The Phantasms of Hu Qinwu

Walking into Hu Qinwu’s studio at Bei Gao on the north east edge of Beijing is an experience I have not

had since my first visits to the Yuanming yuan and East Village arts settlements in China in the early

nineties. At that time a gritty determination and very necessary passion was needed by artists if he or

she was to survive the social and political pressure that was then still greatly in evidence in China after

1989. The Social Cynicism and Political Pop styles were in full flight and have gone on to become the

basis of the astounding money making phenomena contemporary Chinese art has become today. The

Chinese art scene has changed greatly in the few short years since then and a huge variety of practice

and medium is now tolerated and encouraged in the red hot international art scene and booming market

economy in which China has become a major player.

Hu Qinwu would be called an “abstract” artist – and in Beijing abstraction is still not the dominant

artist style, the Paul Klee, statement “The visible world is only an isolated example in art, there are

many hidden realities beneath,” comes to mind as I sit in his studio and contemplate his astoundingly

beautifully works. While abstraction, unlike in the west, is far from mature in China it has been growing

slowly since its emergence, principally in Shanghai and Hong Kong in the late 80's by such artists as

Ding Yi and Shen Fan. In his paper and canvas Hu Qinwu lays down the elements of mark making with

great assurance and sensitivity– on first appearance the works appear to be minimal and monochrome

but on careful viewing they are filled with elaborate and sophisticated variations of colour, shape and

texture. He uses a variety of mediums, ink, tempera, acrylic and oil, all seem to melt into meditations

of texture and colour – every mark and subtle shade is of paramount importance. His canvases in

particular are pared down to quiet and elegant simplicity and yet exhibit an extraordinary sophistication

in his search for a link between form and colour. Hu Qingwu’s large and powerful inks and multi media

works on paper have a strength and authority that can only come from a knowledge of Chinese ink work

which he studied at an early age, the myriad patterns of dots and marks vibrate across rich grounds of

black and grey – a wonderful play on both strength and subtly.

I experience a quiet, transcendental emotional experience when contemplating the works of Hu Qinwu
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