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Modernity, Abstraction, and Myself
Fong Chung-ray
On Modernity

I'm someone who enjoys deep contemplation, and | often get quite wound up
trying to discern even the smallest concepts. For example: the idea of “the
present moment”, if you don’t pay it attention, it passes by in a blur. However, if
you delve deeper, you'd realize it's already gone, vanishing faster than a snap. The
present moment is an elusive phase, connecting the past and the future. The past
continues to expand while the future is almost eternal; and the present, that
which we can grasp, is indeed empty. Whenever | think about this, | must try hard
to maintain my balance, fearing that a slight tilt backward would send me
tumbling into the past, or a slight lean forward would send me crashing into the
future. Standing firm in the present moment is an act more nerve-wracking than
walking a tightrope.
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But what is modernity? What is a modern person's sense of modernity? Broadly
speaking, modernity is the present time; it's neither the late Qing dynasty nor is it
the year 1990. Walking among cars and Western-style buildings in somber
reflection, one's senses and feelings are naturally vastly different from those of
someone in a long robe and mandarin jacket, carrying a thrush cage and passing
time in a teahouse! But strangely, we can still see some ancient people in modern
society. Their living conditions may be quite modern, yet spiritually they appear
stuck in a previous world. Furthermore, there is a distinction between modern
and non-modern in time, and between East and non-East in space; therefore,
Chinese modernity is inherently different from American modernity. Yet we can
also see some people who consider themselves very modern, and who constantly
hold up Westerners as the model. Theoretically speaking, living in this era while
blindly clinging to the past is unrealistic, and living in this environment while
imitating others is also unrealistic. So what exactly is modernity?
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Living in the modern world, due to subjective obsessions and objective confusion,
it is difficult to establish a standard to measure a person's modernity. We can only
offer some counterevidence, from which we can vaguely outline what truly
constitutes the so-called modern spirit.

We know that those who cling to the past are not modern. Those who stubbornly
cling to outdated ideas and resist progress are not modern either. Those who
plagiarize are not modern, nor are those who live a life of self-absorption and
ignorance. Those who pursue modernity for its own sake are not truly modern;
those who lack genuine experience and merely learn from books about how
things ought to be are not modern. So what is true modernity? It is:

Self-aware. Authentic. Creative.
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A modern person is not necessarily a modern thinker, but a modern artist must be
a modern person; only on this foundation can truly modern works be created.
However, an era can never be confined to a single model. Zhuang Zhe has his
world, and Hu Qizhong has his world. We say an artist is a reflecting mirror, but it's
more accurate to say he's a translucent mirror — revealing their era while adding
the colors of their own individuality. Only through genuine self-expression can an
artist's work represent their individual perspective on the contemporary world,
thus ensuring its enduring legacy.
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Hence, there is no need to criticize whether someone is modern based on our
personal likes or dislikes. Art could neither become a form of political dictatorship
nor a form of economic monopoly. As long as one sincerely seeks to know oneself,
one can create works of true value.
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On Abstraction

The word "abstract" evokes different associations in different people's minds,
making it easy to completely misinterpret the meaning a painter intends when
adopting this form. For example, a common misconception is that
representational and abstract are merely differences in degree. Take, for instance,
a vase of flowers, simplified to a few lines and circles, and further simplified to a
few patches of colors forming abstract flowers. Someone once painted an abstract
turtle with a blob of ink, hanging a representational turtle next to it to illustrate
the process of moving from representational to abstract. All of this is deliberate
mystification, utterly failing to grasp the essence of abstraction.
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If this most fundamental and unforgivable mistake were made by an appreciator,
they would never be able to grasp the pure joy that painting brings. If this mistake
was made by the artist, they would certainly have a great deal of reasoning to
unravel. Otherwise, they would remain stuck in a game of posing riddles for others
to guess.
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Essentially, concrete and abstract are fundamentally opposed; semi-abstract is
impossible. For a painter to leap from concrete to abstract, the difficulty lies not in
technique but in concept. When abstract imagery first arises from the painter’s
heart, it does not rely on any familiar forms of the natural world, nor does it alter
or conceal those forms. Look! You see, | painted an image: it is not a vase of
flowers, a person, or a landscape.
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A painter's reliance on existing objects in order to create is a lazy habit that would
inhibit his creativity. If one believes that the advantage of concrete images lies in
its easy acceptance by the masses, such utilitarian concern would only lead to
irreparable missteps in art.
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| have always believed that art is not made for the masses, and therefore it is not
shameful for the masses not to understand art. For a genuine artist, striving to

elevate the artistry of one's work, one must sacrifice popular appeal; the two are
difficult to reconcile.
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| haven't studied art history in depth, but looking at the historical development of
painting, we can easily see that its status gradually shifted from a position of
political and religious subservience to the domain of the individual, from
deliberate depiction of nature to free expression of emotions. This illustrates that
the more painting advances, the less it relies on objective nature and the more it
emphasizes the subjective, personal element. Furthermore, what makes a
painting admirable is not its resemblance to reality, but rather the artist's personal
expression. At this point, the forms of nature not only fail to enhance the work but
even become a constraint on the artist's freedom of expression. Why can't we
break through this constraint?
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In the realm of art, painting is the freest and most direct form of expression.
Poetry, because it must use words as a tool, and because words themselves are
explanatory, is inherently limited. While sound is certainly an excellent tool for
expression, differences between the composer and the performer inevitably
diminish the artwork's effect. Painters possess the finest tools of expression and
can freely and directly convey their inner imagery, yet if they are bound by some
inexplicable habit, limiting themselves to merely depicting nature, that is
tantamount to the self-binding a pair of wings that can fly.
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| have always valued the purity and directness of painting. Therefore, | abhor
placing painting in a subservient position to literature, or in a position to evoke
literary emotions. | always find the saying "poetry is found in painting, and
painting is found in poetry" utterly vulgar. Poetry and painting can certainly evoke
shared human emotions, and it is perfectly acceptable to associate someone's
painting with someone's poetry. What | abhor are certain traditions such as:

Painting butterflies fluttering around a horse's hooves to express the poetic
phrase, “Treading upon the flowers on the way home, the horse's hooves
carry their fragrance.”



Painting a small bird perched on a gunwale to express the poetic phrase, “At
a deserted river crossing, the boat lies idly, unmanned.”

This painter merely has the cleverness of an illustrator! Using how well a painter
can paint these stories as a standard or a measurement of a masterpiece is to
greatly underestimate the value of painting.
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Abstract expression is the best way to achieve purity and directness. Through an

abstract painting, the artist and the viewer can connect intimately. | acknowledge
that there are good representational paintings, but because the viewer first
encounters the image in the painting, the painting’s intensity is inevitably diluted.
For example, a painting of the Kitchen God will inevitably evoke two completely
different values in the eyes of an artist and in the eyes of an ordinary person.
What about a nude painting? Even though the painter creates entirely with an
aesthetic eye, it may produce an unintended reaction in the eyes of the public.
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Therefore, abstract art not only breaks down the limitations of the creator's
creative process, allowing for a more unencumbered expression of the self, it also
removes obstacles for the viewer, enabling them to more directly feel the pulse of
the artist's creative process. However, all of this is predicated on the creator being
sincere and the viewer being unbiased; the former is our responsibility as artists,
while the latter depends on the public.
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On myself

When | was a child, probably a little over two years old, my mother had to put
pillows along the edge of the bed to prevent me from rolling off. One early
summer afternoon, | woke up to quiet surroundings. Gazing at the dark green
shadows of trees reflected on the ceiling, | was immersed in simple joy. This is my
earliest memory. Even now, | often revisit that earliest joy, without any particular
meaning, simply for the clear skies, the tranquility, and the ever-shifting,
shimmering shadows.
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When | was a child, my family lived by a river with clear water and silvery sand.
Colorful fish would swim to the shallows to bask in the sun, and we would go
barefoot to catch them. One evening, | watched the sunset reflected on the water
and fish swimming in the waves. Suddenly, | seemed to see the fish in the sky, the
sunset in the water, and me in the sunset. This reversal of positions made me feel
dizzy and disoriented for a long time.
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Once, | climbed a high mountain. The mountain breeze carried the fresh scent of
pine needles. Suddenly, | saw a cloud struggling to crawl across the rocks at my
feet. Looking up at the blue sky above, | found myself lingering over that lost
cloud, unable to let it go for a long time.
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Originally, although | was quite good at drawing, | never intended to become a
painter. If it weren't for the chaos of war, | might have studied science and at most
played around with drawing on Sundays. Unexpectedly, | left home in my teens to
become a student in exile in the south. Because creation requires nothing
external, it is an instinct, a force that must find its outlet; thus my other interests
gradually faded, while my desire to create grew ever more fervent with each
passing day.
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Whenever someone asks me why | paint, | always answer: It's not that | want to
paint, but | have no choice! Just as in nature there are hunting dogs, guard dogs,
and dogs for people's amusement, so God must have created workers, writers,
and painters. There would be no distinction between pride and lowliness if people
were to understand their attributes and act in accordance with them.
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Thus, | am completely immersed in painting. My mind is filled with artistic
thoughts, my hands are wielding artistic tools, my friends are artists, and | live a
life devoted to making art. Because | am not stubborn, | never diminish my
receptiveness to nature and life; because | am not wavering, | am never beguiled
by the dazzling distractions of the outside world. Decades have passed, my past
has not yet wrapped up, and the future holds endless prospects and aspirations. If
life is, by nature, something beyond our control, then | am striving within this
inevitability to grasp and affirm certain things.

(Originally published in Wen-hsing (Apollo) Magazine, Vol. 16, No. 2, June 1965.)



