TIAN YONG'S COLLECTION OF FLOWER-AND-BIRD PAINTINGS
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Rare Gifted Style of Elegant Lucidity
- On the Fine Brushwork Painting of Tian Yong
by Sun Ke

After a recession period of more than seven hundred years, the
traditional Chinese realistic painting characterized by fine brushwork
and close attention to detail has witnessed a historical opportunity of
an all-round renaissance by the end of the 20th century. When
looking back to history of the fine brushwork painting, one will find
that at the prime of its life in Tang and Song Dynasties, which were
virtually its flourishing period, the Chinese traditional wash painting
was just at its pre-development stage. Later on, when one fell, the
other rose, and with the influence of the paintings of man-of-letters,
situation of the Chinese traditional wash painting gradually turned
for better, and while the fine brushwork painting was on the downs
such situation reached its peak in the late Qing Dynasty.

The skill of fine brushwork painting witnessed a relatively
backward trend too. The profiling of some paintings of the figures of
ladies was flimsy and frail and quite weak in brushwork, which
looked dull and divorced from life. In the wake of the rising national
spirit in the current century, the fine brushwork painting art begins to
rejuvenate with Chen Zhifu, Yu Feian and Xu Yansun of the senior
generation to blaze a new trail through thistles and thorns in the
front, and masters like Liu Lingcang, Pan Jiezi, Tian Shiguang and
Yu Zhizhen to succeed and reinforce at the rear, playing the role of
re-establishing development position for the Chinese traditional fine
brushwork paintings. In the 1950s to the 1970s, they had not only
created a number of excellent Chinese fine brushwork paintings, but
also trained and brought up a good deal of outstanding creative
painters of the Chinese fine brushwork painting in many art colleges
and institutes of high learning. Since the 1980s, the fine brushwork
painting art has become thriving day by day, and the situation
cannot be better as new talented people have been growing up
rapidly. However, one must not forget that since the past decade,
there has been a whole generation, who has made contributions to
what it is to-day. In other words, it is the heritage and development
from the Chinese fine brushwork painters of an elder generation.
They were young people devoted to studies and creation of the fine
brushwork painting around the 1950s, and remained obscure all their
life dedicating themselves to the creation of the fine brushwork
painting. They now become the main force in the fine brushwork
painting circles. Their contribution and accomplishment are there for
all to see. In particular, the art and aspiration of the flower-and-bird
painter Tian Yong deserved credit and more attention from the public
in many respects.

Being the wise successor to renowned flower-and-bird painter
Tian Shiguang, Tian Yong enjoys exceptional advantages. It is
because of the fact that the Chinese painting art has its own law, a
very strict rule in skills, which are handed down as a rule from master
to his follower. To the painter, guidance or no guidance from
talented masters is almost decisive to success or failure. Tian Yong

has the advantage of family inheritance, and obtained instructions
from many distinguished masters since very young. He is virtually
growing up in a profound and tranditional artistic environment. In
1961, he was admitted through examination into the China Painting
Institute, Beijing, took the advanced course in Chinese Painting, and
was under the guidance of such famous painters as Wang Xuetao,
Wu Jingting, Qin Zhongwen, Wang Shensheng, Guan Songfang,
Guo Chuenzhang and other well-known teachers. Though he had
learned the Western literary sketch, which was only for reference and
comparison, he started his study in a traditional way. That is why,
there is a rich flavour of traditional paintings in his works. In
comparison with students of Chinese Painting Department of the Art
Academy, who have difficulties in freeing themselves from the
Western painting concepts, he is definitely not “unfortunate” in a
way. There is no denying of the fact that the study of Western sketch
does play a positive role in improving the modeling ability in Chinese
painting though it is not so distinctive in flower-and-bird painting.
However, when we come to Tian Yong's art, we can see that since
he has started from tradition, there is neither lacking of mutual
understanding, nor any incosistency between accepting and as-
similating rules and forms of basic skills and brushwork practices.
Things go quite naturally with him. Tian Yong was born in a family
famous for fine brushwork painting, and received strict training
besides direct influence of the family since his childhood. After
admittance to the Painting Institute, He became student of Xuetao to
learn the freehand brushwork of flower-and-bird painting, and also
learned the landscape painting from prominent masters like Wu
Jingting, Qin Zhongwen and others. What a rich nutrition from so
much authentic essence of art from so many prominent masters! It is
manifested in his art that he has really benefited from the instructions
of many masters, and, as a result, he has incorporated things of
diverse nature to build up a profound and sound foundation of his
own, and can do both freehand brushwork and fine brushwork
paintings with skill and ease.

In the ancient time, the boundary between the fine brushwork
and the freehand brushwork paintings was quite clearly defined, and
the flower-and-bird painting at early stage was basically the art of
fine brushwork. Though painting styles of Xu and Huang of the “Five
Dynasties” were regarded as “an alien style”, one being noted for
“unruly simple and elegant”, and the other “richly colour and
imposing”, they were different only in the thickness and lightness in
colours. From the paintings of Xu Xi handed down from generations,
one can see that they were quite exquisite and delicate. And the
separation of fine brushwork and freehand brushwork took place at a
much later date. Such separation has a positive impact on the
formation of different schools, refinement and harmony in styles and
features. The period of Song and Yuan Dynasties has produced quite



a few fine brushwork painting art gems which no subsequent
generations can compare. However, the rigid dogmas of different
schools ended in conservatism and yielded negative effects, which
are what we people see in the history of art. Visions and concepts of
modern human beings are opened wide in the current of the time,
which know no boundary and restriction set by predecessors. Take
Tian Yong's art for instance, he can combine the art of fine
brushwork and freehand brushwork in his works, giving rise to a
natural and unrestrained appeal. As compared with some fine
brushwork painters from the north who attach importance to the
painting skills and strictly stick to craftsmanship inherited from their
teachers, Tian Yong seems to pay more attention to taste and appeal
with artistic concepts, poise and charm in his artistic pursuits.
Speaking about my perception, | always feel light and easy at heart
when looking at Tian Yong's fine brushwork paintings for so many
years. His paintings give me an impression of aesthetic beauty as
abundance, elegance, tenderness or cuteness. While looking at
paintings by other fine brushwork painters, | can hardly avoid feeling
tense and nervous though | also appreciate their meticulous
attainments and fine minuteness. Just as Dong Qichang commented
on Qiu Ying:” When Shifu is at painting, his ears are deaf to drum
beating and trumpet blowing, and his eyes are blind to the dressing
up woman next door. What a painstaking job he is taking. | only
realized at the age of fifty that this kind of painting style is hard to
master”. Facts prove that Dong Qichang had retreated from
hardships ahead. The fine brushwork painting, nevertheless, can give
the viewer a sense of vivid freshness, which is really a hard nut to
crack. Of course, painting as a kind of art has set a "high degree of
difficult” subject for people to deal with, and the difficulty is
unimaginable to ordinary people. Only the one who can “walk along
a dangerous road as if on an even path” and “take a heavy load
light”, can be called a master-hand. Yet painting art can not attain its
achievement only by “high degrees of difficulty” as acrobatics does.
Even if in acrobatics, “creativeness” should be valued above the
degree of difficulty. Otherwise, it is no longer art, but a “Vaudeville”
or “"Martial Art”. Therefore, “difficulty” degree is not the only thing to
judge the fine brushwork painting, and creativeness is in fact more
important.

Though artistic concept in painting comes from a painter's
subjective creativeness, the kaleidoscopic nature and life are the root
cause. One can always find from Tian Yong's works that in his
artistic practice in almost four decades, he has spent most of his time
and energy in drawing himself near to nature and painting from
nature as much as possible.. It is highly beneficial to a painter like
him being erudite through paternal teaching and influence and with
profound traditional attainments. His “Clear Up After A Spring
Rainfall”, which was probably painted at the beginning of the 1980s

after his return from the Wuyi Mountain. In the painting, it is seen
that new bamboo in lovely green colour is surrounded by buds and
bamboo shoots springing up vigorously, and some little birds are
spreading their wings in the wind. Peaceful and happy atmosphere in
the painting mirrors the painter’'s gaiety at the initial stage of Reform
and Opening Campaingn. Another painting “A View in Xishuangba-
nna”, which was painted in 1982, presents a white peacock in its
leisure retreat of mountain flowers and green bamboo groves. There
is also a scene of auspices and gaiety.

Some works can be appraised as “lucid and elegant”. This is a
high attainment in the fine brushwork painting as people often say
that “lucid and clear sentence cannot be elegant and elegant writing
is often without lucidity”. It is the most difficult to be both lucid and
elegant in one and the same time. These are words that Jin
Shengtan gave to the “Story of the West Chamber”. | dare not take
them to my credit, but | just borrow the expression to use on Tian
Yong's painting works, for | feel that things might be all right that
way. “Pear Blossom and Turtledove”, “Peacock and Camellia”,
“Darkly Sweet Scent”, “Four Panels: Spring, Summer, Autumn and
Winter” and others (not only these of course, for | mention just a
few) will convince my friends to share my point of view.

Tian Yong is a diligent student and worker. Although he was
born of a wellknown family he does not want to put himself totally
under cover of the protective shade of his respectful father Tian
Shiguang. It is seen that he has learnt and inherited the old master's
superb skill and elegant style in painting plume and flower on one
hand, and mastered dynamic, natural and unrestrained, correct and
vivid skills in the freehand brushwork of flower-and-bird painting
from Master Wang Xuetao on the other hand. Therefore, his skill
achievement can also be seen in some of his freehand brushwork
paintings. The most important of all is that things he has learnt from
Xuetao, Qin Zhongwen, Wu Jingting, Wang Shensheng and others
are finally reflected in his own art one after another. It is seen here
that he has not restricted himself to one particular style in painting
after all, his natural and unrestrained painting style is generally
originated from here. Tian Yong, as a mature painter, has too many
strong points for me to enumerate. | can only express my idea
superficially on the main area of style. In spite of this, my subjective
view may still be inevitably one-sided. | do appreciate to receive
guidance in this respect.

November, 1996.
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LRI (1567 %130cm)
Peacock and Camellia
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Village View
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BIEHIS (99 X 74cm)
Pear Blossom and Turtledove
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MAE85 (130%200cm)

Peony and Pigeon
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ZME (138%68cm)
Golden Autumn
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HANE (138%68cm)

Peony and Longevity
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BEEM (75%130cm)
Flowering Crabapple and Oriole
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LRI (68 % 134cm)
A Pair of Swallows Around Wisteria
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