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Meditative Land

—— Impressions on the Oil Paintings of Li Yan and Liu Derun

On viewing the oil paintings of Liu Derun and Li
Yan, | once again deeply felt that oil painting has in-
deed become an art that can be skillfully mastered by
Chinese artists. It is no longer an exclusive ” foreign
art", and has now become a kind of " Chinese
painting " . This, of course, does not mean that we
have surpassed the levels of European painters in art
and techniques, but that Chinese painters can follow
their inclinations to carry out a Chinese mode of think-
ing through oil painting. For example, the communi-
cation between man and nature is an eternal motif of
Chinese art and is also a key to the artistic creation of
Liu Derun and Li Yan. The two painters sing the praises
of nature, extol the harmonious existence of man and
nature, seek after the enigmatic relations between man
and nature in the aspects of fate and chance, display
the delights of nature, and reveal the peaceful mind
gifted to man by nature. Their paintings are in many
ways similar to traditional poems, articles, calligraphy
and paintings, different in approach but equally satis-
factory in result.

Compared with traditional paintings, Liu Derun
and Li Yan' s paintings lay more stress on concrete
men. Nevertheless, these concrete men are still men
who fit themselves to nature and indulge themselves in
nature, while nature is always under the care of men.
Men' s opposition to nature and men' s overwhelming
of nature or nature over men are themes which Western
artists are deeply concerned about, but they are not
the customary ways of thinking for Chinese artists.

The Chinese artists lay special emphasis upon the
influence of men on nature or nature on men. Just as Li
and Liu represent in their works that "All natural scenes

By Shui Tianzhong

are spiritual languages. " After being washed and de-
posited by the endless river of history, each inch of our
land has been soaked in the historical spirit it carries.
The Central Plains, Qilu, Jiangnan, Guanlong ---the
land and the people over it have merged into an entity,
lifelike both in spirit and appearance!

This often leads me to wonder whether man cre-
ates the land or vice versa. Perhaps the creator always
uses the same technique and same materials to create
one land together with its people in the same mood.
Liu Derun and Li Yan have painted many portraits of
country village people, and these portraits are actually
the portraits of nature and portraits of land. Whether old
men or small children (or those apathetic but inspired
sheep), they all wear similar expressions and cannot
but remind one of the land they rely on for existence.

Li Yan once said that in her artistic creation, she
used to drop her emotions below zero degrees, and "
transform the deepest grief into iciness” . This is not
only the habit of the painter, but also that of the land.
Since the land is wet through with blood, sweet and
tears, it must be sorrow —stricken. The land buries its
grief deeply into its own body, and out of it grow many
depressed and meditative lives. Li Yan also said, " In
comparison with natural reality, | even more advocate
psychological reality” . In fact, the two elements can-
not be separated according to traditional Chinese
aesthetic standards. In Liu Derun and Li Yan' s paint-
ings, the settings are often quite simple. However,
from the characters’ expressions, we can easily con-
nect in the mind the joys and misfortunes experienced
by the land, so there is no need for more theatrical
movements, facial expressions or combinations of el-




ements. These traditional characters in the paintings
seem to be deep in thought, and appear to be listen-
ing, listening to their palpitations, and to the pulses of
land. He or she, now puts away all stirred emotions
from the pictures, is glancing at us quietly and giving
us sympathetic and comprehensive looks. Through
their glances, they understand the wanderings of
people far away from their homes. While at the hands
of the painters, they forever integrate themselves with
the land and can never estrange themselves from the
land regardless of its aridity, bitter cold or eclipse.

In Liu'and Li" s paintings, there is no " puer" na-
ture, but only man' s living environment and natural "
human traces” . All have integrated themselves into
history, aged -old buildings, out-of —date tools,
lonely domestic animals, and all are lost in thought.
Only the passage of time for meditation, only this, is
changing. Of course, the characters are meditating on
the land, since the land forever keeps silent.

This reminds me of a former philosopher’ s con-
templation on earth, “The world is endowed with
supreme beauty but never speaks it out” . “All things
on earth are vested with principles but never reveal
them." The earth keeps silence just because its exis-
tence is the sum of all the truths. The existence of
“supreme beauty" and “principles”in the world can be
verified through the manifestations of all the things on
earth. Since it has experienced too many emotional
vicissitudes, the world is endowed with keen senses
and logical thinking, despite its intangibility and reti-
cence.

Perhaps just at this point, the artistic thoughts of
the two painters came close to some concepts in

modern Western art. In their appreciation of the meth-
ods adopted by ancient Chinese thinkers and modern
Western thinkers in the observation of and meditation
on the world, the two painters put forward the idea of
dialogues between China and the West, the past and
the present, and their mutual complement so as to
heighten art to a more advanced level. Jung' s psy-
chology, and the aesthetic theory of Transcendental-
ism have indeed exerted obvious influence on the
painters' works, and added to their paintings everlast-
ing features.

They two are painters who have bound their art
with land. To that end, they have suffered from all kinds
of hardships. They two are painters who are good at
study and assimilation, so that their art always varies
and develops. R. W Emerson considered an artist’ s
soul to be featured by its usual ability to keep the
thing, the thought or the word they had employed in
exclusive and independent integrity, and by its usual
ability to replace the world with the thing, the thought,
or the word for the time being. As for Liu Derun and Li
Yan, what they have touched is the old land.|" m
pleased at the union of their art with the land and take
delight in seeing that the union is developing deeper
and wider.

April. 5. 1994

(Shui Tianzhong ——From the Institute of Fine Arts,
China Art Research Institute; art critic in China)
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Unique Styles Mutually ComplementaryArtistry

—On the Oil Paintings of Liu Derun and Li Yan

In the early sixties, while | was attending school in
Shandong, oil painting remained backward. This is not
strange. If anything is to blame, it is due to the fact that
their ancestors were too poor, and the doctrine of
Confucius and Mencius had hindered their ancestors
from learning western paintings. This is just history.
Before 1950, hardly anyone in Shandong went to Eu-
rope to study Western paintings. The only exception is
Wang Shikuo from Yexian County, Although he went to
Japan to study painting, he did not occupy himself
with artistic creation in his hometown after his return
On the contrary, it was Dai Bingxin and Li Chaoshi,
returned students from Western Europe, that took root
in Shandong. However, Mr. Dai' s style of impres-
sionist painting was stifled by the ultra —" left" trend of
thought and Mr. Li' s pastel, although outstanding,
was coolly received. Only at the beginning of the
eighties did Shandong oil painting make a stir in Bei-
jing. From then on, several middle —aged painters be-
gan to show their talents. From the late eighties to the
early nineties, many more young oil painters made
names for themselves in national art exhibitions. These
middle aged and young painters are the very people
who have heightened Shandong oil painting to an ad-
vanced level, and who have played active parts in
making the most illustrious pages in the history of the
20th century Chinese oil painting. Liu Derun and his
wife, Li Yan, are two painters who started their artistic
careers in Shandong and gradually came to fame a-
mong the best of national young artists. Their paintings
reflect the close relations of Shandong oil painting the
internal nature of with life and soul, and tend to be
realistic in mode and modern in ideological features.
Their paintings have become influential in the national

By Liu Xilin

art circles, and evoked repercussions in the world

Their joint works have won many prizes in national art
exhibitions.  “Foremost among Mountains”, a prize —
winning work at the Eighth National Art Exhibition, once
again displays their potential.

Liu Derun and Li Yan belong to the fourth gener-
ation of painters who began to study painting in the
nineteen seventies and started their artistic creation in
the nineteen eighties. To them, the year 1989 is the
most important period in their artistic careers. Their
joint painting “Yimeng Child" won both a bronze medal
at the Seventh National Art Exhibition and a prize of
Sino —Japanese Friendship Gallery. “Bitter Kiss”, a
Picture -story book in oil ~painting, won a prize of the
“Ten Best" of Chinese picture —story books, and
therefore, caught the attention of art circles. The
painting “Yimeng Child" adopts the style of enlarged
colse - up employed in Luo Zhongli' s painting,
“Father", ten years ago. It leaves an indelible aes-
thetic impression with its simple image of a mountain
village child and conveys the meaning of existence and
folk customs embodied through the beautiful tiger -
head cap. If “Father” in Luo Zhongli' s painting is a
symbol of the spiritual world of a Chinese peasant who
has survived the hardships of life, then “Yimeng Child"
heralds the birth of descendants of Chinese peasants
on the good soil of agricultural civilization and their
greetings to a new era. If the ball —point pen is a dis-
pensable expository stage property in  “Father”, then
the window frame in  “Yimeng Child", which is some-
what like a geometric figure, becomes necessary
spiritual support because of its power. Perhaps in
comparing the two paintings, one can find that rural
characters occupy an important place in the creation of




Chinese artists; meanwhile, one can also see that the
special close —up portrait style has far exceeded the
power of common individual portrait, and has featured
a modern mode of thinking by portrait —painters.

The cooperation and mutual complement of Liu
Derun and Li Yan as a couple and as painters have
been strongly embodied in the artistic creation of
“Yimeng Child" . However, like all co —partners who
know the law of art, they began to develop their own
individual craftsmanship in their later artistic creations.
Although they went together to Yimeng mountain vil-
lages and the Loess Plateau and used the same kind of
realistic painting style, they have shown their strong
individual characters through their own independent
works.

Liu Derun is, the son of peasants. He is honest,
simple, and sincere. Although he has studied painting
in Hangzhou for four years, he does not pose as a
gifted scholar of the South; instead, on the banks of
the Yellow River, Yimeng mountain villages and the
Loess Plateau, he has found his own artistic home-
town, and the home of his own soul. Like peasants
today, he has taken notice of some messages of
modern thinking. The children born on the sand banks
of the Yellow River or the soil of countryside in the se-
ries “Beginning of Life" and the small child on Grand-
ma’s back in the “Cradle" are just embodiments of his
own childhood, only they are endowed with the
painter’s own philosophical thinking about the land. In
the series " Yimeng Child", the mountain village chil-
dren wearing tiger —headed caps and the close —ups
of their solemn faces are all imbued with the charm of
mountain village folkways. Though without any cheerful
mood of New Year pictures, his paintings place great

emphasis on stone -like fortitude of mountain village
children and their serious attitudes towards the future.
In the series “Mountain Village Girls", what the painter
captures is not only the distinctive flavour of mountain
life revealed through the depiction of mountain girls,
but also the reflection on man' s fate in a special cul-
tural atmosphere unfolded before our eyes through the
use of a dim old wall and glimmering lights. The con-
cern over man, the search for the nature of Chinese
peasants and that of the Yellow River civilization have
been even more intensified and sublimated in the se-
ries “Northern Shanxi Man" . The painter goes a step
further in the treatment of close —up. Through his de-
tailed moulding of men seamed with wrinkles forged
from life and nature, the painter imparts more historical
significance and power to these paintings than in his
former paintings which use children as basic subjects,
and also pays more attention to brush strokes and the
treatment of skin texture in these paintings. In addition,
the painter brands his painting with more of a sense of
oil painting and with more spiritual depth. The scorch-
ing sunlight over the Loess Plateau and the banks of
the Yellow River reveal a definite warm tone’ and show
Derun's simple temperament and fervent character.

Li Yan is a daughter of the Spring City. She has
more up —to —date rational thinking and modern con-
sciousness than Liu Derun. Derun's simplicity is more
like the original flavor of soil; Li Yan is more philo-
sophical and mysterious. Like Derun, Li Yan tends to
paint in surrealistic style; but unlike Derun, she em-
phasizes the treatment of abstract planes and minute
artistic detail. Like Derun, she comes close to life; but
unlike Derun, she does not so warmly embrace life,
and prefers inner calm observation. Li Yan pours all



these features into their joint works, and exerted cer-
tain influence upon Derun, who began to add somer-
ational elements to his paintings. Li Yan skillfully com-
bines concrete subject matter with simple space, and
adapts realism as external features and rational think-
ing and almost mysterious subconsciousness as inter-
nal ones. All these characteristics are vividly revealed
through her works. Li Yan likes triadic paintings as if
this structure can best express a female painter's inner
observation toward life and her surrealist meditation in
reality. In the series “Water, Moon, and Wind", the
girl in a red cotton —padded jacket with her back fac-
ing the viewer, forms an entity with the moon, river and
isolated boat in the still of the night. In the series “Ox,
Sheep, and Man", the Yimeng child forms an entity
with the calf, lamb and little tree which grows in a
psychological space rather than a living space. All
these combinations, as well as the emotions which
relate to the characters in the paintings without being
their real emotions, are actually the traces of the
painter’ s own thought, and in the painter' s own
words, “the scattered material beads” strung together
with a “spiritual string”. The “Dialogue" between two
old anvils seems to embody the deep sighs heaved by
the remains of ancient civilization out of their back-
wardness in modern civilization. The little tree grown
out of the trough seems to be the “Be Alive" in the
painter’ s dreams. The “Millstone Almost Gouapsed"
around the old grindstone leads one to link it with the
philosophic theory of the coming out of the passing. All
these mysterious and meaningful pictures composed of
concrete entities and made —up space most typically
embody the features of Li Yan's abstract thinking from
the integrity of concrete images and abstract philo-

sophical theory, as well as from her use of cool color
and harsh feelings. As one among gentle and emo-
tional women painters, Li Yan finds a unique and quiet
corner to carry on her dialogue with the world.

Owing to their similarities in artistic expressions
and difference in artistic skills, Liu Derun and Li Yan's
styles have formed into independent and mutually
complementary artistic creations. |' m glad about their
achievements and meanwhile, |' ve also talked with
them about their future. |'ve posed these guestions to
them: whether they can more actively face modern life
space in China and more sensitively capture the spiri-
tual focus that can strike sympathetic chord with the
rhythm of modern man' s life, no matter what they
prefer, natural reality or psychological reality; as oil
painters, whether they should lay more stress on the
usage of colors so as to strengthen this rich expressive
form, emphasize bold and vigorous features of skin
texture represented in oil paintings, and raise the lan-
guage of art to a higher level; whether they can even
more consciously strengthen their own individual char-
acters so as to raise the level of their future comple-
mentary relationship to that of the advanced---1' ve
known Liu Derun and Li Yan for more than ten years. |
bless them on their marriage. Now they are middle —
aged. This is just the period for them to be more in-
dependent and more cooperative. |' d use “higher —
leveled”, *“unique styles” and “mutually complemen-
tary artistry" as my comments on their ten years in
artistic careers as well as best my wishes for their fu-
ture.

December, 1994

Liu Xilin ——From China Art Gallery; Chinese art critic
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A Brief Introduction of Liu Derun and Li Yan

Liu Derun (December 3, 1950— ), a native of
Qihe, Shandong. Began work at Qihe Cultural Center
in 1970. was admitted to China Institute of Fine Arts in
1977. and was assigned to work at the creation studio
of Shandong Art Gallery at the end of 1981. Now a
member of the Chinese Artists’ Association, a member
of the Chinese Artists’ Association for Engraving,
Vice-chairman, Shandong Branch of Oil-painting insti-
tute of China , Oil-painting appraiser, Committee of
Appraising of Art Masterpieces of Shandong and a
senior painter of Shandong Art Gallery.

Li Yan (April 25, 1956—), with Longkou, Shan-
dong as her native place, 1975 graduated from the
shandong Light industrial Arts Schools. 1981 graduat-
ed from the art department of Qufu Teachers' Univer-
sity with oil painting as her major. She was engaged in
advanced studies in the fresco department of the
Central Arts and Crafts Institute from 1989 to 1990.
Now a lecturer at Shandong Light Industry Institute,
Professor. a senior painter of Shandong Art Academy
for Youth, a member of the Chinese Artists’ Associa-
tion, and a member of Shandong branch of the Chi-
nese Artists’ Association.

Since 1976, Liu Derun's paintings have been cho-
sen for in national art exhibitions and to be exhibited
abroad. His main works include “Contest”, “Extra -
organizational Militiamen”, and “Midstream”. In recent
years, he often works together with his wife, Li Yan.
Their main representative works are “Yimeng Child",
which won a bronze medal at the Seventh National Art
Exhibition and a prize at the Sino —Japanese Friend-

ship Gallery and “Foremost among Mountains”, which
won a prize of excellence at the Eighth National Art
Exhibition. In 1990 and 1993, Liu Derun was sent to
Japan by the State Ministry of Culture as a member of
the Chinese Artists' Delegation. In the spring of 1993,
he met with success at the art exhibition in Tokyo or-
ganized by the Chinese Artists’ Association, Chinese
Friendship Association and Sino —Japanese Friendship
Gallery. The most famous Japanese art critic Kawakita
Miahiaki wrote a preface for the exhibition. The
Japanese art and press circles praised his work

The key publications in China, such as “Art” mag-
azine, “Jiangsu Pictorial", “Art Gallery”, “Chinese Oil
Paintings”, etc. have offered colored pages and spe-
cial columns to introduce Liu and Li" s paintings or to
publish their articles. Their works have been selected
by the “Art of Contemporary Chinese Oil Paintings”
published by the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization, “Contemporary Chinese Oil
Paintings" compiled by the Chinese Artists’ Associa-
tion, “Selected Chinese Art Works of Sports”, a large
volume edited by the China Olympic Committee, and
“A Selection of the ' New Zhulian Cup’ Superfine Tra-
ditional Chinese Paintings and Oil Paintings”, a large
volume compiled by the Central Television Station

The renowned Japanese art critic Kawakita Miahiaki
gave a high appraisal of the painting “Yimeng Child" in
a Sino —Japanese art forum, saying that, “It is full of
grandeur and has profound implications that can be
transmitted to viewers. " In his preface to the Tokyo Art
Exhibition, he praised Liu and Li as excellent Chinese



painters.

In his article, *“A Glimpse of Qilu Fine Arts" pub-
lished in “Artists" edited in Taiwan, Shao Dazhen, a
Chinese famous art critic and professor of the Central
Academy of Fine Arts, considered the style of Liu and
Li's works to be simple, natural and realistic, arousing
rare and fresh feelings.

The art critic, Shui Tianzhong, from the China Art
Research Institute, wrote in his article *“Meditative
Land - Impressions on the Oil Paintings of Liu Derun
and Li Yan" that “On viewing the oil paintings of Liu
Derun and Li Yan, | once again deeply felt that oil
painting has indeed become an art that can be skillfully
mastered by Chinese artists. It is no longer an exclu-
sive ‘foreign art', and has now become a kind of
‘Chinese painting". "

The Chinese art eritic, Liu Xilin, from China Art
Gallery, also wrote in his article “Unique Styles Mutu-
ally Complementary Artistry -On the Oil Paintings of
Liu Derun and Li Yan" that Liu and Li “are two painters
who started their artistic careers in Shandong and
gradually came to fame among the best of national
young artists. Their paintings refiect the close relations
of Shandong oil painting with the internal nature of life
and soul, and tend to be realistic in mode and modern
in ideological features. Their paintings have become
influential in the national art circles, and evoked
repercussions in the world. "

President of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Jin
Shangyi, professor Pan Shixun, professors of the
Central Arts and Crafts Academy, Yuan Yunpu and Du

Dakai regarded their paintings to be “mature, vivid
and original® . They all gave positive judgement and
encouragement to the two painters.

Their paintings have been collected by the China Art
Gallery or private collectors and art organizations in
America, Japan, Hong Kong, Singapore, ltaly,
Canada and other countries and areas, and have
taken part in many auctions held by the China Jiade
Auctioneers. Many newspapers and magazines both
at home and abroad have reported and introduced
their works, such as *“Chinese Culture Newspaper",
“People’ s Daily” “Chinese
Youth”,
“Literature and Art" as will as “Asahi Shimbun",

(overseas edition),
“Guangming Daily", “Economy Daily",
“International Trade" published in Japan, “Straits
Times" in Singapore, “Artists” in Taiwan, and “Art" in
Italy. “Chinese Youth" and “Asahi Shimbun" have also
published special interviews with them.

The Central Television Station and Jinan Cable
Television Station have jointly produced the telefiim
“Soil of Life" to reflect their artistic achievements.
Shandong Satellite Television Station and Jinan Tele-
vision Station have shown the telefilm in a series sev-
eral times. Their achievements have also been
recorded in many reference guides such as,
“Biography of World Outstanding Personages”,
“Biography of Renowned Chinese Folks”, “Almanac of
Chinese Artists”, *Almanac of Famous Chinese Artists
All over the World” and “Almanac of Chinese Fine
Arts".




A

chronicle of

Liu Derun and Li Yan's
Participation of Art Exhibition

1976

1977

1981

1984

1985

1986
1987

1989

1990

The National Art Exhibition year picture “contest " (Liu)
year - picture “Feeling of fish and water” (Liu)
Year - pictures of Shandong province in Beijing. Shanghai and overseas Exhibition Wood year

- picture "non —permanent militia (Liu)
One of group woodcuts “Miao shan spring” (Liu)
Graduating works one of group woodcuts “set sail” (Liu)
The National Fine Arts joint Exhibition. Silk —screen edition painting “Rapids” (Liu)
Ore of illustrations of large —length novel " The story of stand up to Eliminate the Traitor (Liu and Bao Jiahu)

One of 12 illustrations of medium - length novel “Times of thunderbolt " for Shangdong literature and art press(Liu)
The sixth National Art Exhibition. Propylene and oil —painting “Society money people”

The Third National Art Exhibition silk screen edition painting won a third prize “Footprints of the Giant "
The First National Art Exhibition for sports propylene “The history of Chinese sports™

Chinese Art Exhibition Mexico propylene * Watermelon shed™

The First National Art Exhibition for Popular Science “Dwarf Apple Trees"First National Art Exhibition for Popular
Picture —story book “What is to be done”? (Liu and Li Yong)
Science “won a prize of excellence (first prize)” “Dwarf Apple Trees Fruit Well”

Picture —story book “Yimeng lake "

The Seventh National Art Exhibition “A sacrifice to the Yellow River"”

Won a national bronze medal and a prize from sino - Japanese Friendship Gallery Oil paintings *Yimeng Child"
picture —story book “Bitter kiss " won a prize of the 89 Ten Best of Chinese Picture - story Books

Modern Chinese Art Exhibition (Tokyo, shizuoka, Fuknoka, Japan, Paris France, Hong Kong) ol painting"Yimeng Child"
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