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A Pilgrimage to Arts

Prof. Wang Jiaxin, Renmin University of China

Two years’ ago, Poet Duoduo and I had a summer journey to the Jiaodong Peninsula.
We met Mr. Wang Qingping, an oil painter in Qingdao then. At the first visit, both of us
were fascinated by his old German style house and his paintings hung all over the
home. In that spacious, bright and elegantly decorated house, Duoduo (who has drawn
oil paintings for a long time) and I appreciated the paintings piece by piece and room by
room with endless praises. To me, the quiet room was not only brightened by sunshine
but also by the brilliance of art. I was deeply touched by the glamour of art and the

passion and pains of the artist in these works.

With time going on, I understand more and more about the artist’s work and life. I
know his works have drawn lots of attention in recent years. Many people gasp in
admiration for his amazing understanding on light and color and emotionally sign for
his late success. I also agree with some comments on him like the great achievements in
description of natural landscapes, superior skills and ability as well as the mellow wisdom.
His keen awareness of art and mature painting style indeed make him rare in his genera-
tion that is worth our further recognition.

However, it matters nothing if there is no deserved attention to his works. As a self-
strived artist, he discarded the mind of waiting for others’ praise and recognition long
time ago. He has already reached the “luminous land” said by Goethe. I truly feel his
commitment to art from his powerful and mature works as well as from the profound
conversation among him, Duoduo and me. He is worthy of his struggles for years and
the expectation from the Muse. He has already been brightened by the glory of art of his

lifetime pursuit.

Since our first meeting, I found he was congenial to us though he is more than ten or
twenty years older than me and at the same generation with my father. Duoduo and I
enjoyed the conversation with him not only because he grasped the essence of art which
links the ancient and modern times, but also for the common views we share both in life
and art. What are they? They are the sincere pursuit of art and the truth of life, the

passion and pains of living and the grotesque and romantic fate of an artist.

This is Mr. Wang Qingping, the one I understand and respect. Born in a large and

poor family, he inherited values of bearing hardships and working hard as well as the



indomitable will from his parents who did not create an artistic atmosphere for him. Thanks to the inheritance, which means the most important thing

to him, he reached the “land” by overcoming difficulties and frustrations again and again.

However, when was the seed of art first sown in his heart? It is indeed a riddle. According to Wang, he was fascinated by a picture of Venus de Milo
printed on a pencil box of his deskmate at the first sight as an ignorant schoolboy. It was the first time that he found such a beautiful and divine figure
in the world. Maybe at that time, art rooted in his heart. He copied the picture countless times and stapled his works into a book. This is the start of his

artistic life.

With such a strong, whimsical and secret love, he began to learn painting three times a week in a night school when he was ten. He borrowed
money from others to pay for the tuition fee and used the blank head pages of old books bought from peddlers as drawing papers. He even spent 0.12
yuan buying an old color box from a ragpicker to draw his favorite water color. His poor and struggling early life reminds me of a saying of Camus

who was born in Algeria, “Men must live and create. Live to the point of tears.” Such early life makes a man’s pursuit to art as clear as crystal.

Wang did not waste his previous efforts and the passion for art since childhood by getting into the High School of Fine Arts as seventeen. To young
men with dreams of art, it was a great opportunity to change their lives. At that time, the High School was in the same yard with the Central Academy
of Fine Arts (CAFA). He received a systematic education on art and painting skills as well as lectures by maestros like Wang Shikuo, Dong Xiwen, Wu
Zuoren and Li Keran. However, as a diligent student who was used to self-education, he found the CAFA library a more fantastic world. He once read
an archive of world famous paintings published in Japan from a friend in Qingdao. He described the reading as “an hour which influenced my whole

life”. He ploughed into many archives of masters” works which broadened his horizon and set a clear coordinate of his dream of art.

Besides, he spent many nights reading lots of literary classics like the works of Dante, Pushkin, Lermontov and Tolstoy in library and was
enlightened by these masterpieces, Jean-Christophe and Life of Beethoven by Romain Rolland in particular. The lives and spirits of the self made
artists grabbed his heart and influenced him profoundly and lastingly. Beethoven’s fight against destiny, the passion and sacrifice to art as a saint
unfolded an artist’s life in front of him at the first time. Since then, He had known what was great life and the model of art. He took a vow of sacrificing
himself to art like Warrior Danco(a hero in Gorky’s The Story of Danco) , who took out his own heart and burnt it to show his fellowmen the way out

of a forest.

This reminds me of the words in Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet. 1 felt a quiver beyond any words passing through my body when I first read them.
“Must I write? You should dig out an answer from the innermost. If you answer it solemnly with ‘I do’, then construct your life according to your need.”

“You should accept your title as an artist and bear the duty and greatness.”

Of course, young Wang Qingping did not read these sentences at that time. But I guess he must have experienced the same spiritual progress as

Rilke. Otherwise, he could not set up such a deep and intrinsic connection with art and stick to it through lifetime. Thanks to the art models like

Beethoven, he got through the ordeal with an extraordinary willpower and evaded the distortion of art caused by the Cultural Revolution. And the spirit
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and ideal on art formed during his study in the High School of Fine Arts guide him a right direction to art after a long trudge.

Therefore, he saw an artist’s life full of creativity and struggles ahead. Nothing more he need could be learned in the classrooms. He wanted to be
the followers of Nature and life as Van Gogh, the Russian Ambulant School painters and the ancient Chinese masters who read thousands of books, and
traveled thousands of miles around. He quit the study in High School of Fine Arts and left Beijing for a fishing village on the coasts of Yantai in East

China’s Shandong Province with a dream of sketching from nature, experiencing life and living there forever.

However, under that circumstance, he could not live as he wished but as a screw to be fastened in the social machine. Since the late 1950s, he
worked as an art designer in Shandong Provincial Industrial Exhibition Hall and later in Qingdao Arts and Crafts Corporation. These working

experiences provided source materials for his art creation anyhow.

Later came the storm of Cultural Revolution, a test to man like him who sticks to his own artistic style and spiritual pursuit. He of course became
a target in this formidable movement as he was framed to deliberately cast shadows on leader’s face by using the color contrast when drawing a portrait
of a leader. All his books, painting albums and more than 500 water color paintings were burnt to ash, even the old color box he bought from a

ragpicker was trampled by the rebels. He was criticized, kept apart and investigated and reformed through works like sweeping and trash transportation.

During those long, humiliating and desperate days, he thought of death to finish all. Indeed, he heard the call of death. But that great model of art
encouraged him to keep on. Like an old saying “Confront a person with the danger of death and he will fight to live”, he gave up all the illusions of
reality, took art as a religion and walked on a pilgrimage to art like a believer. He transferred to oil painting, a more expressive way to realize his soul’s
forever seek for art after all his water color paintings and the old color box were destroyed. He made a pocket painting box which could be held by
fingers and got up at five in the morning, before the labor which started at eight, to draw sketches at the seaside, in the bushes or quiet lanes. At nights,

he created larger and more completed cloth oil paintings based on the palm-sized sketches made in the early morning at the attic.

In such circumstances and mood, he spent days and nights in drawing still lives and landscapes except the figure painting to avoid politics. The
ocean in particular had become a harbor of his heart filled with untold sufferings. When appreciating the ocean he painted during that time, one can feel
the communication between him and the ocean and the unconstrained passion. The metal-like brushworks depicting the seawater embracing the rocks

express his heart’s trembling when facing the roaring sea.
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The hardships he weathered during the Cultural Revolution set up a profound connection between him and the art on the ground level. The sea
view pictures he drew at that time presented a scene of desolation and revealed his depression for the bleak future and unrealized lofty ambitions.
While the quiet lanes, forests and still lives show his desire for peace in the turbulent time. His feelings and moods were reflected on the color,

sometimes bright and sometimes gloomy.

However, he is not an abstract expressionist but a faithful disciple of realism due to the deep influence from the Russian-style arts education and
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artists like Repin, Surikov and Levitan in his early days. The unfair fate had not changed his love for life and nature. He wants his art to be built on the

observation and impression of life and nature.

Therefore, he has a deep and genuine understanding of light and color. His sense and hunt for light which is mirrored on the sea at dawn in
particular are so impressive that make the audiences’ eyes moist when looking at the fresh glory of dawn. To me, the sense of art and the adversity in

life have contributed to his study and eulogy on light. His observation and experience at that time set a solid basis for his later achievements.

His situation turned better as time goes on, from sweeping and transporting trash to making picture frames and later drawing pictures. During that
time, he got chances to travel to Shaoxing, Suzhou, Guizhou and Sichuan which enriched his materials and deepened his knowledge on nature, history

and culture.

Thanks to the support and comfort from art, he learned to stand the trials calmly. And in the last stage of Cultural Revolution, when a little bit flavor
of freedom was smelled, he created several impressive figure paintings. The Old Teacher (1975) reveals the faith and dignity of life in a heavy and
bitter color; The Young Boy, a portrait of his eldest son, shows us the love for life and hope for future in an agile and joyful brushworks. His skills on
sketches and still lives also developed gradually. Still Lives at the Window (Part 1) in 1976 embraces you with the chilling and fresh air in early spring,
with the glass vase, the sturdy and warping flower twigs, dark colored fruits and the reflection of light on the table surface and window glasses. The
Raining Morning (1976) which depicts a driver in a raincoat walking towards a tricycle for work in a drizzling morning shows us the light of raindrops
vividly and even the sound of rain could be heard in that thick and dark hue. His unique artistic conceptions and extraordinary techniques differentiate

him from those who were popular in Cultural Revolution!

His firm belief is also represented by a vase of red flowers blossomed in the dim light of night in the Darkness (1975). He had protected his
spiritual homeland during the long dark nights by persevering with the belief, dignity and conscience of a man. Meanwhile, his art was getting ripe

during the combats with miseries and unfairness.

At the end of Cultural Revolution, when the whole nation woke up from a nightmare, Wang Qingping’s long-oppressed desire for art creation
erupted like a volcano. The bright he pursued for whole life shone upon him again. His representative works at that time, the still lives and landscapes

painted in the late 1970s with warm, bright and fresh colors expressed his joy for regaining the bright.

His art style also turned to a critical point. Except deepening and improving the original one, he absorbed the impressionistic skill on light and
color and creatively combined the two. The rich and dense hues he used to depict landscape and still lives have a poetic taste and moods, just as some

critics said, “the light and air at background with the overflowing mist create a delicate diversity on spaces and fascinating atmosphere.”

He is never satisfied with himself. In the several years just after the Cultural Revolution, he drew pictures every day, read books eagerly and tried

to understand new things. He was thinking of a breakthrough on art while studying what he had read. He once said with a deep understanding,



“Studying great works are more important than drawing.”

s

He also favors theme on lives at marketplaces like Morning Market in Shaoxing (1979) and Morning Market on Sifang Road (1988). The descrip-
tion of marketplaces shows people’s hope for life and freedom after a long time oppression in Cultural Revolution. The impressionistic skill of color
and light, his life as an ordinary man and his habitually sketching in early morning make him a unique figure on drawing such subject in China.
Moreover, these works enable the audience to feel his deep love for life and the primitive pulse of life which cannot be stopped or broken by any

power.

He reached a peak of art production from the end of Cultural Revolution to the end of 1980s. As a symbol, Misty Morning (1984) presents the old
water lanes in South China with an old woman bending down to light the stove under the historic stone-tiled roof. The depiction of the dancing fire is
5o vivid that one could even smell the coal smokes! Although the sky is full of haze with mist rising from the river, the mist-piercing light has changed

the still water into the melting gold!

Morning Market in Shaoxing (1979), his another representative work, is a colorful and beautiful song for life. The busy and lively market at dawn,
the fire light and sounds of cookers in a crowded snack bar, a street vendor opening an umbrella for his stall, a spinning tricycle and the driver’s
strained bending back and the crystal streams of raindrops from the dark blue tiled roofs, all these are presented simultaneously with the overlapping

and reflecting colors. It is the Riverside Scene At Qingming Festival (a famous ancient Chinese picture ) in modern time.

However, he could not avoid the pressure given by social changes, the come of a business time in particular. To balance the expenditure on
affording parents and raising up children as well as painting, he taught the part-time drawing classes rather than commercializing his art. He follows
a rule that economizing daily life, enriching art creation. With “peautiful and famous poems are from a poverty-stricken soul” (a sentence from
famous poet Su Dongpo in Song Dynasty) as a motto, he keeps going out to sketch those “out-of-date” and “useless” subjects in a consuming and

materialized world. He would rather live a poor, hard but poetic life which was shown as the humble cottages on hills with stone stairs towards there
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and shining rocks along the road in his works like A House in Deep Mt. Laoshan,He will never forget his true color and origin.

With such insistence in and faith for art ideal and conscience, since the 1980s and 1990s, he has educated lots of students including his eldest son

who are famous artists now and carry on his spirit.
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“I contribute my whole life to art,” said Wang. After retirement, he was rejuvenated both in energy and spirit. Since the mid 1990s, he explored new

horizon and produced lots of works. In 1996, he visited many art museums and galleries which he has yearned for a long time in France and other
European countries. In Paris, he rent an expensive hotel room for a week to draw a café opposite to the window which produces one of his masterpiece
Night in Paris. The excellent use of color and light depicting the raining night in Paris and expressing the innermost joy is so impressive that is rare
even in impressionism paintings. No wonder that he is modest and joyful when talking about the work as “It seems that I truly touched the pulse of art
like the overjoyed Corot finally find the secret of drawing a sky in his eighties.”
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