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A Wanderer’s Soul

A Wanderer’s Soul——this is a title both Mr. Chen Xiping and I have chosen coincidentally for the
present new collection of my paintings. It certainly expresses our common thoughts.

All these years I have been wandering, and now I find myself well over sixty already. In my life as a
wanderer, out of the many things that I cherish, there are two that I love most and always miss.

One is my mother Zhu Ya (Ya, her first name, literally means Elegance in Chinese) . My father died
when I was only three years old. Living in a remote village, it was my dear mother who brought me up
through all sorts of hardships. Without her, I would not have had the chance to achieve what I have to-
day. However, even by the time of her death, I was still unable to provide her with a decent living. This has
been my eternal regret! Therefore, to permanently honour the loving memory of my mother. wherever 1
wander and stay, my residence always bears the name Ya of my mother, as in Ya Feng Lou (Tower of Ele-
gance), and in Huai Ya Ju Ting (Residence in Memory of Ya the Elegant) .

The other one that I love and miss is my great motherland China. Although she is still quite poor after
going through one disaster after another in history, her wealth of cultural and historical heritage never stop
nurturing her children, from generation to generation. Even those who have been wandering overseas , like
me, will always cherish the dredms of their dear motherland. This collection is the fruit of my decades of
labour. Now by naming it A Wanderer’s Soul, 1 am presenting it to my great motherland China.

Back in 1995, in collaboration with Mr. chen, I published a collection of my works. To my pleasure I
have received a lot of positive feedback and encouragement. In the preface to that collection, while I criti-
cized certain trends of thought in visual art at that time, I set myself some goals in my pursuit of
art. Several years have passed since, and I am pleased to see that my views and my exploration have stood
the test. I pledge that I will untiringly continue my creative study while adhering to the fine tradition inher-
ited from our predecessors. As to what I have learned from my painting experience, most of it is self-evi-
dent in my paintings. To complement it,I am attaching below a note about my experience in painting Zhong

Kui, which I hope will draw some more advice and comment.

How I Took to Drawing Zhong Kui

Purely Unintentional

It all started in the late 1970s, a time when one could still feel the chill before the advent of spring. I
found myself in a porcelain factory painting plates. The purpose of doing such trivial paintings was
twofold: to give them out as easy gifts to those I felt obliged to while keeping some for myself as at
home. That evening I had been wined and dined by the factory personnel and was just a little high. The
porcelain workshop was crude and shabby. The light was dim. On the huge wooden table stood piles of
plain white plates and a few containers full of paints. Feeling compelled to repay my entertainers and
friends, Iknew they wouldn’t let me go that night without at least finishing some two dozen pieces. How
to tackle the daunting task in one breath? The only way was to resort to bold freehand brushwork, and do
it nonstop!

At that time, the thaw after the deep political freeze had barely begun. In my drawing I did not have
the guts to touch on any historical figures that would be condemned as “Four Olds”. So what I drew seldom

went beyond some dancers or figures of Chinese minority nationalities. I was at the height of my enthusi-



asm when an onlooker, an elderly worker on night shift, suddenly asked: “Can you draw Zhong Kui?”
Without thinking, still under the impact of the booze, I took the challenge and said yes, and I reached for
a blank plate. To tell the truth I had never done Zhong Kui before. The only thing T knew about the leg-
endary ghost catcher was from what I had seen in Ren Bonian’s collections as well as in some old drawing
manuals. But the impression was vague: A man with thick eyebrows and angry eyes, a full beard, with a
sword in hand, wearing a mandarin hat with two heart-shaped pompons, and no more.I knew very well
that, with such scanty impression alone, it was impossible for me to do a Zhong Kui in fine detail. So I mus-
tered up my courage, dipped my brush into the red paint and applied a few bold strokes on paper, forming
the ambiguous clothing of the character. Then by adding some details of what I could remember, I finished
in a jiffy my first Zhong Kui. Unexpectedly it drew loud applause from the crowd, and I felt extremely hap-
py. too. Ever since then, whenever I was to draw in public at gatherings of artists, I would do Zhong Kui
instead of pretty girls. It was amazing how you could earn your wine and food in such an easier way! Later
on a Hongkong company specializing in Chinese products released calendars carrying my Zhong Kui paint-
ings, and they were well received overseas. In this way I formed an inseparable connection with Zhong Kui

and it has been a main theme in my painting for some twenty years.

A Vehicle for Expressing Feelings and Thoughts

Why do I have a special liking to drawing Zhong Kui? One major reason of course is the large number
of Zhong Kui enthusiasts in China and overseas. However, the most important reason is that I could make
full use of this semi-real character to convey my thoughts with my unrestrained paintbrush.I could state
my view of life and of this mundane world, yet avoid being picked on-perfectly what is described as: Vent-
ing one’s pent-up grievances throuéh the wine that Zhong Kui drinks. Therefore, the source of my artistic
creation is never exhausted. My impressions of Zhong Kui are constantly refreshed, never identical, never

falling into the conventional old rut.

Using Bold Brush to Accent Finer Details in.,.’"Figure Painting

My Zhong Kui paintings are basically freehand bold brushwork. Though simple as it looks with just a
few brush strokes, it represents the hardest-technique in Chinese brush painting. A review of the history of
Chinese figure painting shows that many artists have failed to maintain or even run against the essence of
this “ freehand vivid expressionism” . Many of their works demonstrate the painter’s empty boldness and
lack understanding. There is too much unrefined hastiness, exaggeration and affectedness. As a result, the
effect of such art work is hollow and poor in both appearance and spirit. Naturally, most of these artists
were little more than transient figures in history.

For decades I have been engaged in the study of bold freehand brushwork in Chinese figure paint-
ing. Through sweetness and bitterness, have learned quite a few lessons,which I would be more than will-
ing to share here in hopes of receiving comments from experts.

Constant Accumulation of Knowledge A Chinese artist must be equipped with a wealth of knowl-
edge. This knowledge should encompass philosophy, literature, poetry, calligraphy, and seal cut-
ting. Without a wide range of knowledge beyond painting itself, there is absolutely no way for artists to
show any depth of cultivated refinement. They would soon find their natural talent drained.I remember
Mr. Wang Zhaomin who taught sketch decades ago. He said: “To do a few good pictures you can rely on in-
spiration; to continuously produce good works for a few years you should rely on your good foundation;and
to continuously create good works for a life time you have to resort to your depth of knowledge and cultiva-

tion. ” This is real valuable advice to all of us.



“Real Bold Brushwok Accents Finer Details.” 1 remember that piece of advice from Master Shi
Tao. Another master Xu Beihong also said : “Better to be clumsy and awkward than to be flashy and deceit-
ful. 7 Their advice manifests the essence of freehand brushowrk. I once had the honor of seeing Master Li
Keran and Master Pan Tianshou painting. It was really awesome: Every stroke is applied just in the right
place with calm confidence, following the rhythmic flow of the artists > feelings. They both seem to do it
with such ease to the viewers. Do people see, though, the long years of painstaking practice and study be-
hind their perfect performance? Therefore, the application of bold freehand brushwork should be guided by
real careful thought, so that one ’s intense emotion is poured out through a flow of free movement of the
paintbrush.

Refined Subtleties amidst Crudeness By crudeness we refer to the quality of being bold and uninhibit-
ed, being vigorous and powerful, and being compact and condensed. Such a quality would immediately hold
the attention of the viewers. Subtlety, on the other hand, refers to the detailed and elaborate descriptions

in crucial spots. Refined subtleties in a painting would invite the viewers ’

scrutiny. This is exactly what is
implied in one of the principles of contrast in Chinese painting theory:“From a distance,it is the painting ’s
vigour that holds your attention; while in close range, it is its refinement that is attractive. ” Master Qi
Baishi was exemplary in arranging his flowers and insects to form a good picture. As for me, my focus is on
the refined depiction of my figure ’s face and hands —very similar to what focusing does in photography. A
painting with all crudeness but no refined subtlety is quite unlikely to stand any pondering and scrutiny.

Ceaseless Improvement in Fundamental Skills “You asked me why there is such a constant flow of wa-
ter in the stream?All because t‘hére is a good supply from the fountainhead. ” In painting,just as in any oth-
er professions, if we only expend our skills without acquiring new ones, even the most gifted would soon
find themselves depleted. This, I believe, is one major reason why many of our painting artists hang up
their paintbrush..What I mean by fundamental skills certainly include an extensive acquisition from all
sources so as to be selective in application. More importantly , however, we must persevere in learning and
improving our basic modeling skills and our calligraphic skills. The reason why figure painting is rather dif-
ficult is that it requires accuracy and vividness to portray a character. Calligraphy and painting share the
same origin. Without exception, any great work in writing or painting is built up storke after
stroke. Therefore, a painter without a thorough understanding and command of the elusive brush is never
a good one. Every single day I practice calligraphy after classical models. The more I do it, the deeper my
understanding, allowing me even greater freedom and flexibility in my work.

So much of what I have to say is in bits and pieces that do not seem to make up an article. I excuse my-
self for this, though, as I am not a writer. My intention is just to be straightforward in expressing what I
have in mind and what I feel deep in my heart.

Here once again I must thank Mr Chen Xiping. Residing in solitude in Canada, I am lucky to have the
support and care from a close friend like him. His constant assistance has enabled me to concentrate on
painting. Over the past years,he has not only helped me to hold solo art shows in Taiwan and Malaysia, but
also to organize the publication of Selections of Shan Baigin ’s Painting. Now here again he is busy prepar-
ing to publish the present new collection! From its design, photography, editing, up to all coordination
work , Mr. Chen has been doing it by himself to ensure perfection. It is really hard to find words to show my

heartfelt gratitude.

Shan Baiqin
Huai Ya Ju Ting, Toronto
Spring 1999
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Mr. Shan Baiqin and I in Toronto

The start of my friendship with Mr. Shan Baiqin was purely accidental. It happened years ago when 1
was new in Canada. One day I chanced upon Mr. Shan’s paintings and was greatly fascinated by them. His
bold-brushed Zhong Kui, in particular, looked so spirited and vivid that I just couldn ’t tear myself away
from it. So I bought it right away, which was to become the very first piece in my collection of Mr. Shan ’s
works. From then on, I became inseparable from his paintings and from the legendary character of Zhong
Kui. Meanwhile, my bond with Mr. Shan gradually evolved from sheer admiration to good acquaintance and
into today ’s close friendship. Driven by a common interest to help spread Chinese art and culture, we have
spent plenty of time together exchanging views on art. Mr. Shan has taught me a great deal about artistic
cultivation as well as philosophy. It is his enlightening guidance that has made me stay firm on the arduous
path of art, determined to merge the cause of promoting Chinese art and culture with my personal passion
for Chinese calligraphy and painting.

Over the past few years, Mr. Shan and I have put on an Exhibition of Shan Baigin’s Paintings respec-
tively at the National Dr.Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall in Taipei and at the Shangri-La Hotel in Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia. We also organized a demo-exhibition of Mr. Shan’s most recent works at the grand
opening of my Eminence Learning Centre in Mississauga, Canada.In 1994, we had Selections of Shan
Baiqin’s Paintings published by the Ling Nan Art Publishing House , Guangzhou. The publication was well
received by art lovers. Now, again with our joint effort, we are putting together the present collection, A
Wanderer >s Soul, which once again represents the artist ’s perseverance and loyalty in his artistic explo-
ration. As Chinese wanderers overseaé, we would like to present the collection, as a small token of love,
to our beloved motherland China and to the immortal Chinese art and culture.

Mr. Shan had a life full of frustrations. Nevertheless, he was never daunted by adversities. On the con-
trary, those grim years toughened his will to constantly better himself. Despite loneliness, he has been un-
tiringly engaged in the study and exploration of Chinese painting. What I agimire most in him is his bravery
and creativity. He is never found complacent or conservative, always atterr{pting to usher in something new
in addition to the classical inheritance. Following Master Gao Jianfu ’s instruction to “go by nature”,
Mr. Shan never stops seeking artistic inspiration in life, always coming up with new discoveries, new
knowledge and new breakthroughs. There is therefore never a stale look in Mr. Shan’s new works, which
are always polished with techniques that he keeps perfecting every day. Never feeling content with his
achievements, he works harder and harder. Every day, no matter in summer or in winter, he will practise
calligraphy after the classic masterpieces, trying to absorb as much nourishment as possible. Through his
intensive and unceasing study of traditional Chinese calligraphy, Mr. Shan has shaped his own unique style
in excellence, which he introduces into his paintings. With his well-honored calligraphic and painting tech-
niques, buttressed by his colourful life experience and artistic exposure, he has brought forth numerous art
works that are both “classical” and “new” . What he has accomplished and the route he has taken toward
his achievements would definitely serve as a good example for the younger generation who are willing to
devote themselves to the cause of artistic creation.

Mr. Shan is especially good at figure painting. His brushwork is crudely dynamic and highly expres-
sionistic, applied with overwhelming power and ease. Under his brush, all the characters he creates seem
to come alive, be they supernatural beings, Buddhist or Taoist monks, or historical figures and beautiful
women. Some of these characters are charged with lofty sentiments and aspirations, others with dire cyni-
cism. Some look depressed with grievances against society, others seem romantic and unrestrained but un-

able to conceal their innermost sadness. Many of these figures being lofty personalities, Mr. Shan’s por-



trayal of them often carries significant implications. Through the character of Zhong Kui, for example,
which comes in hundreds of poses, Mr. Shan depicts with compelling power all the human emotions and de-
sires one could experience in this world. This is a perfect illustration of what is called the “essence of vivid-
ness” typical in Chinese painting.

Mr. Shan’s brushwork is daring yet steady, lively with perfectly balanced shades of ink. While the
style looks bold and unrestrained, it never crosses the line of rational discipline ,and his fine detailed brush-
work never goes out of perspective. His paintings are rich in colourful ink and calligraphy, exquisite both in
form and vividness. One can easily sense vitality in his stillness,and refinement in his seeming crudeness. In
recent years, Mr.Shan has been concentrating on the creation of works of even more significant artistic
conceptions. By blending figure and landscape painting techniques, he takes aim at producing more charac-
ters of profound sophistication. His calligraphy on his paintings, often expressing the artist’s comments in
the form of poetry, affords palatable food for thought, adding, a graceful finishing touch to the art works.

At the present time, under the impact of the global economy and the development of technology, peo-
ple’s attentions is generally drawn to sophisticated technological products as well as to investment and
stock. Even art, which used to be regarded as nourishment for the human mind, has become heavily diluted
with commercial economy. This becomes obvious when many genuine arts are being cold-shouldered. To be
sure, the modern TV and computer culture has contributed enormously to human civilization. It is also a
nice thing to see art works become ornaments or collection items that would satisfy people of both refined
and popular tastes. Nevertheless ,,_.':if artists should turn their works into mere commodities simply for the
sake of catering to the market, the original purpose of art would be defeated. It would be really shameful
if the current trend should ever lead to such a fall back in human ideology and culture or lead to reduction
of human intelligence. In fact, only with an equally developed economy and culture can a modern society
claim to be genuinely healthy. After having enough of the mundane, people would seek something lofty ; af-
ter experiencing enough disorder,one would yearn for serenity;and after having too much materialism , peo-
ple would naturally look forward to a life of cultural and spiritual abundance. Real Chinese artists, in my
opinion, should have the courage to confront and overcome the intrinsic weaknesses of human beings. They
are obliged to redouble their effort toward the realization of their artistic dream. They should firmly base
themselves on the soil of Chinese culture and explore the best mode of presentation for Chinese traditional
art, in order to create more art works that could embody the Chinese national characteristics as well as the
spirit of the times. Eventually, I believe, genuine art will no doubt receive serious attention. It is my hope
that all our Chinese art lovers will work hard together to further promote the best of the Chinese art tradi-

tion and carry its vitality forward to a better tomorrow.

Chen Xiping
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