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“Though I'm cursed by a thousand opponents, I'll remain in the service of the people!’—The couplet by Lu Xun, in Xu Beihong’s calligraphy
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EDITOR’S NOTE

Xu Beihong, China’s outstanding modern artist and teacher of
fine arts, was a prolific painter. His works, original in form and
content, have had a profound impact on Chinese painting. As a
general introduction to his achievements we have compiled this
series of albums to be published in three parts — traditional
Chinese paintings, sketches and oil paintings. The reproductions

~ are from the more than 1200 paintings now kept in the Xu Bei-
hong Museum.

We gratefully acknowledge the help and support we have

received from many organizations and well-known artists in the
course of compiling these albums.

Beijing Publishing House
June 1979
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PREFACE

by Wu Zuoren
(Wu Tso-jen)

In the last fifty years since the 1920’s, many
different editions of Xu Beihong’s works have been
published at various times. Here we have another
collection which we hope will afford much satisfac-
tion to all art lovers.

When Xu Beihong was studying art in Paris after
the 1919 May Fourth Movement, his works had al-
ready come to the notice of Comrade Zhou Enlai,
who was then engaged in revolutionary activities
there. Towards the end of the period of the Third
Civil War (1946-1949), Xu Beihong was entrusted
by Comrade Mao Zedong and Comrade Zhou Enlai
to do all he could to preserve the art undertakings
in Guomindang-controlled regions. After Liberation
he continued to enjoy the trust and concern of the
Party. In the old society, the fate of China and her
people had caused him much distress and worry.
In the new society, he gave his support to the Party
and socialism, and loved the labouring people. Re-
volutionaries and artists alike of the older genera-
tion all know Xu Beihong created great works of
art. Surrounded by enemy threats and cajoling, his
staunchness, political integrity and strong sense of
justice showed up clearly in his unambiguously
progressive paintings. Zhou Enlai called him a
great master, but during the period of the Gang
of Four and Lin Biao, though he was already
dead, he was bitterly attacked and denigrated as a




“reactionary bourgeois authority”. This present collection has only been
possible since the downfall of the Gang of Four. |

The works in these albums have been chosen from among his over one thou-
sand richly varied traditional paintings, sketches and oils. The wide range of
topics will give professional artists and amateurs a good idea of the brilliance
of Mr Xu’s artistic creation achieved by dint of hard work and practice. The
reproductions will also serve as a guide and example to the reader.

From the time I first started to draw, I often recalled what Mr Xu said
in his classes, “It is better to keep one’s squareness instead of trying to be
smooth and round; it is better to be artless rather than try to be arty.” “One
must avoid the tendency to be facile and smooth; it is better to be solid and
weighty.” Fifty-one years ago, when I started visiting Mr Xu’s home, I used
to see in his studio several works from his student days. They were drawings,
studies of the human body where the artist had attempted to depict curves with
straight lines and the flat planes in round surfaces. As the years passed, I came
to realize, from the depths of my own successes and failures, how good his
technique was and that it had been acquired at the price of immense practice.
Not only had he “discarded mountains of brushes and stained the pond black
with ink”, as the Chinese saying goes, but more important, this great diligence
had enabled him to put into practice his own teachings and create works
of high artistic value.

Though the present collection is limited, we can still draw much inspiration
from it, especially in the field of plastic arts. How could Xu Beihong manage
to portray with such force and vividness the multiple forms and movements
of things? I feel that it was thanks to his close observation of life, his scrutiny
of all things in their detail and in their general form. To increase one’s powers
of expression, bold choice of what to depict and what to leave out is necessary;
to give the viewer more enjoyment, one must leave something to his imagina-
tion. Just as a complete meaning can be expressed in a few words, so a




certain quality can be conveyed without the brush having drawn anything.
And surely the richness of art lies precisely in this power to make people
continue to enjoy the music “though the string has ceased vibrating”, making
“silence more eloquent than words’’. This has brought us to realize that “high”
and “true” art does not mean the unlimited addition of detail. Light touches
or a few deep-toned, powerful strokes of the brush also create masterpieces.

All the paintings in this collection are highly evocative, their distinct subject
is portrayed with great feeling and life. Art is based on life, but must not
be bound down by it, and great skill and technique are only the means to
higher artistic expression. Finite means must not limit infinite meaning.

China has a brilliant cultural heritage which has come down to us unbroken
over the millennia. From the earliest paintings so far discovered, we can see
with what skill the great masters of the past planned their paintings and their
fine dialectical balance between space and ink. The painted parts are not set
or rigid; the spaces are not empty or meaningless. Where the brush has
flowed over the paper, form and expression come to life; where the artist
has refrained from painting, the meaning is subtly conveyed. He knows when
to use his brush and when not to. Precisely because of this, I feel that to “learn
to paint” 1s certainly not easy, but to learn when “not to paint” is even harder.
All forms of art have their creative principles. We cannot judge works of art
purely by their attention to minute detail.

Twenty years ago I wrote the preface to a collection of Xu Beihong’s
Sketches’. T do not want to repeat myself and so I have tried to be brief.

June 1979, Beijing

(Translated by Shi Xiaojing)

*Xu Beihong’s Sketches, published in 1958 by the People’s Fine-arts Publishing House.
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