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Mysterious Beauty of Poetic Flavor

By Gu Wu

--Poct Yan Zhen And His Painting

Since successfully holding a solo exhibition of paintings in Washington ten years
ago, the unique paintings of Yan Zhen, a variant of Chinese inkwash, have aroused
wide interest among art-lovers and collectors at home and abroad. High praise and
media attention have also followed his individual exhibitions held in museums in
the capitals of China and Australia.

Yan Zhen is a famous poet in China. He first earned his reputation in the 1950s
with beautiful collections of poems, including In Spring, in Spring, While
Seeding, Song of Jiangnan, Changjiang River Flow through in front of My Window,
Musical Spring and Bamboo Lance. His poetry has been translated into English,
Japanese, French, German, Spanish, Korean, Vietnamese and others, and others, and
has been read around the world. His two-volume epic A Solemn Pledge of Love, was
praised as of Chinese version of Ton Juan, and Sun in Bud and Who Can Be Drunk
With Me both long lyrical collections of poems were well received. All these
poems reflect a brilliant light in Chinese poetry.

However, Yan Zhen is both a poet and a painter. The characteristic of his poetry
is to paint with the poem, and the characteristic of his paintings is to write
with the paintings. Although his poems and painting are different forms of art,
they combine into a unique artistic talent that bursts forth simultaneously as
two ends of the branches of a tree, nothing in common with each other but two
interdependent artistic worlds. It is this uniqueness that induces such special
comments from the media. Dozens of domestic and international newspapers and
magazines have introduced the outstanding characteristics of his work-poems in
paintings. Among them an article in Literature and Art Newspaper was the most
representative, pointing out: “When people come to the China National Museum of
Art to read poems one day, what people read are not poems made up of characters
but drawn with lines and colors-this is my first impression when I attend the
painting exhibition of Yan Zhen, the great poet.” Audience messages in the
signature book of the painting exhibition echoed this, with someone writing, “At
the very first sight, what are seen are Yan Zhen’s inkwash paintings, but then the
inkwash poems of Yan Zhen are revealed” and “Colors of dreams, passions of
poems”. Most gratifyingly, the messages that these visitors leave show the
sweeping acceptance of each paintings’ artistic characteristics by regular people.



Yet it seems that the term painting poems alone cannot represent completely the
unique poetic beauty of Yan Zhen's paintings. The paintings are neither the stale
poetic flavor of borrowed traditions nor that dull taste of copied works. These
works, like poetry, show a painter’s feeling from his soul in life, and from fresh
realistic discoveries. The art is motivated and passionate, and it becomes a new
style delivering artistic charm and strong surprise to people the way only an
original artistic work can. Yan Zhen thinks that art and painting are, first of
all, the soul and emotion of people. It is a person’s fast changing mood, a matrix
of endless time and unlimited space, colors and lines, spiritualism and
transcendence, like a bleak and deep echo of a big bell sounding at night. This
artistic spirit in Yan Zhen is perfectly expressed by his paintings.

Making a general survey of the art of Yan Zhen, we further experience the poetic
beauty of his paintings; secret, dreamlike and forlorn. However, behind that
beauty lies deep and philosophical thinking, a rational enlightenment based upon
sensibility. A flower is beautiful, while beauty means much more than a flower.
However, the beauty without flowers is much more noble and impressive than that
with flowers. Dream of the Lotus Pool is a cool but shocking movement of tech-
niques applied by the painter. The painting contains only two primary colors,
black and white; and silver powder is added to produce icy feelings. What the
painter intends to portray is a lotus pool in winter, without a single leaf,
flower or seedpod. The black lines that glint in the back, white lines in the
front, and the figures of squares, triangles, diamonds, circles that result from
those lines allude to malformed lotus being tortured by the severe cold. On the
other hand, those figures looks like recognizable old characters. The painter
conveys his own ingenuity, poetry, rhythms and melodies through these enigmatic
figures, thus leading people into a dreamland-a dream of a lotus pool, which is
not only mysterious and sad but also lets people experience the belief and hope
that beauty and serenity are hidden behind such ruins. That, in my esteem, is the
poetic beauty and mystery in Yan Zhen’'s painting. From my point of view, you
digest such paintings just like reading poems, and appreciate them just like
silently listening to music.

Gaochang Ancient City, which once flourished along the ancient Silk Roads in
Xinjiang, is now a stretch of ruins flooded by the desert. The painting, Gaochang
Ancient City, by Yan Zhen, depicts that city lying in the setting sun using black,
brown, grey and yellow. It seems to comment on life and the world, a dreamlike,
mysterious and bleak poetic beauty, a matrix of time and space that never ends.

Only an ordinary and ancient hurricane lamp appears in the painting of Prometheus’
Fire. However, by using such an ordinary item as the subject and strong colors in
the background, the painter has expressed a journey that a whole generation of



Chinese took accompanied by the lights of hurricane lamps. To the best of my
belief, from the lights and colors of the painting, you will not only hear silvery
clops of horses and sobbing of horns but also see a misted moon high above
mountains and deep shades of bamboos in the gullies. Such is the noble beauty that
gives people pause as they discover the ordinary objects used by the painter, It
is also where the future of our nation lies, refined from the desolate beauty of
mystery. In my view, this painting displays the unusual mind and bearing of the
painter.

Oh Years is a most fashionable modern painting, painting a combination of ancient
potsherds with figures of the sun, the moon and the stars as depicted by ancient
civilizations. This fancy and beautiful painting provides you with a chance to
appreciate the subtle harmony between the most ancient and the most modern, the
most everlasting and the most instantaneous, the most dreamlike and the most
real. In this painting, life, death and changes of history are all interjected
into a mysterious space-time, thus enabling people to see clearly their own place
as the world continues to run.

My Missing Is Silver is just a silver flower with pure black background, demon-
strating a sublimation that has broken the confines of greediness of money and
sex, bringing people back to an origin, back to innocence and virginhood that are
only available for people at the age of 16. The painting may offer a small piece
of pure land for those poor souls who spend their day talking about love while
having no idea of what love really is.

Paintings of Yan Zhen, such as Poetic Masterpiece, Overlooking, Listen to the
Vast Inside Me, Moonlight Passing by Dreams, Rotes as Ever, Beacons of Fragrance,
Dance of Bronze, Answer Tears of Us, Remaining of Show, Cup Filled with Moonlight
and others cannot be understood just by observing the painted objects. Instead,
they are poems of strong mysterious beauty and modern and modern flavor, from
which people can acquire apprehension, enlightenment and surprise from the non-
standard colors and lines.

Most paintings of Yan Zhen are truly not ordinary traditional Chinese paintings
but poetic paintings, reflecting modren China, with expressive passion as the
painting subject. Without a doubt, the artist has his own definite painting
theories. He holds that in addition to constantly exploring and creating new
visual methods to reflect modern life, a contemporaty artist expecting succes
should have several other key qualities: First, an artist should have his/her own
unique passion. From his point of view, any art, including painting, is yielded
by this emotion. Painting, like other forms of art, must come from intense
feelings. Anything that is painted, evev merely a flower, a blade of grass, a bird
or a fish, must convey the passions of the artist. And the subject, grass, brid



of fish, must be something that only the artist can express, not what people see
in real l1ife. For this reason, the srtist must have his own passion to ward he
intends to draw. Passion is the life of all art as well as its soul. A painting
is no more than a painting, and never a word of art does move or surprise prople,
if people don’t feel the artist’s passion from the painting itself.

Second, an artist must follow his inclinations when painting, that is, to paint
at will and follow his own ideas. Rules, whether Eastern or Western, foreign or
Chinese, ancient or modern, serve only as references. Do it if you think it makes
sense, otherwise just leave it alone. Supplement it if you find it incomplete.
Break the confines of those authorities or masters, set yourself free and give
freedom to your passions. Just paint whatever you want by whatever means you
prefer. Painting is not flying a kite that has to be directed by a person but a
crane of art that can fly high and free above in the sky. It is Mr. Yan Zhen’'s view
that only such free will can guide artists to their real ego and direct them in
exploring their art.

Third, artists must have the courage to seek whatever they dream of, that is, the
unification between the subjects and the objects of the art. You are full of
passion and are not following the rules, but what if your painting differs from
the ideas in your mind? In that case, the artist must not compromise, you must
look for some new breakthrough to generates the desired artistic effects. As a
matter of course, these problems relate to the techniques and tools of modern
painting. As Yan Zhen believes, it is far and away insufficient for an artists who
hopes to capture the emotions and lives of modrn people to rely solely on the
traditional paintbrush handed from generation to generation.

In short, what we feel vividly from the paintings and the relevant discussions
with Yan Zhen, are his great passion, his poetic natur and the great charms of his
moble humauity.

Some careful viewers may find the seal Dreams of Poet on some of Yan Zhen’s
paintings.People fully aware of his art understand the two important and indis-
pensable elements of his paintings are poems ahd dreams. Yan Zhen’'s paintings are
far more than realism although based upon reality. With poetic traces that shine
like dreams, composition that dazzle and mystify like dreams, and flowing, pretty
colors that are elusive like dreams; this is where the glamour of his paintings
lies.
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The Raining Sound just Disappearing
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The Great Wall at Daybreak
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