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Gu Yuan’s Watercolour Landscapes

Zhang Zuoming

Gu Yuan. the celebrated woodcut artist, is an outstanding watercolour painter as well. Executed in a fresh,
simple style, his watercolour landscapes are imbued with fervour and a poetic sensibility that inspires and delights the
viewer.

Gu Yuan fell in love with watercolour painting while still at middle shool and often recreated his beautiful
hometown with his brush. But later, during war years, lack of materials forced him to engage mainly in woodcut
creation, in which he displayed outstanding artistic talent. Woodcuts of his.such as Transporting Grass. Storing Grain,
Brother's Leave, At the Meeting to Reduce Land Rent, Burning Old Land Deeds, Human Bridge, Cane Field and Liu
Zhidan and the Red Army.are well-known and occupy an important position in modern Chinese art history. After the
establishment of the People’s Republic, Gu Yuan took up the watercolour brush he had neglected for so long and
painted several hundred watercolour landscapes in a unique style which roused great attention and won high praise
from art circles in China and abroad.

Gu Yuan's watercolour landscapes have the follwing main features: a distinct sense of the times, a strong rustic
flavour, and a harmonious blending in their mode of expression of the artistic language of woodcuts and of Chinese
painting.

A distinct sense of the times constitutes the fundamental feature of Gu Yuan's art works including both his
wooducts and watercolours. A talented artist with firm convictions and a strong sense of responsibility to society, Gu
Yuan is adept at conceiving and capturing visual images characteristic of the times and successfully portraying them
through the medium of art. He is sensitive to the changes of modern life. He often sketches, but avoids a quick, literal
rendering. He always observes things carefully, refining them, seeking the images which will most successfully



manifest the character of the times. choosing new angle from which to discover the spirit of the times as revealed in the
phenomena of everyday life, and exploring the inner meaning of social beauty as reflcted in natural objects. Therefore
Gu Yuan’s watercolour landscapes, far from being slavish copies of objects, are vivid relections of life and the spirit of
the times, with great artistic appeal.

Outside the Ancient City Gate was painted in the early 1950s. In the picture the ancient city gate, which has
witnessed countless vicissitudes. stands in sharp contrast to new buildings whose frames form a virtual forest. The
new look of the ancient city is an epitome of the thriving new China. From which viewers can apprehend the energetic
spirit of that period and draw strength to advance. After the Severe Winter is pregnant with meaning. In early spring,
ice starts melting on the lake, tree buds begin to come out, and flocks of ducks play about in the water; it is a refreshing
morning scene. The title itself deepens the theme: this landscape was painted after the downfall of the “Gang of
Four™. Looking at the painting, viewers link the natural scene with events in human society. In the natural world,
after the severity of winter comes spring, when everything resuscitates; in social reality, the ending of the “‘severe
winter” which brought disaster to China gave hundreds of millions of people new life. With its strong reflectionof the
Zeitgeist, the painting vividly shows the happiness and hope of the Chinese people at that particular period in history.

Another outstanding feature of Gu Yuan’s watercolour landscapes is their strong rustic flavour. He never paints
“purely natural” landscapes. When painting a landscape, he always searches for the feeling in it and uses that feeling
to paint the scene, seeking always the tone of rural life. The source of his art is his understanding of life and love for it.
As he was born and grew up in the countryside, he has established an indissoluble bond with the working people
during his art career of several decades. He understands and loves country life deeply. Therefore, each watercolour
landscape he paints is like clear water trickling form a spring, imbued with a strong flavour of rural life. Such
representative works of his as Pastureland in Inner Mongolia, The Theatre'in Shaoxing, Rural Area in Northeast China,
Forest Team, Yellow Rape Flowers, Drying Haws, The Yellow River Ferry, The Northern Shaanxi Transport Team,
Terraced Fields, After Rain and Busy Winter in Hainan are all true to life and have strong artistic appeal.

Many of Gu Yuan’s landscapes feature people hard at work. Though these figures are very small in size, their
movements, posture and facial expressions are delicatedly portrayed. They are labourers, the creators of material and
spiritual wealth and the masters of the mountains, rivers and land, for whom Gu Yuan feels great respect and love.
Smoke Over the Taihu Lake, for example, depicts the everyday life of the boatmen on Lake Tai: white sails set against
the distant mountains, the boatman cooking among the reeds, a stream of smoke rising over the lake. This moving
landscape is a truthful portrayal of the boatmen’s arduous yet fascinating life. Pulling the Stone Roller presents a
scene from North China: Next to a stone house,a donkey pulls a stone roller while a woman running behind it. Grain
containers and other tools lic on the ground, and two chickens peck grain. With its trong flavour of rural life, the
painting skilfully blends feeling with scenery and content with form, fully displaying the labouring people’s healthy,
lofty realm of thought.



In some landscapes, such as Fish Pond, Gu Yuan does not paint human figures directly. But their feeling and life
are there. Instead of maintaining a cold attitude towards the objective world, he ardently observes the changes of the
natural world throughout the four seasons, capturing different tones and colour and reflecting them in his paintings.
Under his brush everything in the natural world reflects the specific character of human beings and the meaning of
social life, for they are of the world in which people live and work.

Another unique characteristic of Gu Yuan’s watercolour landscape is the use of the artisitic language
of woodcuts. As a great master of woodcuts, he absorbs the good points of woodblock printing, such as its lively
rhythm, sharp contrast and simplicity and applies them to his watercolour painting, thereby forming his own style.
Like his woodcuts, Gu Yuan’s watercolour landscape painting is simple. Instead of seeking a complex interplay of
light and colour, he emphasizes presentation of the richest content through the simplest form. 4 Corner of the
Mountain City is a watercolour sketch of scenic Chongging. He paints the buildings and stairs in ochre and the
scenery in ink with bold, thick lines, bringing out the undulating streets of the mountain city in clear relief. The heavy
background sets off the daylight relfecte by the colurful umbrellas and the glistening roads, giving the whole painting
a sharply contrastive effect.

By borrowing the artsitic language of frechand Chinese ink-and-wash painting, Gu Yuan has enriched
watercolour painting, broadened its realm and opened up a new road for its development of a national style. In the
landscapes he painted in 1961 at Lake Tai and in 1972 at the Jinggang Mountains, Xin’anjiang and Shaoxing, he
adopted the artistic language of traditional Chinese painting and painted on traditional xuan and pi paper, fully
demonstrating his ingenuity in brushwork, colour and the handling of painted versus unpainted surfaces while deftly
maintaining the brightness, liveliness and transparency of watercolour.

In the painting of watercolur landscapes, Gu Yuan has always persisted in forming a conception first and then
painting, and in that conception lies the inerest of the work. No matter whether he sketches on the spot or paints from
memory, he first forms a clear idea and then modifies, refines and finally decides what to paint. Free from the
restrictions of an actual scene or object, he tries to present the beauty of the subject as profoundly, distinctively,
vividly and representatively as possible and to express its aesthetic effect and ideal form.

The essence of Gu Yuan’s achievement lies outside his painting. The interest of his paintings comes from his
cultivation of qualities exclusive of his skill with the brush. Though himself an artist of great attainments, Gu Yuan
has widely absorbed the good points of other artists, borrowing the best elements from the ancient, the modern, the
Chinese and the foreign to enrich his work. he never sticks blindly to conventions or adheres rigidly to old rules. He
consistently explores artistic angles, conceptions and aesthetic perceptions new to both himself and others, ceaselessly
thinking, practising and creating fresh art and his artistic style constantly changes and develops.

Gu Yuan’s watercolour landscapes, like melodious pastoral songs, sing the praises of the mountains, rivers and
lands of our country; like fragrant, bright mountain flowers, they add brilliant colour to the life of our people.
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