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A Lively Spirit of Charm
— _Comments on Song Wenzhi’ s Recent Paintings by Huang Miaozhi

The history of traditional Chinese landscape painting dates back to 1,500 years ago, when a systematic
theory on painting was developed. ”Six Methods of Painting” proposed by Xie He, a commentator in the
Southern Qi Bynasty ( 479-502 ), is regarded as the first piece of theory on painting. Xie put forward from
start such an abstract concept of “a lively spirit” as a standard of a good painting. Later on, generations of
theoreticians have elaborated on this point. For example, Zhang Geng in the Ming Dynasty ( 1368-1644 )
commented on the theory of ”a lively spirit ” in his "A Careful Appreciation of Paintings” as follows:

” A lively spirit of a painting may come from the ink, from the brush, it may also come from the
painter’s consciousness or from his unconsciousness. The spirit that comes from unconsciousness is the top
grade, the spirit that comes from consciousness ranges the second, when it comes from the brush, the
spirit is again inferior... What is the unconscious spirit? That is, when the painter concentrates his attention,
looking round and using his brush, he painted something that he had not expected. ”

Dai Chunshi, a scholar who lived in the Qing Dynasty ( 1644-1911 ), also said in his “Random Quotations
from Inscriptions on Paintings:”

"The ink strokes should break the bondage of the picture itself, and the living spirit should exist beyond
the reach of the ink strokes. Then the audience may sense thet thare is another invisible picture in the painting.”

These opinions present the ultimate pursuit of China’s landscape painters: a natural movement. This
movement depicts a state of void and intelligence. The use of ink and brush is only one way to achieve
the lively spirit which is "beyond the reach of the ink strokes,” and ”to paint something that he did not
intend to.” The idea of a ”vivid touch” proposed by Gu Kaizi of the Eastern Jin Dynasty ( 317-420 )
indicates that the most important thing in painting a figure is to portray his eyes. In the same way.
landscape painters put their stress on depicting a lively spirit. Yang Weizhen of the Yuan Dynasty ( 1271-
1368)) said in his ” An Illustration of Golden Lessons:” A vivid touch is a lively spirit.”

The notion of a ”lively spirit’ exists beyond the ink strokes and the picture, but it is also a combination
of the ink strokes, colors, scenes and layouts. The ink strokes and scenes in a picture are concrete and
visible while the notion of a ”lively spirit” can only be sensed, but not explained in words. Wang Yi of
the Qing Dynasty quoted Wang Yuanqi, a theoretician, as saying:” What is marvellous lies not in the
picture’ s layout, but in the impression it gives to the audience: not in the visible scenes, but in the
invisible.” This statement reveals the true essence of traditional Chinese landscape painting.

A painter s artistic pursuit will usually face a point of what people call “suddenly see the light” when
his art has been developed to a certain degree. He is wise to have a ”swift change.” The late painter
Qi Baishi underwent a ”self-denial at an old age.” He was actually just over 60 at that time. This reform

paved the way of another 30 years of his glorious art. This\”change” is extremely important in his artistic
life.



The paintings by Song Wenzhi have been well-known both at home and abroad for the past 30 years.
He laid a solid foundation of traditional Chinese painting by studying under Wu Hufang and Zhang
Shiyuan. He also learnt from Lu Yanshao and Zhu lJizhang. This is the first stage of his art career. Later

on, he borrowed as an example Li Keran’s way of incorporating foreign techniques into Chinese art forms.

Together with Fu Baoshi and others, Mr. Song went outdoors to do sketches and went deep intothe the realities.

His works were thus imbued with a sense of the times. This is the second stage. Since the ten- year ”cultural
revolution” which ended in 1976, Mr. Song has summed up his experiences and freed himself to portray his
individuality. He has discarded the dross and selected the essential of the earlier two stages and blazed a new
trail in his exploration.

Mr. Song came back not long ago from southern China. He has shown me his recent works after his 7 s wift
change. "W e can barely see the ink strokes in some of these works( ”Snow ”)in this selection. Some are seemingly
void in a cloud of mist (”N Bamboo-like Peaks,””A Cloudy Mountain”) . some pictures are dotted with ink after
coloring (Mt Huashan) while others are heavily dotted and colored with black ink. (”The Reflected Images of
Sailing Boats). All the variations in ink shades and colors are characterized by a hazy spirit. The painter then
added some specific scenes onto the picture. For example, the birds and sailing poats in "Little Boats on the
Yangtze River, ” ginkgo trees in "A Small Village” and houses, trees, and stones in his other works. All these
were portrayed in minute strokes to depict a subtleness ana a lively spirit.

Mr. Song’s recent paintings carry a fresh and delicate feature with completely new techriques. This is a
new stage of his art career. Reople can sense in his paintings a wise application of ”an invis ble picture beyond
the reach of the ink strokes” and ”"to paint something that he did not intend to.” People may come to know that
the most important conceptof ”a lively spirit” recommended by ancient Chinse artirts can be found in today’s
traditional Chinese painting.

After appreciating Song wenzhi’s recent paintings, I feel a great joy with the painter.
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A View on the Shujiang River




K T
Along the Taihu Lake
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Mt Lushan in Clouds
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Mountain Stream
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Mt. Huangshan in Mist
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A Small Village
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The Shujiang River in Autumn
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A Sunny Morning in Mt. Lushar
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Waterfall
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