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CAMEL AND YAK
— A Preface

Every painter has his favourite themes and especially appreciates certain objects,

so such themes and objects often appear in his works.
Wu Zuoren likes camels and yaks, which live in the highlands and desert areas.
Camels walk the deserts silently and tirelessly, and yaks are fond of dashing about
and butting against each other. The two animals live on wild, desertlike plateaus.
People in wild, desertlike areas are also hard-working, agile and brave.
Wu Zuoren likes the two animals and, indeed, makes a valuable choice.

since it would not seem at all the choice of a man from the land of fish and rice.

December 6, 1985
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Professor, Central Academy of Fine Arts

Wu Zuoren is a renowned contemporary Chinese painter, in both
traditional style and oils, and educator. Highly gifted, he began to delve into
literature and art in his youth. Later he paid special attention to gathering
firsthand experience in life and studied both Chinese and Western painting,
blending them. He started with Western painting, grasping the true essentials of
the visual arts. He excels in oil painting and is accomplished in sketching. His
traditional Chinese paintings are rooted in the soil of classical tradition, and,
with high aspirations, they reflect a sense of national pride and are forceful and in
harmony with the spirit of the times.

Traditional Chinese literature and art have always appealed to people for
their vitality. Paintings of an ethereal nature have been considered the best. Liu
Xie (465-5207), an ancient Chinese literary theoretician, wrote in the section
“The Wind and the Bone™ from Carving a Dragon at the Core of Literature (Wen
Xin Diao Long), quoting the words of Cao Pi, Emperor Wen of the Wei
Kingdom, “Vitality is the main factor in writing. The substance of this vitality is
either clear or turbid, and its states cannot be achieved by effort.” The mode of
one’s paintings comes from one’s character. Professor Wu’s art is the natural
revelation of his character. After dealing with diversity and how ““‘each scholar
may choose what delights him,” Liu Xie says that if one makes sure that one’s
artistic principles are correct and manifests a clear and vigorous style, one will
express frank, openhearted sentiments and achieve vigour and vitality; one’s
whole work will gleam with brilliance. It works this way in writing, and so it does
in the visual arts.

An artist travels a path of his own making. His life experiences are pregnant
with the seeds of art. With an artist’s pluck and insight, Wu Zuoren glances in
imagination into the depths of the heart and depicts soaring imagery. His style is
elegant and graceful but bold, evoking people’s distant associations and hence
arousing aesthetic appeal in people’s hearts. Such an accomplishment has come
from persistently plunging himself into the vast world, experiencing the joys and
sorrows of life and making painstaking endeavours in art throughout the past
decades. Sow newly bred seeds into ten-thousand-year-old soil and after an
artist’s strenuous tilling, flowers blossom in spring and fruits ripen in autumn. Is
this not the fundamental law of literary and artistic creation?

In the early 1940s Wu Zuoren took his painting kit and ran away from foggy
Chongging to the vast grasslands and mountains to breathe fresh air. As a
teacher and artist, he was interested in ‘“‘reading ten thousand volumes” and
“travelling ten thousand /i”’ to explore the unknown world for a deeper, broader
and richer inspiration necessary to his art. He made this decision without
reservation, because he must by no means miss the most creative age of his art.
He went deep into the Gobi Desert and lived in yurts with his Mongolian and
Tibetan brothers, drinking buttered tea from the same pot. It was the beginning
of a new life fraught with hardships but allowing free rein to his thoughts and
feelings. At that time China was suffering from war and the painter lived in the
remote borderlands. His love for the country and anxiety over its future could
not help giving him a sense of sorrow and despair. But the magnificent
landscape —endless expanse of green grass in summer, snOw over many
mountains in cold winter— broadened his outlook instantly. Moreover, the
cordial concern and hospitality of his brothers and sisters on the highlands filled
his heart with warmth. He greedily depicted the life of Mongolians and Tibetans

in oil paintings, watercolours and charcoal drawings. He comprehended the
creativity of traditional Chinese painting in circumstances that seemed fortuitous
but were actually inevitable. Ever after, he took new strides in painting.

In traditional Chinese painting artists often express their knowledge of and
hopes for human life through painting birds and landscapes, which, in twists and
turns, reflect the artists’ outlook on life and philosophy. This is an important
characteristic of traditional Chinese painting. Says Wu Zuoren, “In painting
landscapes Chinese ancients stressed yijing (artistic conception). Actually it is not
only in landscapes; no painting is possible without yijing. Yi represents the ideal
and jing represents reality. As I see it, all good traditional Chinese paintings
combine the ideal and the real.” He also said, “*After I had lived for a while on the
Qinghai-Xikang Highlands I felt that traditional Chinese painting could
generalize better, could be more reserved yet more eloquent in reflecting life. It
could present a riot of colours in monochrome and express passions in silence,
the more easily conveying the artist’s perception of and hopes for life. This
explains why I took up traditional Chinese painting.” He became
unswervingly firm in this conviction after visiting the Mogao Grottoes at
Dunhuang.

The depiction of yaks is unprecedented and that of camels rare in
traditional Chinese painting. His yaks and camels are by no means mere
portrayals of large animals. Instead, he places his broad, far-reaching
mind and unbridled disposition into animals on snowy plains and vast
wilderness. He expresses his own thoughts by means of these images, so
that viewers will be impressed with the vitality of life and appreciate its
magnificent beauty through artistic appeal. Wu Zuoren puts it this way:
“Those herds of yaks galloping on the snowy plains transform an expanse
of deadly stillness into a whirling landscape, evoking surging emotions in
viewers. The galloping yak displays a kind of energy and its body
represents courage and pride.... The camel shows another kind of
strength; it carries heavy loads and travels far. [t is patient, persistent and
indomitable.” In his travels through the Gobi Desert he saw that the agile
and resourceful camels were always the first to sense a rising sandstorm
and immediately lay down beside sand dunes so that people could shelter
behind their streamlined bodies. It is no wonder Wu Zuoren cherished
deep feelings in painting them and people appreciate these paintings so
much. '

Traditional Chinese painting presents a kind of yijing through the
depiction of animals. It also relies on the imagery of the plastic arts. Butin
dealing with nature, an artist must achieve his conception while forgetting
the image; only thus can his vitality be seen. Wu Zuoren believes an artist
must adhere to the artistic principle of “learning from nature and
surpassing it.”” The crux of the matter consists in “learning from™ and
“surpassing.” In his words: “In learning from nature one must respect
objective things; the crux lies in ‘absence of self.’ In surpassing nature one
must have one’s own ideals and judgment; the crux lies in the ‘presence of
self.””” In artistic method he is good at grasping the contradictions and
unity between abstraction and realism. These represent the dialectical
relationship between form and spirit. When one grasps these and uses
wisdom and ingenuity to make the subjective and objective complement



each other and not work against each other, one can go beyond physical
resemblance and attain spiritual resemblance, so as to reach the lofty
artistic state of shen you xiang wai (where art is no longer restricted by
nature).

Wu Zuoren surpasses nature with his superb craftsmanship, shown
in his highly concise technique. In painting a giant panda, he intentionally
does not paint the eyeballs, painting only two round spots resembling
black lenses. If he painted two tiny eyé¢balls with golden rims, this would
indeed be lifelike but not appealing. In painting an eagle he uses
contrasting skill, painting a pair of bright piercing eyes to present its
vigour and power.

He had the chance to observe the living habits of giant pandas when
he watched a female panda feed a newborn cub, holding it upside down in
her arms. This mother clasped her child so tightly, however, that it could
not find the nipples. Such comic action of this rare animal invested the
panda image of his creation with human interest. Thus is seen the artist’s
love and praise of life and living creatures. In painting yaks he uses a
freehand splashed-ink technique to depict their bodies and tails and
discards all insignificant details. He portrays strong, handsome heads and
horns and sturdy legs and hooves. In painting camels he seizes upon their
large, bow-shaped bodies and portrays their thick hair with heavy black
ink to show their stamina, mighty physique and inexhaustible vitality in
snowstorms.

Wu Zuoren also displays originality in his painting skills. For
instance, in painting the tailfin of goldfish, he uses only three or four
strokes, but the few strokes vividly represent a transparent substance
swaying in the water, more flexible and vivacious than real objects and
therefore more lively and appealing. Such painting skill is closely related
to method. Wu Zuoren excels in calligraphy and carries on the tradition
of calligraphers of the Jin and Tang dynasties and even of the inscriptions
on bronzes and stones preceding the Qin Dynasty (221-207 B.C.). His
calligraphic strokes lend special artistic charm to his painting. Traditional
Chinese painting owes some of its aesthetic appeal to its materials and
implements. Wu Zuoren makes skillful use of the permeation of ink and
water on the unsized Xuan paper. This is one of the aesthetic
characteristics of his ink-and-wash paintings.

He is yet more skillful in varying his techniques so as not to be
confined to one particular technique. For instance, in achieving the
blackness of black geese he uses extremely thick, darkest black ink to
penetrate the paper and give a sense of thick, substantial goose feathers.
All this is related to close observation of his subjects and well-tempered
skill in his art. His ink-and-wash drawings appear to be effortless; people
hardly realize how much observation of life and arduous practice of
essential skills lie behind such beauty of form.

Sketching is the bridge between the phenomena of life and artistic
imagery for Wu Zuoren. Many of his works have evolved from sketches.
Since sketches reflect most fully a painter’s direct perception of life, vivid
sketches themselves are works of art. We can see from them how sensitive
to nature a painter is and how flexible his technique. Wu Zuoren uses

charcoal just like a writing brush, employing dots, dabs, shading and
wrinkles. He uses it continuously, gracefully and freely. His many
sketches reflect the same skills displayed in his traditional Chinese
paintings.

To assess Wu Zuoren’s achievement in painting, we must look at his
paintings in oil. At nineteen he began to study under the famous painter
Xu Beihong. In 1930 he went to study in France and Belgium and
underwent rigorous training in drawing. He received Professor Alfred
Bastien’s guidance in oil painting. Although influenced by the Flemish
School, he did not lose his artistic independence during his student days.
In his early oil paintings we already see his personal, lyrical freehand
quality. From oil painting he borrowed rich, expressive skills in his early
period. We can see distinguished radiance in many still lifes, landscapes,
portraits and nudes. He depicted landscapes on the Qinghai-Xikang
Highlands in his middle period, and his oil paintings became increasingly
brighter, for example, Tibetan Woman Carrying Water, Snow Peak on
Mount Gongga and Market in Qinghai Province. Works of his late period,
including Portrait of Qi Baishi, Sanmen Gorge on the Yellow River and
Falls at Jingbo Lake, represent another change in presenting national
spirit and style. The painter used superb details — the expression of the
eyes, hands and mouth—to portray artist Qi Baishi’s air and bearing,
and by setting off the white hair and rosy complexion with the dark green
of the long gown, he displays the solemnity and composure of the
venerated master with profound experience in life. Sanmen Gorge on the
Yellow River depicts torrential waters and sands drifting in twists and
turns. Falls at Jingbo Lake shows gushing mountain torrents and a
transparent lake. Although the scenery is different, both paintings possess
imposing momentum. In depicting the torrents of water he used a knife in
many spots. This engraving technique is also his peculiar
accomplishment. It can achieve vividness and fluency incapable of being
attained with a writing brush. Nevertheless, it is purely Chinese in flavour
and style.

Wu Zuoren is a versatile artist. He is well acquainted with Western
art of different periods, yet he deeply loves classical Chinese poetry,
including the lyrical ¢i poems, and has a wide interest in popular folk
balladry. Consequently his paintings both express the character of the
nation and the people and are distinctively imbued with his own romantic
charm. Blending Chinese and Western techniques, his paintings are
poetry, and this is the internal factor for the refreshing delight and deep
artistic appeal of his works.

In addition, his fondness for music makes his works richly rhythmic.
He does not merely appreciate these other arts. The classic poems he has
written are meaningful, thought-provoking and of exquisite
craftsmanship. His modern verses are also memorable. Quite a number of
artists on intimate terms with him can still remember his bamboo flute —
the constant companion of his youth. From his paintings we can fully
perceive a silent, distant, melodious, musical performance.
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