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PREFACE

Yang Xin, Deputy Curator of the

Palace Museum, Beijing

Xu Dongdong is an artist with a strong character; one easily senses this in both his speech and de-
portment.

All artists have their own characters which invariably find expression in their works and styles.
There is no exception to this in modern or ancient times, in China or elsewhere. The works of Wen
Zhengming (1470-1559) are graceful but not showy. The works of Tang Yin (1470-1523) are unre-
strained and full of sentimental color. Those of Xu Wei (1521-1593), Kun Can (1612-1692), Zhu Da
(1626-1705) and Shi Tao (1642-1718) either suggest bohemianism or convey a slightly disorderly air of
reality. Their works all reflect their individual characters.

Xu Dongdong is uninhibited but not eccentric. He is a good talker, frank and straightforward, and
has a sonorous voice. He may prostrate himself before the works of a master painter he admires but is
unwilling to have even a look at the works of a mediocre painter. He seems to work alone in the field of
art but that does not mean that he has a very high opinion of himself and wants to ostricize himself from
society. Like many other artists, he has held one-man shows many times in Beijing, and in 1990, under
the sponsorship of the Ministry of Culture, he held a one-man show in ten Chinese cities, which was
well received by viewers. All these shows were held for the purpose of asking for criticisms and seeking
support from society.

As a child, Xu Dongdong showed a flair for drawing. He had a good artistic sense and could pro-
duce lovely pictures, though in a childish manner. As he grew up, he gradually realized that China has
a long history of painting and over the centuries has produced a great number of master painters whose
works provide an inexhaustible source of nourishment for beginners. Therefore, he spent three years in
the Beijing Palace Museum studying and copying ancient masters in order to learn their brushwork,
composition and coloring techniques. At the same time, he also sought instruction from outstanding
artists of his time and studied how they inherited and carried forward the tradition of Chinese painting.

Among the ancients, Xu Dongdong holds Xu Wei, Kun Can, Zhu Da and Shi Tao in high regard;
among the masters of recent times, he admires Xu Gu (1824-1896) and Li Keran (1907-1995) . This is
probably because he shares something common in character with them. At first, he simply copied the
masters he admired and then incorporated their strong points into his art to develop a style of his own.
In 1986, A Collection of Poems and Paintings by Xu Dongdong was published, an album reflecting the
author’s efforts to learn from these masters. In this album, there are grapes and banana trees painted
after Xu Wei, plums and pines after Zhu Da, goldfish and loquats after Xu Gu, landscapes and figures
after Li Keran and inksplash paintings after Kun Can. But whomever he painted after, he painted in a
creative manner, showing the beauty of ancient literati painting from the angle of modern esthetics.

Li Keran, one of the foremost Chinese contemporary painters, had this well-known saying about
painters: “A painter must have dan (the courage to create things new in his art) and hun (good moral
quality ). ” These are the two aspects of a dialectical unity. However, a painter’s hun can easily be rec-
ognized by the public but not his dan. An example in case is the Eight Strange Masters of Yangzhou



who lived during the Qing Dynasty. They were innovative in their art but were dismissed as eccentrics
during their time. Another example is Wu Zhen, an innovative painter who lived between 1280-1354.
When he sold his paintings, customers were few and far between. So he had to make a living by selling
prognostications despite his wife’s disapproval. He made a name as a gifted artist and the prices of his
paintings rocketed up only more than 100 years after his death. As new ideas in the art of painting are
not easily accepted by society, painters, especially those who have achieved some successes, often
shrink from bold innovations. The Ming Dynasty painter Wen Zhengming was regarded as one of the
foremost artists with excellent moral quality in his time. However, due to the influence exerted on him

by the feudal examination system, his family background and his attitude toward life, he was unable to 2

give rein to his creativity. In his youth, he showed courage in opposing feudal morals and tried to create
something new in his art but unfortunately, this courage soon vanished. Having experienced many ups
and downs in life, he finally no longer craved after social advancement and became liberal-minded in his
old age. As a result, he became much more energetic in artistic creation and developed the unique
“Shangu style” of Chinese calligraphy and the “Cuwen style” of Chinese painting. If he could have seen
through the vanity of life earlier like Tang Yin, his success as an artist would have been even greater.

From Xu Dongdong’s paintings, we can see that he is doing his best to emulate the ancients’ spirit
of blazing new trails in the art and is bold encugh to break free from conventions. His Longevity and
Enjoying Summer in this album, for instance, are executed in bold and spontaneous strokes, concise
and natural and full of wit. In his inscription for a collection of Xu Dongdong’s paintings published in
1988, the eminent Chinese artist Wu Zuoren wrote: “Emulate the ancient masters to paint from nature
and always perfect your skill. There is no limit to art. “As a matter of fact, ancient masters such as Xu
Wei, Kun Can, Zhu Da and Shi Tao all attained their artistic perfection through learning from nature.
Shi Tao took a firm stand against the habit existing in his time of copying artists of antiquity. He
stressed learning from nature, saying:“I’d like to search for an imagery expressive of all magnificent
mountains and peaks under heaven.”

Xu Dongdong knows very well the importance of the fact that there is no limit to art. He never
feels satisfied with what he has achieved. Over the last five years and more, he has traveled far and
wide learning from nature like ancient masters. He visited great mountains and rivers in more than a
dozen provinces and cities in the country, including Huangshan Mountain, Wuyi Mountain, Jiuha
Mountain, Zhangjiajie, Guilin, Yunnan, Guizhou and Sichuan and brought back a large number of
sketches. He also paid great attention to enriching his power of expression by learning various schools of
Western painting, their forms, coloring techniques and abstract languages. This album can be regarded
as a summary of what he has done during the last several years.

The famous Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) painter and calligrapher Cheng Zhengkui said: “A painter
must tour all famous mountains under heaven and grasp the spirit of ancient masters before he can pro-
duce works worthy to be passed on to the world.” I think Xu Dongdong has taken the right path to art.
He not only incorporates the strong points of ancient Chinese masters and Western painting techniques
in his works, but also learns from nature and is bold enough to bring forth new ideas in this art. He is
an artist who never stands still and blocks progress and this probably explains the successes he has
made. I sincerely congratulate him on his achievements and was very pleased to be invited by him to
write the preface to his painting album.

May 26, 1996
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A BOOK OF REFINED TASTE

Liao Chunrong

This is a book of refined taste, neatly and elegantly designed and handsomely produced. While
reading it, I felt as if the poetic charm of Nature was running inside me, bounding and singing along
like a clear mountain brook. Actually, what the book unfolds before the reader is a panoramic view of
the voyage of a Chinese painter, Xu Dongdong, in his pursuit of the true, the good and the beautiful.
[t is also a reflection of the struggle within the painter’s heart and soul, and of his attempts in search of
interpretations of his own life. Piece by piece, his works of art keep telling of his staunch spirit in the
course of struggle. However, through his refined brushwork and ingenious composition, his rich colour-
ing and profound artistic conceptions, the paintings have manifested time and time again what a com-
posed and peaceful state of mind the painter has had.

Endowed with a deep understanding of traditional Chinese culture and wide experiences in wander-
ing through great mountains and mighty rivers in China, Xu Dongdong has succeeded in rendering his
paintings to mirror fully and precisely the thoughts and feelings of a Chinese painter amid the ups and
downs in life and his appreciation of traditional Chinese culture. His exceptional love for mountains and
rivers in China merged with his lonely and sorrowful sentiments often found expressions in his paint-
ings. While treating Nature in all his sincerity, he takes a truly positive attitude toward everything in
the world. And this is, in a figurative sense, a symphony on Nature and life which the painter com-
posed in his life — long search of truth.

As a great ancient country with a civilization of thousands of years, China towers in the East of the
world. It was where the four great inventions of the world were born, making significant contributions
to human progress. Since the Qin Dynasty (221 —206 B.C.) when Chinese culture bloomed, Chinese
painting has made great progresses for thousands of years. During the Tang, Song, Yuan, Ming and
Qing dynasties, there emerged many outstanding painters who produced a large number of heart — stir-
ring paintings to the admiration of the whole world. With their talents and artistic styles, they created
the kind of charm uniquely Chinese and proclaimed to the world: “Chinse painting is a brilliant gem of
art.” Its presence and maturity have won world recognition, respect and love from peoples around the
world. However, the development in the West had great influence on Eastern culture. As early as the
15th century, we had begun exchanges with the Western culture. Under the impact of the scientific

painting method prevailing in the West, especially after China’s 1911 Revolution and the outbreak of

the May 4th Movement in 1919, we began to cool — mindedly analyze the traditional Chinese culture



and criticize Confucianism. Meanwhile, some far-sighted people in China put forth propositions such as
“to save the nation by science”, “to save the nation by education” and, of course, “to save the nation
by art education”. Consequently, group after group of talented young people went abroad to study the
advanced techni(iues of Western art, among other subjects, and tried to integrate them with those of
the traditional (,hme%e art. A large number of renowned works of art were thus created, recording the
historical journey taken by the unfortunate old China in its struggle to become thriving and prosperous,
while setting up the monument for the development of modern art in China.

Cultural exchanges are reciprocal. Although there exist various cultures among countries and re-
gions, yet contacts between different cultures are in conformity with the current global trend towards an
ideal society. We should, therefore, promote mutual understanding and respect. Now, art is the very
media which can help people reach the common goal. As some had said: “In music, there are no bound-
aries”, I would say that for the art of painting, the area of exchanges between people of different coun-
tries has no boundaries either. What is worth our special mention here is that the “Peace Dove” created
by the great master Pablo Picasso has inspired in us and for generations more hope and expectations for
peace. Today, what Mr. Xu Dongdong had depicted during his solo travels among mountains and rivers
are the very kind of artistic expressions we have been looking forward to. The editing and publication of
this book indicate fully the artist’s genuine feelings for China under reform and his pursuit of his ideals,
which are menifested through his unique, vigorous and forceful brushwork.

The world today is in the midst of an era of great changes. Whether in the realm of politics, cul-
ture or economy, the transformations are going deep and with far-reaching impacts. Since the 1980s,
China’s enormous changes have atracted much attention from peoples across the world. Politicians and
economists, among others, from the West have given high appraisals to Asia and China in particular on
its march into the 21st century, believing that the new century will see China becoming increasingly im-
portant in the world, not only economically, but also culturally. This is the exact reason why we are
working hard today. Since we are born in a changing China under extensive reform and have been bene-
fited by the reforms, we would like to contribute what we have gained to the cause of culture exchanges
between China and different countries in the world. As my colleagues and 1 were asked by Mr. Xu
Dongdong to participate in this project, we feel very much honoured to have the opportunity to associate
our work with Mr. Xu’s lifelong pursuit of art. Moreover, we hope that art will be brought more ex-

tensively into people’s daily life.

August 2, 1996
At Ningbo
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