, the insights are problematic, with misunderstandings gaining the upper hand. One 
doesn’t necessarily comprehend cultural differences in a short time; instead, what seems 
to happen is a cursory overall evaluation that is short in both detail and depth. Part of the 
problem has to do with fashion; there is currently a superficial hunger in the States for 
Chinese culture that is based on the recognition that China is becoming more dominant in 
world affairs. This is not only a political but also a romantic reading being picked up by 
the artists themselves. It doesn’t seem to matter which country they come from. I mean 
by this that young artists are in fact appropriating visual styles as if they were the latest 
fashions, and incorporating several kinds of imagery into a single composition. The 
results are often striking, but mainly in a superficial sense; in such work, there is little or 
no internalization of the other culture’s depth, which is key to understanding its 



differences. Inevitably, there is the problem of attaining true discernment and letting it 
inform the artist’s sensibility: it is one thing to juggle symbols and another to understand 
them. Although elements of Chinese ink painting and flourishes in abstract expressionism 
can look astonishingly alike, that does not inevitably mean the thought that went into 
them is equally similar. 
 
I have discussed these issues of cultural similarity, theoretical misunderstanding, and 
superficial eclecticism because they come to a point in the comprehension of Han’s 
paintings. The artist has been educated in America, yet she maintains ties to both 
America and China in both a physical and metaphysical sense. Her education in the 
United States has given her the tools with which to consciously adapt to influences from 
both sides of the world. Han considers herself someone who is skilled at combining both 
experiences, although it is also true that she has become more critical of her choices due 
to a deeper understanding of her original and adopted cultures in a globalized world. 
Adding to the complexity of her vision is the response of her audience, which may not be 
in a position to adequately understand the mix of issues that constitute Han’s esthetic. 
Often the understanding is superficial, especially when Han’s work exists in dialogue 
with the legacy of the Chinese ink tradition, to the point where she uses ink in her own 
paintings. Perhaps Han’s achievement lies in her refusal to serve any one particular 
culture, so that the blend of Asian and Western styles actually constitutes a perception 
that declines to bow to a particular background. This is, I think, an issue that will come 
more and more into recognition as artists travel and are abroad in foreign countries. 
 
Han’s imagery tends toward cloudy, amorphous, and billowing dark color—not to 
obscure so much as to embody the unknown. In this sense, hers is a serious, searching art. 
Yet one feels instinctively that the art is not about her—if it were, it would be easier to 
link it to the abstract expressionists’ egotistical sublime—but about the subject matter 
that has all of us, artist and audience, in its grip: the loss of habitat, flora and fauna. At 
the same time, it brilliantly reflects the nearly unspoken insight used in Chinese 
philosophy, in particular Daoism. Yet the language of Daoism, much like the imagery of 
Han’s own paintings, belongs to a metaphorical intelligence that can be said to lie at the 
center of Chinese art and intellectualization. Actually, Han is concerned with the way 
Chinese literati painters use the landscape as a way of expressing their complicated 
feelings about the fall of their country and their fate. It may be said that this concern is 
just as important, if not more so, as the experience of the natural forms being painted. 
Daoism posits a path that is essentially unknowable without the help of intuition; the 
same may be said of Han’s artistic work. Additionally, she is paying homage to her 
past—the way the literati painters create a style that reveals a social stance. 
 
Daoism is central to Han’s thinking. Daoism enables the world to take place, although the 
whys and hows of its workings are relatively mysterious. If the mystery of Daoism is a 
romantic one, and as a result concentrates not only on reality but also the mystical truth 
behind it, we can reply that current realism in art has more or less completely failed in its 
reading of the landscape, primarily because of its emphasis on form alone. Looking at the 
core values of Han’s work, we see a virtuous refusal to interpret nature on her terms—as 
opposed to accepting the more difficult, but also more rewarding view of nature on its 



terms. Doing so may not be possible in an absolute sense, but the effort by itself 
maintains the hope of responsible actions, in the face of civilization’s decay. Sadly, the 
decline in culture is due in fact to specific changes in global society: they are, 
specifically, the current triumph of capitalism and the ongoing Americanization of culture 
nearly everywhere. And we are no longer in a position of choice—either we confront 
what we have done, or the damages will become permanent, if they have not already 
done so. Han’s art speaks to a deep-seated dissatisfaction seen in many intellectuals, who 
feel that their awareness merely underscores their powerlessness to effect change. On the 
other hand, it is likely naïve to assume that art can effect change on a massive level, 
although it is clear that art is capable of affecting individuals’ ideas and feelings. Perhaps 
it is best if we acknowledge the problem in all its destructive truth. This is something that 
Han does, but whatever we do, we must remember that the problem is not going to go 
away. Indeed, the difficulty looms ever larger, with capitalism exploiting and alienating 
large numbers of working people, and with American popular culture replacing 
indigenous forms of art. It is a continuation of a process going back more than a few 
generations. There is a crisis in world culture, in which the gap between high and low 
cultural forms is so great as to deny any possibility of bridging the chasm between the 
two. 
 
Han’s commitment to a philosophically aware and transcendental treatment of art can be 
seen in all her work. But perhaps her vision of nature is especially clear in the five-part 
work Letting. Highly ambitious in its presentation, the painting demonstrates an 
unusually thorough understanding of organic abstraction, while at the same time bringing 
to the fore an imagery suggestive of forests and trees. The two end paintings are painted a 
tan color, while the two much darker panels set between the lighter ones are very dark, 
their imagery muted yet nonetheless indicative of tree trunks and branches and attendant 
foliage. Interestingly, each of the panels is of a different width; this tends to jar the 
viewer into paying attention to their claims, and helps emphasize the paintings’ 
individual bodies of imagery. The left-end panel is likely the most abstract, with 
relatively little imagery indicative of nature, but the two black panels and the right-end 
panel can be read relatively easily as referencing woodlands. The large panel on the 
middle left is dense with vertical trunks that eerily echo a dark forest. The middle-right 
panel is painted almost entirely black except for the top, which resembles underbrush; 
and the far-right panel looks like it is portraying evergreens.  
 
However, ironically, Han explains that the work turned out to resemble nature after it was 
done. Han does not want the interpretation to center on the depiction of nature. In fact, 
she comments, it was T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets that influenced her. “Burnt Norton,” the 
first of the four quartets, concerns time and eternity. In a structure corresponding with the 
poem, Han arranged the panels of the painting to give her viewers a sense of time as they 
walk past the four separate imageries. In this way, the experience of seeing her work 
resembles the experience of looking at a Chinese horizontal scroll painting. In her 
painting series Samsara, Han has installed the four works so that the two on the left meet 
the two on the right in a corner, intimating that one might turn around and walk back to 
the beginning. She is representing not only imagery but also time via the actions of her 
audience; the reexamination corresponds to the Eliot’s line in “Burnt Norton”: “In the 



beginning is my end, in my end is my beginning.” In this work Han asks, quite rightly, 
certain questions that remain unanswerable even in the face of art: How does one know 
which is the beginning and which is the end? Are we even certain that our linear path is 
from left to right? Finally, how do we understand time in a scroll, or a circular path, as a 
whole?  
 
Han does not see the panels as belonging to a set installation. She feels that the form can 
be reversed, and that the panels can be shown individually as works of art. Putting the 
four paintings together allows for a dialogue between them. She tends to trust her first 
impulse in painting, wanting, as she says, “to maintain the freshness of certain ideas.” In 
Chinese painting, rice paper and ink are materials that do not allow editing; consequently, 
the artist must fully concentrate on the task at hand. Han asserts that one work she did 
was finished in five minutes, but she adds pointedly that she was following her 
instincts—the imagery had been carried in her mind for some time. A Chinese axiom 
explains it well: “When one draws bamboo, it is already traced in his heart.” One must be 
in the right moment to put down something that is precise, fresh, and to the point. 
Instincts are meant to be followed because the artist knows what she intends to 
accomplish before she begins. This is possible because she has already explored the 
world and knows the image because she bears it within him.  She doesn’t need to know 
the tree or rock or flower in a detailed manner. In fact, Han rejects scientific precision in 
favor of an intuited reality that does not entirely depend on actual observation. 
 
Yet painting is a cultural activity with precedents, not an outpouring of nature. Daoism’s 
notion of emptiness lies at the heart of her art. This makes Chinese culture stand out with 
regard to other traditions, and I think this is what lies at the base of Han’s efforts in 
general, and what animates the painting series Letting. Han has seen fit to place her 
sensitivity within a Chinese framework. She does so, not so much because she has spent 
five years studying painting in America, but because her experience in the United States 
helped her understand her own culture better: she has been able to contrast and compare 
her experiences in China and America. Her decision to emphasize her Chinese legacy is 
on one level an alternative response to her Western education, mostly because she has felt 
the need to reach for something deeper, something more connected to who she is as an 
artist.  
 
In the painting series Wandering Mind, we have a situation whereby Han’s independence 
from abstract expressionism might be questioned. These paintings are black and white 
with heavy overlays of black. Both are thoroughly expressionist in their formation and 
end result; one can almost see Han’s process develop on the canvas. The relation between 
white and black, or it might be said, between emptiness and being, is sharply defined in 
both paintings. For Western viewers, it would be hard to see these works as only Chinese 
in nature, mostly because they connect so well with American paintings of the mid-20th 
century. Han herself would acknowledge some influence; however, it is also true that she 
paints according to the Daoist principles we have mentioned. In the case of Han’s two 
works, there is a real explosiveness between the two tones, but it is just as easy to see 
them as defining a position between the void and its real-life consequences in form. 



Nature doesn’t really exist here, but abstract forces do, and they delineate what amounts 
to a struggle between form and its origins. 
 
Inevitably, it proves mistaken to conduct a comparison of cultures in Han’s case. It is 
extremely difficult, if not impossible, to determine to what extent she has been affected 
by her Chinese upbringing and her American education. Still, she has consciously 
decided to return to her cultural beginnings. At a time when so many artists have studied 
throughout the world and have seen fit to make art reflective of cultural eclecticism, it is 
interesting to see a young painter like Han claim her origins as her greatest influence. 
Doing so does not make her ineluctably closer to nature. Yet the painting tradition in 
China is such that the argument can be made in favor of its extraordinary 
accomplishments in rendering wildlife, mountains, rivers, and trees. Its art possesses 
great insight into both the forms and energies of natural phenomena. It seems right to me 
that Han would favor this tradition—even if only to support an account of nature that is 
personal and that refers to the ongoing damage inflicted by the industrialization of China 
itself, which results from the country’s wholesale embrace of capitalism. If nature is in 
significant difficulty—and it is—a protective strategy in art might well include the 
attempt to present our inability to grasp its essential mysteriousness. This would place a 
correct responsibility upon us in regard to harming the landscape, and, at the same time, it 
would allow nature to remain other, that is, different from ourselves. But it is also 
important to note that here that Daoism strongly affects Han’s outlook; she approaches 
the task of painting with a visionary point of view. By taking on such a view, the artist is 
able to suggest questions having to do with abstraction and figuration and how they relate 
to Daoist philosophical concepts. 
 
In Succession 2 is a diptych, consisting of a heavily impastoed, greenish-black canvas on 
the left and a more lightly handled, tannish-brown canvas on the right. There is no 
conceivable reference to external nature in either of the paintings, with the result that we 
must turn to the very material of the pigment (oil) itself, as a reference to nature. One of 
the more important developments brought about by American painters in the mid-
twentieth century was the recognition that paint did not need always to be in the service 
of representation or perspective; instead, it might be appreciated in its own right, simply 
as a material. The intellectual consequences of this perception are striking, for they 
suggest that paint might become its own subject. The viscous, fluid quality of her 
Western materials is no longer treated as a means but as an end in itself. It is here that 
Han diverges from the past she has chosen, referring instead to the recent tradition of 
abstract painting per se. 
 
A tentative bridge has been made between nature and culture, ensuring that the dialogue 
between the two remains part of what sustains us—not only as artist and audience but 
also as inhabitants of the world. Art seems to be the tie that joins inner to outer states, 
even when that outer state remains other and beyond our comprehension. Identification 
with the particulars of a culture gives us a path to follow; in Han’s case, it is reassuringly 
the path of early experience. This is the means—the conduit—by which one approaches 
the real world. But it does not happen that the approach transforms itself into complete 
cognizance; instead, it enables us to guess at the essence of nature. As we know, we see 



the world but guessingly; our sense of form, as a conveyor of meaning, is incomplete, as 
is our comprehension of where or why those forms exist. 
 
In the case of Han, these guesses have genuine weight, in part because she is technically 
gifted, and in part because the Chinese tradition she has chosen enables her to advance 
upon extraordinary achievement. Both her skills and her affiliation allow her to represent 
nature as something larger than our comprehension can make sense of, something 
grander and more complex. It should be remembered that her alignment with Chinese 
culture does not inevitably constitute a rejection of her Western training. It means, 
instead, that she has used her American education to make a decision about where she 
stands. Certainly, there is a tradition of mysticism regarding nature in American art—one 
immediately thinks of the Hudson River School and modernists such as Arthur Dove and 
Georgia O’Keefe. But the implications of such artists remain permanently different from 
the Chinese legacy. Ink painting—and we now recall that Han consistently uses ink in her 
own paintings—cannot be subsumed under a worldview, much less under the aegis of 
anything Western. It is its own crowning achievement. Han’s esthetic intelligence is such 
that she chooses to remember alternatively from what she has been taught in the United 
States. This alternative memory allows her to pick up on a visionary approach to nature 
that does not analyze or dissect its energies. Instead, she moves forward in the best sense: 
she leaves nature the ways she found it—eloquent, of endless interest, and impenetrable 
beyond our limited understanding. 
 
Jonathan Goodman 


