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A Lifelong Friendship with
Chinese Culture and People
It feels as if I have been part Chinese my
entire life as Chinese culture has been
such a dominate presence in my artwork
and personal life. My training in Chinese
calligraphy and landscape painting
has influenced my perception of space
and movement, the cornerstones of my
work. I trained in traditional landscape
painting and calligraphy in the People’s
Republic of China and Taiwan. I studied
landscape painting privately in New
York with C.C. Wang and Zhang Shou
Cheng. I worked from some original
master works in Professor Wang’s
collection. I studied calligraphy with
Professor Leon Zhang. Both my sculpture
and my painting reflect this influence in
my continuing exploration of Eastern and
Western artistic traditions.

Artist in his New York studio, 1983

Artist’s 1983 Study of Dong Qichang’s copy of a Ni Zan Landscape.
Inscription by Wang Jiqian (C. C. Wang), colophon by Lu Yanshao
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Chinese Language and
Art Study
My first serious introduction to Chinese
culture began in high school at Columbia
Grammar and Preparatory School in
New York City where I took a beginning
language class in Mandarin in 1972.
At Oberlin College from 1974-78 I
continued my studies with courses in
Chinese literature, history and language
and received a BA in East Asian studies.
In my fourth year in college I was
accepted into the Oberlin in Taiwan
program to advance my language
studies at the National Taiwan Normal
University. While in Taiwan I worked
as a Chinese-to-English translator at the
National Museum of History in Taipei.
I studied the art of scroll mounting with
the chief scroll mounter at the National
Palace Museum and wrote articles on the
subject. In addition, I studied privately
with a number of Taiwan’s masters of
traditional painting and calligraphy

Artist’s portrait of his teacher Li Yihong with inscription by Professor Li

including Li Yihong. I also had an
opportunity to meet some of the older
generation of artists such as the master
Zhang Daqian.

Ross Lewis wins 2nd Prize in Overseas Student’s Mandarin Language Competition, Taipei, Taiwan, 1978
In master Zhang Daqian’s garden
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First Trip to The People’s
Republic of China
In 1978, I traveled with my family
to Guangzhou on holiday, my first
experience on mainland China. In the
next couple of years I returned to various
parts of mainland China as a tour
guide. I used the opportunity to get to
know a number of well known artists in
China at the Zhejiang Art Academy in
Hangzhou such as Lu Yanshao and Yang
Zhiguang. Cheng Shifa, Li Keran, and
Zhu Qizhan were among other artists
with whom I had contact. I would visit

Artist with Professor Lu Yanshao at the Zhejiang Art Academy in Hangzhou, 1980

them to show them the development of
my own work. In 1983 I was part of a
group of scholars who visited the caves
at Dunhuang.

Artist with Professor Zhu Qizhan in his studio, 1980

Artist with Professor Cheng Shifa in his Shanghai
studio, 1980

Album Leaf by Professor Li Keran inscribed to Ross Lewis (Li Ruxia)
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National Day Guests of
Chinese Government
In 1984, my family was invited by the
government of the People’s Republic of
China to participate in the celebration
of the Chinese National Holiday. As
part of this tour I displayed my recent
ink paintings and lectured in Mandarin
on the convergence of contemporary
Chinese and Western art at the Central
Art Academy in Beijing and in other
cities. This trip was with my parents:
Aaron Diamond, a tax lawyer and my
mother, Elinor Ross, the Metropolitan
Opera soprano, who gave vocal recitals

Taking a bow after a recital together with family and friends

in Beijing, Guangzhou and Shanghai.
I introduced the stories of each of her
songs in Chinese to the audience. My
father lectured before the Beijing Bar
Association. Arrangements for this tour
were made by the Chinese People’s
Friendship Association with Foreign
Countries.

Artist with Professor Lu and Department Heads at the Zhejiang Art Academy in Hangzhou

Elinor Ross as Princess Turandot at the Metropolitan
Opera, New York, 1974
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Artist with Professors of the Central Art Academy, Beijing
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Curator and Director of
Chinese Art
In early 80’s I was one of first people
in New York to curate art exhibits
of contemporary Chinese art. I was
appointed Director of the Chinese Art
Department at Hammerquist Gallery
where I organized exhibits, lectures and
demonstrations on Chinese Art.

Curating “Recent Directions” show, 1983

With artists C. C. Wang and Zhang Shoucheng at gallery demonstration, 1983

With artists Zhang Hongtu and Chen Yifei at “New Generation” show, 1983
Exhibition Invitations
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Teacher of Chinese Art in
Public Schools and at Art
Institutions
My involvement with Chinese culture
continues today as I teach calligraphy
and landscape painting in public and
private schools and at many cultural
institutions.I demonstrate basic materials,
techniques and philosophy of the
ancient art of Chinese Calligraphy.
Students learn how to write traditional
characters as well as using the brush
and ink to develop their own personal
expression. The workshops emphasize a
deeper understanding and appreciation

Teaching basic Chinese characters

of foreign cultures through creative

China Institute, New Year’s Workshop

Chinese landscape painting class

Learning Chinese characters and calligraphy

Artist demonstrating the character for “dragon”
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Dance Calligraphies
In the early 80’s, looking to create my
own language incorporating elements of
the brushwork and concepts of Chinese
calligraphy. I developed ink on Hsuan
paper “dance calligraphies” from my
observations of dancer’s movements at
several of the leading modern dance
companies including Merce Cunningham
and Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane. The Joyce
Theater in New York City commissioned
a series of twelve “dance calligraphies”
in 1991. In these works I sought a
calligraphic line to express the sensuality
of the human figure in motion.

Collaborative performance with dancer and flautist at Dia Art Foundation, New York, 1987

Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane Rehearsal Dance Calligraphy, Ink on antique music paper, 9” x 12” 1998

Dance Calligraphy, Ink on Hsuan Paper,
63” x 33.5”, 1984

Scroll Machine, Ink on 45’ Hsuan paper scroll, Wood frame, 3’ x 6’, 1990
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Synthesis of East and West:
Painting - The “Shan-zi
Series”
Sung and Yuan Dynasty fan paintings
are the stimulus for “The Shan-zi Series”
of paintings. In the Chinese landscape
painting tradition the rocks, trees and
other calligraphic forms are merely
the ABC’s for an internal language.
They express in code the real world
as traveled by the artist. I turned to the
Chinese fan format as a departure point
for my own internal exploration. The
early Chinese silk fans are no more than
10” in diameter, however, in pursuing
my idea I enlarged the scale to give the
viewer more space in which to travel.
This size allows me more surface area
in which to develop a layering of the
acrylic paint on the hemp paper. The
semi-round shape of the fan is a space
which constantly brings the viewer back
into the center of its orbit- a contained
world or an eye. The techniques of

Eight Views: Winding Road, acrylic on hemp paper, 27” x 27”, 1999

Chinese calligraphy and Chinese scrollmounting, print-making and etching all
inform my artistic process: Continually
working towards a layered image.

Strange Peaks, acrylic on hemp paper, 58” x 58”, 1996
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Mountain Landscape Revisited, ink on Hsuan paper, 27” x 27”, 1998
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Synthesis of East and West:
Painting - The “Kai-He
Series”
My desire to synthesize East and West is
at the core of my aesthetic process.
The paintings “Mountain Landscape” and
“Chinese-American Landscape” are from
my “Kai He (Open-Join) Series,” 1988,
in which I united my ideas of East and
West by joining paper (East) and canvas
(West) together. The inspiration for “The
Kai He Series” came from the 18th
century Chinese writer, Shen Cong Qian.
He likened the dynamics of painting to
the creative process in nature which is
in eternal flux--a constant state of chaos
or opening (Kai) versus union or joining
(He). Kai He is also used in reference
to the martial art of Tai Chi Chuan
which seeks an equilibrium of energy
(chi) through a series of expanding and
contracting movements.

Mountain Landscape, acrylic on hemp paper and linen, 5’ x 5’, 1988
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Chinese-American Landscape, acrylic on hemp paper, 5’ x 5’, 1988

Stage, acrylic on hemp paper and linen, 5’ x 5’, 1988
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Synthesis of East and West:
Installation
Although I began with works on paper,
another aspect of my art focuses on
works in space, as attested to by my
public art pieces. Space and movement
are only implied on paper, but both
can be realized in more space-related
projects. Sculpture allows me to explore
both space and movement more fully. In
particular, I am interested in developing
work which goes beyond the twodimensional image, but which is always
connected to it.

fanscapes
Belvedere Castle,
Central Park, NYC, 1993
New York City Department
of Parks & Recreation
Public Art Program
9 wind-activated painted nylon fans
stretched on 5’ diameter stainless steel
hoops mounted on steel poles projecting
from the castle walls
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Roto-Sphere
New York Hall of Science,
Queens, NY, 1996
A kinetic installation.
Outer ring: steel pipe 2 3/8” OD;
22’ diameter. “Roto-rings”:
aluminum 1/4” x 4”, 3’ diameter
Holographic foil brush strokes;
variable-speed three phase motor
controlled by Vector drive

Movement in Space
Interbay-Glover YMCA
Art in Public Places Program
City of Tampa, FL, 1995
Laser-cut painted aluminum
wall: 27’ x 62’
figures: 12’ x 54’ x 8”

Parallel Motion
Permanent installation in
lobby of P.S./I.S. 89,
Battery Park City, NY, 1998
Battery Park City Authority,
NYC Board of Education
Art Collection (original
installation14th St and 8th Ave subway,
NYC)
12 panels acrylic paint on hemp
paper, 4’ x 96’
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fanscapes
Elaine Benson Gallery and
Sculpture Garden
Bridgehampton, New York, 1996
Wind-activated 5’ diameter fiberglass
fans embedded with acrylic paintings on
hemp paper mounted on 7’ fiberglass
poles.

fanscapes
Jacob’s Pillow
Lee, Massachussetts, 1991
10 wind-activated circular painted nylon
fans, 5’ in diameter, mounted on 6’
galvanized steel poles

Five Viscera
Elaine Benson Gallery and
Sculpture Garden
Bridgehampton, New York, 2001
Five painted laser-cut aluminum forms
mounted on 8-10’ high flexible carbonfiber wrapped aluminum spars. Each
form contains an ancient Chinese
character for one of the elements,
representing the body’s emotional
centers.
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Adoption of Chinese
Daughter
In 1998, the most wonderful
development in my ongoing relationship
with China was the adoption of a baby
girl, Anwen, from Chuzhou in Anhui
Province.
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