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Lou Shibai with Qi Baishi at Qi's residence in Beijing, 1936.
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Lou Shibai and His Painting

by Huang Ruixu

LOU SHIBAI, born in 1918, is a graduate of the fine arts department of Beijing’s Furen University.

Lou began to study painting under the celebrated Chinese artist Qi Baishi at the age of 14. Two years later,
because of his hard work and obvious talent, he was formally accepted as one of Qi’s disciples. From the very
start, Qi placed great hopes in his young student. On one of Lou’s early works, The Last Lotus, he wrote the
inscription, “Although a beginner, you have introduced something new into your work. Continue and you will be
successful.” Qi also changed his pupil’s name from Lou Shaohuai ( £131® ) to Lou Shaohuai ( 2/4ME )
and his courtesy name from Lou Yansheng ( £3%4 ) to Lou Shibai ( 2858 ).

Lou’s career as a painter can roughly be divided into two periods. The first period spanned the 25 years
from 1932, when he began to learn painting, to 1957, the year of Qi's death. During this time he devoted himself
single-mindedly to the study of the Qi school of painting. After Qi’s death, his work went through a gradual
transformation: building from the foundations laid by Qi, Lou developed his own individual style. He says, “I've
always borne in mind my teacher’s instruction: In art, ‘he who learns from me will live; he who imitates me will die.’
The old master also taught me that an artist must innovate boldly to bring forth new ideas and must constantly
draw on life as the inspirdtion for creation.”

Lou’s first innovation was to include the castor-oil plant in his repertoire of subjects. The idea came to him a
few decades ago when he was studying painting from nature in the countryside. He planted some castors and
found that they could grow anywhere without good soil or compost. Moreover, he also discovered that every bit
of the plant is useful. This made him associate the plant with those men and women of ideals and integrity who
work wholeheartedly for the good of the people and ask for nothing in return. After much observation and
practice, he painted The Castor, inscribing it with the words:

In my leisure hours | grow castors around the field,

After an early frost they are laden with fruits beautiful as flowers;
They have won high acclaim from all,

For they are of benefit to the people.

This work was exhibited to the admiration of viewers at the Society of Traditional Chinese Painting in Beijing
in 1957, and was later included in the album A Selection of Flower-and-Bird Paintings published in Shanghai. It
marked Lou’s first attempt at striking out on his own without a model from a p<.:st master and the beginning of his
efforts to follow his former teacher’s advice to pursue innovation. As the inscription reveals, Lou was already
striving to enlarge the range of his subject matter to include contemporary attitudes and feelings. In the following
years, he turned out a number of works in the same vein, using natural objects as a vehicle for the expression of his
own experiences and emotions.

From 1961 to 1966, Lou traveled extensively across Hainan Island and northeast and southwest China. The
beautiful mountains and rivers of his country and the industrious nature of its people broadened his horizons and
further stimulated his creative enthusiasm. The sketches from his tour show major improvements in the composition
and conception of his landscape and flower-and-bird paintings.

Lou’s Lilies and Mynahs of 1961 revealed a fresh approach in his brushwork and presentation of ideas. Still
regarded as one of his best works, it has been shown abroad on many occasions. This was followed in 1962 with Sails on
the Lijiang River. This work is not a realistic depiction of such scenic spots as Elephant-Trunk Hill or the Peak of Unique
Beauty. However, Lou selected the finest aspects of the river's beauty and translated them into an artistic language
that results in the viewer feeling as if he or she is a part of the painting.

Another of Lou’s highly acclaimed works is Duck Farm. Its inspiration also stems from 1 962, when he spent
several months living on a duck farm in order to enrich his experience of life. He soon took a fancy to the ducklings




there, noting a resemblance between them and young children in their lumbering, innocent and artless movements
filled with vitality. The painting bears an evident influence from his teacher’s Two Chicks Tug at an Earthworm in its
brushwork and theme. But it is better viewed as an achievement combining inheritance and a progress beyond
Qi’s art on Lou’s own route to maturity.

In 1976, Lou produced Spring Warmth Comes to the World to express his joy at the downfall of the “gang of
four.” One of his finest works, it has been reproduced in many periodicals both at home and abroad. In 1982, he
painted A World Full of the Beauty of Spring. Covering 30 square meters, it is the largest work he has ever
produced. Its inscription reads: “During 50 years of painting, | have never attempted a work this size. | painted
this with a giant brush and large quantities of ink hoping to bring forth something new and interesting.” A break
with tradition, this mammoth piece fully reflects Lou’s eager desire to transform his art even in old age.

Lou has introduced many new themes into Chinese painting that neither his teacher nor any others had
touched upon before, ranging from castor-oil plants, ducklings, lilies, coffee beans and jackfruit to dove trees and
coconut groves. He has also developed a distinctive and original use of color, incorporating watercolors and
gouache alongside traditional hues. His teacher used to apply only one color to his Chinese wistaria. Lou has
added carmine mixed with phthalocyanine blue and rose purple to create works with rich, deep tones and strong
contrasts.

Lou has a strong love of life, probably kindled by his teacher’s Two Chicks Tug at an Earthworm. Most of his
flower paintings have an added vivacity and appeal from the inclusion of small birds, animals or insects. Take for
example his paintings of ducklings scrambling for dishcloth gourd flowers, squirrels stealing grapes, dragonflies
hovering above castor-oil plants, a sparrow looking around from its perch on a tomato trellis and a mynah bird
stretching out its neck to rivet its eyes on a ladybug sat on a reed leaf.

Although a student of the Qi school, Lou has never hesitated to learn from the strong points of others to
improve his range of skills. Whereas Qi painted human faces with only one coat of ocher, Lou used a mixture of
ocher and cannibar to coat them twice, bringing out their special features and covering up rare slips in his
brushwork. In painting “boneless” flowers (a traditional Chinese style of painting without outlines), he employs a
freehand brushwork technique to trace the outline of their leaves resulting in the creation of bold, forceful images.
A fine example of this is Dishcloth Gourds and Ducklings, one of his recent works.

Lou’s art always stresses the present without dismissing the past. His technique is solidly grounded in Chinese
painting traditions, but incorporates various Western approaches. In his early years, he acquired a systematic
knowledge of Western painting, and more recently he has toured many Western countries, giving lectures and
visiting exhibitions. This has prompted him to add Western composition and coloring techniques to his work. The
results can be seen in such pieces as Duck Farm, Shuangqing Villa in Autumn, A Paradise for Small Birds and The
Changbai Mountains After Snow.

In 1979, Lou produced Maples in Autumn, the finest example of his efforts to incorporate Western techniques
into Chinese painting. The maples are painted in perspective, creating a natural effect of depth and distance. The
leaves in the near distance are bright, while those further away are darker. The colors used range from bright red
to deep purpl('é and blackish ocher.

Although advanced in age, Lou continues his sketching tours around the country. During the last few years, he
has revisited Hainan and Huangshan Mountain. Recently he produced some landscape paintings with an
interesting new approach in terms of conception, composition and coloring. Clearly, he is still blazing new trails in
art; we can reasonably expect more and even better works from him in the near future.
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