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WRITING A PREFACE FOR PING-GUANG

Vice-chairman of China Artists Association Ni Ma Ze Ren

Time really flies quickly as Ping-Guang has already lived in the United States for 10 years. I haven’t
seen Ping-Guang for years, but I always think of him. As Ping-Guang’s new art collection is being
published, I am invited to write this preface for him. Writing the preface conjures up memories as we
have known each other for more than 20 years. We got acquainted because of art. When I was working
in Kangding, every time I went to Chengdu because of my job or an art exhibition, I would go to
visit Ping-Guang. While enjoying the tea in his home, we chatted a lot about the art. Ping-Guang was
humble, courteous, and helpful. Paintings mirrored the artist. His artworks were brilliant and upright
as himself.

Ping-Guang was born in an art family. His father Zhou Qi-He was an outstanding master of
Sichuan opera and an art collector. He was a close friend to Zhang Da-Qian, Xu Bei-Hong, and
many other well known artists. They visited Zhou's family frequently. The graceful demeanor and
imperceptible art of his father inspired Ping-Guang’s interest in art at young age. He determined to be
an artist. Ping-Guang was talented, diligent, erudite and comprehensive. He learned painting from
Zhang Da-Qian’s student, Zhao Yun-Yu and Xiao Jian-Chu, and another famous artist, Zhang Cai-Qin.
When there’s a will there’s a way. Ping-Guang has developed his unique painting style with success.

By correcting the musty practices of the past and diligently striving for excellence, Ping-Guang’s
artworks are harmonious, auspicious, bold and uninhibited. In his paintings, you will find that
elegances are revealed from glories, and traditions are filled with contemporary spirits. Ping-Guang
has paid particularly close attention on the manipulation of colors, tension of images, rhythm of
lines, in which profound Chinese culture is successfully incorporated. His creative conceptions have
combined ink splashing, color splashing, freehand brushworks and fine brushworks into an artistic
and imaginative world that is full of surprises to the viewers. This is Ping-Guang’s unique language to
communicate to his audience. I believe, after looking through this arts published in this collection, you
will gain more sentiment and feeling of his paintings.

In the past 10 years, Ping-Guang has achieved tremendously in arts. American televisions,
newspapers, and other media often feature his artworks in reports or interviews. Museums, art centers,
and universities have held personal exhibitions for Ping-Guang, hosted his seminars, and collected his
artworks for permanent display. Ping-Guang is one favorite Chinese artist of the United States.

Although living overseas, Ping-Guang still actively participates in various art exhibitions and
charity activities in China. In particular, he created an artwork specifically for “The Worldwide Chinese
Artists’ Exhibition of Painting & Calligraphy for Celebrating 2008 Beijing Olympics”, and donated this
painting to his motherland. He also holds official positions in several Art Associations in the United
States. For cultural and artistic exchange, Ping-Guang often invited artists from China to hold their
exhibitions in the United States. In the promotion of Chinese culture and arts, Ping-Guang has made

significant and unremitting efforts.
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/NBEFEHL A Little Water Lily Pond in the Backyard
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A Pursuit to Create a Poetic and Artistic Mood

Reading Zhou Ping-Guang s Flower-and-Bird Paintings

For more than a century, critiques of Chinese painting, and calls for its preservation, even salvage,
have never stopped. The culprit for these loud voices seems to be the so-called “literati painting” style. Lu
Xun once wrote about the style that “One painting is about the eye, yet it is unclear if it is round or square.
Another painting is about a bird, yet it is unclear if it is an eagle or a swallow. By overly emphasizing on
simplicity, the painter achieves nothing” In fact, people in the Ming and Qing Dynasties had already started
criticizing the practice of literati painting. In “A Few Comments on Painting” written by Tang Zhi-Qi of
the Ming Dynasty, the author said, “Careless brushworks tend to produce works that are loose, theme-less,
and lacking in structure. They are at best a child’s daub instead of true art” In “Collected Paintings” by Dan
Chong-Guang of the Qing Dynasty, the author wrote, “Some well-established artists paint without observing
the objects of interest in nature. They hide their inadequacies and defend themselves with the excuse of
painting in the literati style”. In conclusion, the emphasis on simplicity of both form and technique is indeed
one of the causes of the gradual decline of the literati painting style.

Today, paintings done with techniques to hide the painters’ inadequacies are still numerous. But the
critical trend of the 20th century leaning towards realism has prompted considerable changes. One of the

great Chinese painters, Zhang Da-Qian, was an ardent promoter of his so called “artist’s painting” style
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At Zhang Da-Qian Residence in Taiwan

as opposed to the literati painting style. He wants artists to be able to do big paintings. By big, he means
big in both the physical size and the subjects. He said, “An artist must be able to paint on a large canvass
sophisticated subjects in complex designs. Only then, can an artist demonstrate his skills and artistry” After
a century of evolution, those artists who paint in the artist’s painting style as advocated by Zhang have finally
regained attention in the realm of Chinese painting. There is little doubt that Zhou Ping-Guang’s works
are characteristic of the artist’s painting style, and it is no coincidence that Zhou Ping-Guang and Zhang
Da-Qian have much in common. Zhou Ping-Guang’s father, Zhou Qi-He, was a master of Sichuan Opera
and a close friend of Xu Bei-Hong, Fu Bao-Shi and Zhang Da-Qian. That is why Zhou’s family was able to
collect numerous of Zhang’s master pieces. Zhou Ping-Guang’s teachers, Xiao Jian-Chu and Zhao Yun-Yu,
were both of Zhang’s students. Xiao even married one of Zhang’s daughters. Perhaps because of these close
relationships, Ping-Guang’s study and training in Chinese painting, first of the Gongbi style (fine brushwork)
and then of the Xieyi style (freehand brushwork), gives his works the well known qualities of rigor and
meticulousness.

As Zhang Da-Qian said that an artist must be able to do big paintings, most of Ping-Guang’s paintings
are one or two square meters in size. Among the genre of flower-and-bird paintings, these sizes are unusually
large. Moreover, his works are often in Gongbi style, which requires close attention to details, and renders
big paintings even more challenging. Zhang pointed out that big paintings require complex designs dealing
with relationships among many objects, while small sketches involve only a few objects such as a small rock,
several orchid leaves, and two or three bamboo branches. These small sketches are primarily intended for

amusement, and are usually reserved for decorations such as Chinese folding fans. In Ping-Guang’s paintings,
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numerous objects, such as flowers, leaves, plants, waterfalls, rocks, birds, and animals, become parts of a
complex design. Sometimes, he even breaks down the boundary of seasons, and harmoniously place flowers
and birds of different seasons in the same painting. And in some paintings, the birds and flowers number in
the hundreds. Paintings of such complexity were rarely seen during the Tang and Song dynasties, and only
became popular in the Ming Dynasty. When the literati painting style gained momentum during the Qing
Dynasty with emphasis on the usage of ink, the big colorful paintings in Gongbi style declined. Learning
from both the modern masters like Zhang Da-Qian, Xiao Jian-Chu, and Zhao Yun-Yu, and the master works
of the Tang, Song and Ming Dynasties, Ping-Guang has not only inherited their tradition in flower-and-bird
paintings, but also demonstrated his talent and creativity with his innovative techniques and designs.

Although a complex combination of objects increases the difficulty of a painting, it also creates
numerous possibilities for Ping-Guang to sharpen and demonstrate his skills. In his representation of images,
combination of objects, perspectives of structures, implementation of strokes, and manipulation of colors, he
opens a new window in expressing his personal and distinct style in his works.

Most of Ping-Guang’s paintings, especially his flower-and-bird works, are rich in details, and composed
of complex combinations of objects, usually ranging from basic landscapes, such as mountain rocks and a
little stream, to a combination of landscape and flowers, or a flock of various birds. Even when he paints only
one kind of flowering plant, the branches interlace with each other to achieve a high degree of sophistication.
Despite the large scales and the complexities of his paintings, Ping-Guang handles every detail with
precision, down to a feather, a petal, a leaf or a piece of fur. In his paintings, magnolias, peach flowers, and

peonies bloom in harmony; peacocks, golden pheasants, and hoopoe birds contend in beauty; flocks of birds,
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luxuriant trees and flowers, murmuring streams, and grand mountain rocks all compete and compliment one
another in a unique, elegant and multi-faceted composition. In today’s flower-and-bird paintings, complex
designs such as Ping-Guang’s are rarely seen, and it is precisely these details that make his works spectacular.

No matter how complex Ping-Guang’s paintings are, they all have focal points arranged according to
their levels of impact, and contrast of colors and shades throughout the painting. Such techniques make his
paintings elaborate yet not confusing, dense yet not tight, distant yet not lost, and stretched yet not strained.
Furthermore, Ping-Guang shows his extraordinary talent in combining the abstract with the concrete, thus
creating compositions that break away from traditional Gongbi style works that emphasize realism, form
the contours of objects with sharp lines, and apply colors with a low degree of variation. In many of Ping-
Guang’s paintings, the scenes are dotted with large, occasional patches of ink and/or colors. Sometimes, he
creates large patches first as the basic structure of the painting, then adds Gongbi style details. At other times,
he paints objects first in Gongbi style, then adds large patches to achieve fortuitous effects of ink and color
splashing. These abstract strokes and shapes of colors not only deviate from the traditional layout of Gong-
bi style flower-and-bird paintings, but also adds an abstract feeling of space and distance that goes beyond
realism. In the genre of flower-and-bird painting, this is a truly bold experiment by Ping-Guang.

In addition to breaking the traditional formative practice of the Gongbi style, Ping-Guang also combines
the techniques of Gongbi and Xieyi. For example, a swan drawn in fine brushwork is accentuated with
duckweeds done in freehand brushwork; Red-crown cranes drawn in Gongbi style are mixed with reeds in
Xieyi style; and sometimes, plum blossoms painted in freehand brush strokes are accompanied by magpies

that are drawn in a mix of the two styles. This approach reminds us of Qi Bai-Shi’s paintings in which
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freehand ink flowers are arranged in pairs with little insects in Gongbi style.

In addition to Ping-Guang’s instinctive ability to apply the right painting style to the right design,
and to his skills to employ abstract forms of ink and color, his approach of inserting freehand brushwork
into paintings that are mainly composed of fine brushwork, and vice versa, has enabled him to achieve a
harmonious overall effect. Furthermore, the combined use of different object textures and contour-less
objects makes his paintings even more refreshing.

If the approach of inserting abstract objects into realistic designs boldly surpasses the boundary of
realism into spiritual experiences, then the subjective manipulation and the strong use of colors further
enhances these experiences. It is not difficult for us to find those colors in Ping-Guang’s paintings that bring
us such sensations. All one needs to do is to look at his cherry trees fronting an illusory and misty blue
background; egrets leisurely wading in grayish blue lotus pond; a tiny purple lotus flower twinkling from a
dreamy bluish green background. These colors and scenes make one feel like floating in a mythical fairyland,
and they have become one of the distinguishing characters in Ping-Guang’s flower-and-bird paintings. His
color manipulation techniques are obviously inspired by the Dunhuang Frescoes, as evidenced by his heavy
use of colors, his sense of almost touching the objects, and his highly decorative designs with Chinese flavors.
Moreover, his passion of using antique ink stones also gives a vintage feel to his paintings.

A determined pursuit for spiritual experiences is indeed Ping-Guang’s ultimate ambition. In the realm
of Gongbi style flower-and-bird painting, most artists paint the objects as realistic as possible, forgetting
that the purpose of painting is to represent an artist’s perceptual impression of the world. Instead, Ping-

Guang symbolizes his flowers, birds, colors, and object formations in order to surpass the limitation of

014



HizZ \& 5 Photo in Taiwan

realism, and to create a poetic and spiritual mood. In fact, in the above analysis of this writing, whether it
is the symbolization of the flower-and-bird theme, the abstract formation of an object, the application of
coloring techniques for dreamy images, or the complex composition of different objects, all of his efforts
are for creating an imagery, a perception, and a poetic and artistic mood, just like what the great Chinese
poets and writers attempted to create: the pear tree flowers blooming by the “Florescent Streamlet”; colorful

» «

lotuses flourishing in the “Misty and Rosy Clouds”, “Exotic Birds” wandering and flying in the famous Emei
Mountains, a full pond of lotuses and flocks of little birds painted in grayish red and green, “The drifting
jade-like clouds seem to stir the lady’s silk robe, whose brilliant red accentuates her morning makeup. She
saunters to the flower chamber and picks a lotus pod. In the golden sun, she blooms like a bouquet.” Like a
lyricist, Ping-Guang employs all living plants and creatures to express poetic and philosophical moods.
Certainly, Ping-Guang’s paintings belong in the “artist’s paintings” as advocated by Zhang Da-Qian.
His artistic genius, his fine brushworks and strong colors, and his pursuit for poetic and artistic excellence,
both place his works among “artist’s paintings”, and rank them along traditional Chinese paintings with an
emphasis on the Gongbi style, that are significantly different from the so-called “literati paintings”, which
put little value on realism, insist on simplicity of design, and cling to the trivial ink effects lacking poetic and
artistic perception. Although Ping-Guang has absorbed into his works the elements of freehand brushworks

of the literati painting style, one must never attempt to understand his art with the theories of literati painting.

Lin Mu Art historian and art critic, Member of China Artists Association Art Critic Committee, Professor of Sichuan

University, President of Sichuan Normal University Art School
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