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Digital-Natural Art
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Revolutionary Artist

LIQINn Tan creates unique works of art combining
natural and digital elements

P IENER: o8 D ERIHERE AL

The past confronts the future in the trend-setting artworks of LiQin Tan.
Combining the ancient artistic traditions of his Chinese homeland with the
latest computer technology, the Rutgers-Camden professor creates a digital vision of the

natural world.

“l am on an experimental journey,” explains Tan in
his Rutgers office. ‘I need to create something.

I really believe in myself and my ability to make
something different.”

Tan points to his recently finished BurlHead+4, a series
of works that illustrate the Taoist elements of nature
(water, metal, fire, wood and earth). Each work has a
digital image printed on wood and is illustrated by an
animated film displayed on a small monitor

attached to the image.

Works like this trailblazing series have attracted the
attention of video artists and traditional painters alike,
says Tan. “My work combines new technology and old
techniques,” he explains.

Tan, 48, joined the Rutgers-Camden faculty five years
ago. The assistant professor of art teaches computer
animation and graphics. He holds Canadian citizenship
and resides in Cherry Hill with his wife and

two children.

Tan began making his revolutionary art works two
years ago. He decided to experiment with printing digital
images on wood and rawhide and using animation to
reinforce the images he created of the natural world.

“What | find fascinating with Li’'s work is his exploration
of materiality,” says Allan Espiritu, Tan's colleague in
the Rutgers art department.

“This push to find different canvases is a response to
his background as an animator. In his fine art work, he
tries to break and stretch the boundaries of the two-
dimensional plane in a way that enhances the textures
and form of his work.”

Tan's artistic journey began in China. He comes from a
family of educators. His artistic talent was discovered
during the Cultural Revolution which threw China into
turmoil as educated families were sent to farming areas.

Tan caught attention at the age of 9 when he created
a portrait of Chairman Mao in sand. He was placed
in a collective of artists who shared their mastery of
Chinese calligraphy and painting.

“l was working in a group of artists. | was the
youngest, an apprentice to masters who passed on
their knowledge to me.” he recalls.

Continuing his education, Tan earned diplomas

and certificates in fine arts and art history from the
Hengyang Teachers’ College, the Central Academy of
Fine Arts in Beijing and the Hunan Normal University
in Changsha. After working as an art instructor and art
editor, he decided to leave China in 1987.

“In China, when you are 30 years of age, you have to
establish something for your career. | decided to go to
Canada to continue my studies.”

Tan sold everything he owned to finance the trip. He
enrolled at Concordia University in Montreal, where he
earned a master of arts in art education before studying
computer animation at Sheridan College in Oakville,
Canada.

To finance his studies, he created a company that
sells Chinese art. He had outlets in Canada and the
United States.

Tan laughs at the thought of a child who created
portraits of Mao Tse-tung and painted propaganda
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slogans on walls becoming a capitalist. “I needed to make money,” he explains.

While studying at Sheridan, Tan discovered the computer. He graduated with high
honors and a degree in computer animation in 1996 and then taught as a lecturer at
Ngee Ann Polytechnic in Singapore before he won a position at Rutgers-Camden.

Tan divides the world of digital animation into two parts -- industry and fine arts.
The industrial part -- the world of computer games and animated films -- is where
digital artists make money.

“| push into fine arts,” he explains. “Not as many people are doing this, but there
are more choices, more views, more angles. Animation can create new forms.”

Tan embarked on his new creative style in December 2003. In the spring of 2004,
he displayed his synthesis of Tacism and digital animation for the first time in an
exhibition at Rutgers’ Stedman Gallery. He was quickly invited to display his work
at Union 237 Gallery and the Da Vinci Art Alliance in Philadelphia.

In the meantime, his art works were creating a stir at digital art conventions and
meetings. He won “best of show” in the iDEAa Exhibition presented by the
International Digital Media & Arts Association last year in Orlando, Fla. Other
awards followed at digital competitions in Los Angeles, Baltimore and Lincoln, Neb.

“Everywhere | show my art, | receive a strong positive response,” he says. ‘I
think a lot of people are going to join in what | am doing, especially the younger
generation. They're seeing a new face they've never see before.”

Tan calls his work “pain staking” and says the process is “laborious.” To realize his
artistic dreams he has had to overcome some daunting challenges.

Before he can print his images, he must prepare the wooden burl or animal skin
that carries the image. Flattening the wood can take as long as 15 days.
Preparing animal skin is also a time-consuming process.

He searched for a long time to find ink that would print on wood and rawhide and
also to find a printer that had enough memory for his complex images. He relies
on student research assistants Shaun Jennings and David Thomlison to help him.

“Professor Tan has a lot of determination, a lot of creativity,” says Thomlison, a
sophomore art major who lives in Haddonfield. “He knows what he wants and
how to make it technically and artistically.”

Thomlison describes Tan’s work as “abstract with a purpose.”
“Digital-Queen” illustrates Tan's unique style. The complexly layered painting
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features the image of a woman placed under a pair of flaring animal horns printed
on rawhide. The animal hide is stretched onto a frame of tree limbs with metal
clamps and strings.

Thomlison says the process begins with sketches on paper and then moves to
the computer as Tan and his assistants model the image and add textures. Then
they work on the animation in “countless hours” of work.

‘Digital-Queen” synthesizes Tan's interest in Taoism and early American culture.

“I am interested in religion and spirituality,” he says. “Taoism is still in my body, but
| find many similarities between Chinese and early American cultures.”

Like a man who has unleashed a genie, Tan does not know where his artistic path
will lead.

“The core spirit, the core conception and artistic view cannot change too much,
but we cannot imagine the changes that can occur in animation and digital art in
the next 10 years,” he notes. “The technical changes will impact on my

artistic view.”

“This is my life, to blend the old techniques with the new technology. | like to play,
but | have no time.”

“Watch TV? No time. | need a balance between my work and play, but for now |
work. | enjoy it. This is what | really want.”
March 24, 2005
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