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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
Aug-. 1988
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PREFACE

Feng Fasi

Mr. Xu Beihong is the pioneer and founder of
Chinese oil painting, to whose achievements on oil
painting can the prosperity of Chinese oil painting, being
the focus of world attention now, be traced.

He went studying oil painting in Europe, broke
through barriers established by bourgeois Scholastics,
made serious studies on good traditions of European art,
merged them with traditional Chinese painting skills and
opened up the way for the development of Chinese oil
painting in the light of the actual situations of China.

Mr. Xu’s oil paintings have a solid foundation of
strict training on sketches. He holds that “The base for
scientific researches is mathematics while that for artistic
researches are sketches. Sciences are free from any
national boundaries, and art, in particular, is the public
language of the whole world”. He had made thousands of
strict sketch exercises before taking up oil painting
trainings, so that the latter was guaranteed by the former.
While receiving oil painting trainings, he attached, to the
same extent, great importance to copying paintings of
senior masters. “To sketch is to observe and study
oneself’s body and appearance (this being the major
aspect), and to copy is to draw on the experiences from
our predecessors’ methods. Neither should be
overemphasized at the expence of the other.” Correct
understanding about sketch, regular and systematic
training methods, hard and diligent studies — these
together helped Xu make speedy progress on oil painting
skill, follow the footsteps of, and catching up with, senior
masters, and equal European oil paintings which were
drawn in a period of great prosperity.
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Mr. Xu was highly skilled in oil painting. He carried on the rigorous and perfect modelling
tradition of western European classical art, absorbing at the same time the  discoveries
about light and colours by impressionists, thus achieved a very high level by ingeneously
combining them together.

Xu undertook oil painting training through making great amount of strict sketches of
human body. His oil painting exercises of human body are characterized by the rigorous and
accurate shaping and the elegant manner of actions. They clearly show that the Master takes
perfect command of the graceful pattern of physical movements. Ingeneously arranged and
applied light and colours fill the painting with rythms and rhymes just like poems are. To search
after the delicate changes of colours on human body, he solves the problem of applying violet and
green colours to human body and produces gorgeous paintings, attaining a lofty realm of art. He
not only makes the appearance of the model properly shaped, but also goes deeper to describe the
subcutaneous tissues and the inner layers of the skin, whereby the vasa and the flow of the blood
are shown, making the painting look vivid with flesh and blood. He goes further on, throwing in
his imaginations and feeling. The models he paints appear tranquil, quiet, deep, implicit,
meaningful, gentle and vigorous—altogether in a lofty realm of beauty, which we have seen in
actual social life, as well as in appreciating the beautiful scenes of the nature. It is valuable that
such complicated feelings and artistic conceptions are incarnated in the paintings of the human
body. This explains why human body paintings have attained lofty artistic value in the history of
art. It 1s also where the human body paintings of Xu Beihong achieve lofty artistic value.

Mr. Xu attached great importance to ‘‘Facing Nature and sketching actual scenes”. Once he
said: “*Being surprised by the wonders of Nature, I am willing to stoop to suit Nature, rather than
showing the literary form at the cost of sacrificing the form of Nature.” Hence, his paintings are
lively, concrete and distinctive, and capable of profoundly affecting the feelings of spectators. As
the Master gives attention to the high degree of unification of subjective experience and objective
existence, his paintings, lacking the drawback of ceaseless repetitions, have the rich flavour of life,
impressions of the epoch and creative spirit.

The attainments on the colours of Mr. Xu’s oil paintings are manifold. Firstly, he has a keen
insight into the differences of the colours in the darker parts of the object, and is capable of
breaking through the limitations of showing with brown colour (as the classical oil paintings do)




resounding transparency of the objects can be clearly felt, as if the colours are emitting resonance
and sounds. Secondly, he does not observe objects through others’ spectacles, but looks on the
world with his own eyes. Therefore, the colours vary according to ever changing objects, always
creative rather than remaining on the same level. Such most valuable skills, the greatest
fundamental proficiency of realism, lead to creation and rejuvenation. Taking perfect command
of such skills, he transplants oil painting, a foreign variety, onto Chinese soil and opens up the
road of the nationalization of oil painting. Thirdly, in the pursuance of colours of oil painting, he
attaches great importance ot rigorous and perfect shaping at the same time. The perfect
combination of colours and shapes is an extremely difficult problem that must be solved.
Fourthly, he is capable of differentiating the minute changes occuring at the transitional areas of
the objects where the juncture of light and dark developes into a half tone. The delicate
transitions at such areas, being the back-bone of the transition of light, and the key position by
which the feeling of quality and colours is determined, will not be detected and manifested if the
painter does not make painstaking effort to observe, study, analyze and synthethize. Finally, he
applies a wide range of colours. He is bold enough to apply, to the skin of human body, such
strong and rarely used colours as Prussian blue, deep red, orange and lemon yellow. In such
practices, he takes appropriate command of the colours and attains harmonious and dazzling
effects, excluding the drawbacks of repetition, duplication, overdoing and vulgarity. This is just
where he is extremely estimable.

Superb and consummate skills are doubtlessly important. However, sublime and profound
artistic achievements decidedly come from the Master’s proper artistic view and solemn outlook
of life. Mr. Xu holds that ““Art is to uphold and embody the truth”, that real art is to “appeal and
react to the Nature. It must be world-shaking”, and that “To produce masterpieces, an artist
should pursue the wonders of the Nature and explore into the actuality of human life, and attain
his own and unique understanding.” He sincerely believes that “Those who are not personally in
the misery usually lack great aspirations. The greatest artists of the world are mostly strongest
ones. Therefore they can attain great moral integrity, produce great wonders and appeal for
human being.”

His paintings communicate with the pulses of the epoch; and are bound with the safety of the
nation, happiness of the people and the flourish of art. It is on these points rests the artistic value
of Mr. Xu’s oil painting. He had struggled indomitably all his life and produced various types of




paintings: Those eulogizing lofty styles and moral integrity, like «Tian Heng with His Warriors»;
those unbosoming the wish of the people who yearn for liberation, like «Placing Hopes on the
King»; those impelling the will and determination of the people to resist the Japanese invaders,
like «The Foolish Old Man Removing the Mountain»; those encouraging healthy trends, like
«Cai Gongshi Facing Execution Bravely»; and so forth.

Mr. Xu’s oil paintings have a wide range of subject matters, multiplied forms and profound
art of composition. There are lyrical and diversified improvisations, as well as daring and
powerful paintings permeated with the spirit of the epoch and the healthy atmosphere of life. For
examples, there are those grand, solemn, stirring and profoundly affecting, like «Tian Heng with
His Warriors»; those compassionate and extremely moving, like «Placing Hopes on the King»;
those talented and refreshing, like «Fragrant Plantain Lily»; those deep, plaintive and rousing
homesickness, like «Playing the Vertical Bamboo Flute» and «Moonlight Night». Landscape
paintings include those showing a vast and boundless scene, like «Autumn Scene of Huangshan
Mountain»; those depicting a bright, clear and beautiful sight, like «Guilin landscape»; those
magnificent and illusory, like «The Himalayas». Portraits, such as «Portrait of Chen Sanyuan,
the Poet», «Portrait of Huang Zhenzhi»and «Portrait of Sun Duoci, a Young Lady», are in vivid
touches and remarkably true to life.

The quantity of Mr. Xu’s oil paintings are also considerable. There remains over 200 pieces
of exercises of human body. More than 40 choiced ones were damaged in the war against the
Japanese Invasion. Those lost in private collections are beyond counting. Only over 100 are in the
collection of Xu Beihong Museum. Most of the paintings in this album are from the Museum,
only a few are from private collections. They are far from being able to show the full view of Mr.
Xu’s oil paintings. Nevertheless, even judging from the published ones alone, there is an inkling
of the consummate skill, the advanced artistic achievements and their far-reaching influence to
the oil painting undertakings of China.

It has been the long-cherished wish of this writer that Mr. Xu’s oil paintings be collected,
edited and printed, so that the Chinese oil painting career can be developed through studying,
researching them and absorbing nutritions from them, thereby to catch up with and to surpass
the highest level of oil paintings of the world.

Feb , 1987

(Translated bg Mai Yangzeng)
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