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Preface

In recent years I have neglected my own profession of painting
and taken up sculpture, an area I'm not particularly fond of. In a few
years, perhaps I will resume my painting, but I don’t know when. I’d
rather let time make the decision for me.

The several copies of line drawing in front of you are sketches |
drew while working out the composition for some sculptures. Al-
though they are not fully developed, they at least look natural. I have
perhaps reached the age of “laying eggs” as we say in Chinese
—reached a certain maturity. Thus when I set to work on something
I can hardly stop. Believe it or not, these three books of drawings
were completed in one week. I simply sat there and drew, which left
me with a bottomful of bedsores. Yet I have no regrets. I feel it was
worthwhile.

Look at these oxen, horses, chickens and human figures I drew.
I call them my “sons.”In my own eyes they are perfect. In this sense I
am like a mother to whom even an ugly child is a darling. This is why
I ask you art connoisseurs for criticism and advice. After all, I am
only a beginner in sculpture,and this is my first attempt at pen—draw-
ing. :

People have nicknamed me an “animal painter.” For accuracy’s
sake, this is not quite right. I am a human being. How can I be an
“animal painter” only? It is true that I’ve been painting animals for
some 20 years, but this does not mean that I have not also painted
human figures. In fact, I never stopped figure painting. I was trained
to be a professional at an academy of fine arts. Do you imagine that I
don’t know how to paint human figures? To prove that I can, I once
painted, in ome stretch, a good number of human figures
—Africans, Europeans and people around me. Believe it or not,



figure painting has always been a top priority wherever I go.

I am rather shor* and very ambitious. If I don’t paint or sculpt,
that’s OK. But if I do, I try my best to strive for excellence. My sculp-
tures are usually large —perhaps the largest in the world. Among my
works are a'20—meter—long tiger and a 15—meter—long ox forged
with purple bronze. When i enamel porcelain I like to use the kind of
porcelain called Jun, which is said to be more expensive than gold.
One dark-red pottery piece I created in collaboration with Gu
Jingzhou a veteran sculptor, was sold for an unprecedentedly high
price. Of course I cannot guarantee that this price won’t be surpassed
in the future.

All this sounds like a lot of fun, but in fact has meant some
bittersweet experiences for me.

During the past few years I created quite a number of giant
works with the help of some apprentice sculptors. During this time, I
experienced all sorts of ups and downs. I always regard myself as a
“brave man on the yellow earth” —but I don’t have to brag about
myself. As an artist, I believe one has to go through some hardships
before achieving success. We used to work with reinforced steel bars
under heavy snow and on empty stomachs. Our upper arms were ex-
posed and our sweat dripped down. While singing the songs from the
movie “Red Sorghum,” we passed steamed bread and soda water to
each other. For me, this is a special kind of life.

We wrote a couplet on the wall:

With smiles heroes stand the cold that makes teeth shudder;

With courage we fear no hunger that makes the stomach wiz-
ened.

And the crossbeam reads:

We share the same dream.

It 1s not easy for human beings to live in this world. Even bad



guys do not have an easy time. Although we artists lead a hard life,
we often receive fame and economic rewards. This is very different
from coal miners in the pits and old peasants on the farm who toil
year round and repeat the same work generation after generation.
Whenever I think of them, I realize that there is no reason for me not
to work hard. A busy and meaningful life makes for happiness.

Now I would like to say something about technical skills. It is
obvious that there are no shortcuts in art, but technique does work.
My technique derives from experience. For example, when I do
Chinese paintings I sometimes use watercolors made from a mixture
of water, alcohol and mung bean soup. The results can be
surprisingly good. One might well burst out saying: “ Gorgeous!”
Here is another example. When I draw iron lines with a leaf—rib
brush, I do not smooth out its tip as other people usually do. On the
contrary, I press it against the inkstone several times and then cut off
the side tips. With only one or two bunches left, the brush will create
bold and vigorous images. My pen—paintings consist not only of
lines and planes but of shades also. This “trick”is a simple one. I pull
out the rib and flatten it so it is oblique to the tip thus producing va-
rious tones. |

I hope everyone tries this, for it creates better effects than using
one line or a row of lines. Techniques are not for keeping secret. I of-
ten show them to young artists who are eager to learn, and at the
same time tell them that techniques can be learned while inspiration
can not. One should improve his competence and discover his own
talent. He should also be aware that imagination is more important
- than perseverance. There are painters who toil all their lives but get
nowhere.

I believe 1 have said enough and I'd better stop before you get
bored. But before I do, I'd like to give one more word of advice to



young people. Don’t lose heart when you are deemed a nobody, be-
cause that is the very beginning of success. You always gain more
from criticism than from compliments. '

Finally, I would like to express my special thanks to Mr. Geng
Benqing, whose encouragement and support are beyond description.
My thanks also to Song Wei and others who contributed a great deal
to these books.

Meilin
March 15, 1991
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