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Remembrance of the Great Mountains of the West of China

Reading recent works of Yang Lin

by Lang Shaojun Beigulou, March 24, 2001

Yang Lin has a very extraordinary experience. He has spent 40 years in Gansu and 20 years in Yangzhou. These two places share the
similar time background. However, the culture and natural environment of these two places are greatly different from each other. In
fact, the personality, mentality, ideology, and fundamental artistic style of Yang Lin were formed in Gansu, while the change in his
mentality and ideology and the maturation of his artistic technique and style took place in Jiangsu. After the reform and opening to the
outside world in China, many inland (including Gansu Province) artists have moved to either Beijing or Guangdong, and very few of
many of them have moved from Gansu to Yangzhou. Beijing is the political and cultural center of China, whereas Guangzhou and
Shenzhen are the windows to the outside world, which can provide much more information and financial opportunities for artists. Where
is Yangzhou's attraction? The reason of Yang Lin's migration to the south is unclear. However, he has chosen a place that has long
history of culture and tradition with flourishing modern-time culture. The western part of China has ancient culture that is well known
throughout the world. Yet, it has fallen behind the Yangtze delta in the recent thousand years. To some people, environmental migration
might not leave too many impressions. However, for Yang Lin, it has a very unusual influence.

Yang Lin, born in Lanzhou city, Gansu province, graduated from Department of Fine Arts of Northwest Normal University in 1964.
He had received training in revolutionary realism and its corresponding artistries, skills, and techniques. The years when he was
studying fine arts were the period that the domestic politics was relatively stable, and that the school education emphasized on stable and
steady learning. It was imaginable and no surprise that he was able to establish a better and solid foundation. I was not clear about his
situation when he was in southern Gansu for 17 years. However, it could be imagined that the broad and spacious prairies of the
southern Gansu, long and continuous stretch of spectacular Qilian Mountain, and the bold and mysterious Tibetan culture must be
imprinted deeply in his heart, which had strongly influenced his aesthetic taste and appreciation. Migration from Gansu to Jiangsu
indicated that the entire nature, life and human culture environment had changed. The mentality difference brought by the surrounding
change was enough to form the tension of vigorousness vs. exquisiteness, turbidity and boundlessness vs. peacefulness and beauty, and
broadness vs. elegance between the two cultures, which induced the vividness and motive of artistic creations. However, this process
was not short. Leaving Gansu, which widened the distance of time and space between him and Gansu, had made this familiar and wild
land became object of artistic appreciation from object of daily life. Consequently, the migration turned the natural scenery and the
bittersweet experience there into memory and remembrance. These memory and remembrance inevitably included some bitter feelings
and nostalgia, but most of them were adoration and admiration toward that wide and spacious great land. I felt that feeling from a series
of works, including "The Deep Qilian", "Cloudlessness Snow of Qilian", "The Sunset at Endless Mountains", "The Virid Valley and
Jade Green Mountains", "The Redden Mountains during Sunset", "The Endless Fertile Soil", and "The Sound of Herd Flute", which
were the poetic adorations to that simple and honest beauty and the admirations with nostalgia.

The landscape of northwest of China was often expressed in Yang Lin's works, which had two main characteristics, including modern
style and the unification of realism and Chinese painting and brushing language. The former allowed the artist to be apart from the
ancients and be closer to the modern life. The latter made him close to the tradition, avoiding the influence from the Western world.

The ancients had created the method of landscape painting. Many artists could not shake off the ancient appearance as the result of
following the lead of the ancients, and could not contribute the modern style to their works. This situation was most evident in the works
of landscape painting from the first half of the century. From 1950's to 1970's, due to the change in the political cultural environment,
a new group of landscape paintings portraying the life of that era and expressing political content started to appear. Artists, such as He
Tianjian, Fu Baoshi, Guan Shanyue, Li Xiongcai, Qian Songyan etc. all contributed greatly. This generation of painters learned
western style of paintings and placed great emphasis in portraying and sketching from life and nature, which had a different approach

than the ancients. No matter what were the objects of the paintings, the paintings all showed the theme of today's life, revealing the



common consciousness toward nature, race, native land, and nation as identified by today's people, and very few of them showed
ultramundane and indifferent feelings. Furthermore, unlike their predecessors, they did not treat landscape paintings as expressions of
certain types of personality nor as carriers of certain forms and interests. However, their works often had to bear the heavy load of
expression of politics and ideology. In every aspect of the selection of themes, placement of sceneries, formal treatments, they all had
to show the "prosperous, thriving, and flourishing" vision, even modifications were necessary, such as removal of the reality of the
objects and their true feelings, to achieve the political purposes. After the Cultural Revolution, especially after the changing and
transitional period of the 80's, creations of landscape paintings had the inclination toward free expression and diversification. Some
people had re-pursued the ancient style, and some people strived to express "universal sense". There were others who turned to public
culture and pop art. Yet, some artists turned to unveiling of people's mentality and mood. Yang Lin belonged to the middle type. After
unloading the load of political ideology, he maintained an active attitude entering into the society. He re-studied the tradition without
infatuating with the ancients. He sought out personal style but did not pursue after extreme individualism. He was attracted to the new
relationship between human being and the nature but did not blindly go after the new trend. A generalized categorization of Yang Lin as
"scrupulously abiding to the ancients" was not correct. There was no need to compare him with the past artists. We only had to compare
him with today's artists, such as Huang Qiuyuan, which could clearly demonstrate that Yang Lin's paintings explicitly showed the
modern style. Chinese landscape painting had a traditional and classical form. Its modernity could not be expressed through modern
political ideology (as the era around the Cultural Revolution) nor be measured by the standard of western modern arts (and their Chinese
imitative authenticating objects).

Realism was a common pursuit of Chinese landscape paintings in the "New China Era". This was strongly related to the theory of
"revolution of realism" that was pushed by the ideological form of the mainstream, and that the emphasis was placed on the foundation
of portrayal in the education of Chinese paintings. The ability to paint realistically was helpful in shaking off the old pattern of
stereotyping and repeating each other. Actually, however, the ability to paint realistically alone without the understanding of traditional
painting and the corresponding ability to paint and brush would not be enough to produce a good Chinese landscape painting. The
experiences of Li Keran and Shi Lu appropriately combined realism and the language of brushing and painting. Yang Lin received much
more realism education than Li Keran and Shi Lu in their respective youth periods. However, the understanding and learning of
traditional painting of Yang Lin were much weaker than Li Kerean and Shi Lu. The essence of Chinese landscape painting was in the
communication between human and natural spirit, and also in the language form, especially in the correlation of the communication
between the language of brushing and painting and this spirit. Many Chinese landscape paintings were very superficial and unappreciable.
This was due to the fact that the heart, the soul, and the meaning were missing, only the exterior appearance and the portraying were
present, and that the spiritual communication was missing with only the presence of the realistic portraying. Yan Lin's works in the late
80's, such as "Portrayal of Homeland Mountains" (1987) and "Autumn Ridges" (1989), had traces of school of Chang'an paintings. In
these paintings, realism was not that strong, and the expression of form was relatively stronger, but the coarseness and immaturity of
their structures, brushing and painting, and the conditions were very obvious. His advancement and maturation in the 90's were truly
amazing. He thoroughly remolded himself. The main sign of his maturation was the accomplishment in the feeling and the ability of
brushing and painting, which had achieved a unity in the pursuit of artist spirit and the style of painting and brushing. In terms of
personal factors, this was the result of natural talent and hard work. In terms of environmental factors, this was the result of nurturing of
the traditional atmosphere of arts circle of Jiangsu and the deliberate study by the artist in this atmosphere. The Chinese landscape
paintings of Jiangsu in the older generation had many different schools. Obviously, the learning of tradition of Yang Lin was multi

aspects. The influences were not copying the brushing and painting of these artists, but they were the absorption of methods and spirits



of their paintings and brushings. The result was to compensate his weakness in the brushing and painting methods, such as coarseness
and over-simplicity (this included the insufficiency of northwest landscape paintings of Chang'an Painting School). On the other hand,
the northwesterner's personal characteristics of Yang Lin, such as simplicity and honesty, solidness and steadiness, and persistence had
helped him to fall into the bad habit of southeast culture, such as craftiness, fragileness, and showiness. Of course, all of these were
related to the unique personal quality, personal experiences, and many other incidental factors, not that every northwesterner who came
to Jiangsu was able to be like this. Generally, to say that Yang Lin had benefited from the culture of southeast regions was just like
saying that he had benefited from the united reflection of Chinese artistic traditions from the southeast culture. The experience of Yang
Lin had a universal meaning. For some artists who couldn't shake off the realistic restraint, for the northern school who were only in the
pursuit of grandiosity, grand subject matter, large structure and great condition, and for the northwestern school of landscape paintings,
they should draw on the experience of southern school (Jiangsu and Zhejiang as a representative) who had paid attention to brushing and
painting, refined painting (not refined manufacture), and tradition. They should strengthen the study and understanding of traditional
arts.

After Zhao Wangyun and Shi Lu, scenery of northwest China had became an important subject matter for artists of Chinese landscape
paintings. The upsurge of the root search started to appear in the 80's, inspiring a group of artists to undergo expedition along the ancient
Silk Road. The climbed the ancient Great Wall and Loess Plateau. They traced to the source of great rivers. Some even entered the
Tibetan Plateau to portray the splendid view of the roof of the world. They explored the plateaus, the great deserts, mountains, and rivers
of western China, which added new glory and brilliance in the art circle of China. However, since the 90's, these artists were in the
period of hesitation. Their works did not have much advancement. The main reason was that the trend of commercialization had
weakened the pursuit of spirituality. The multi-dimensioned trends caused the exploration of language form to lose its standard and
direction. The style of texture production became formulistic, leading to the stagnation of portraying school, which lacked the pursuit
of feeling and forms. They were only concerned outer appearance, which might appeared grandiosity to the eyes, but they were actually
very empty internally. They relentlessly chased after the effect of exhibition and market, which resulted in works that were only
proficient in making the impression to please the eyes. They shared a common trait, which was lacking the proper understanding and
grasp ability toward the language of brushing and painting. Coincidentally, this formed a distinct contrast with Yang Lin, who improved
greatly in the 90's and showed the sign of surpassing the formers. To say that the experience of Yang Lin has universality is not a
statement of empty reputation.

Besides the paintings of the western China, Yang Lin also had paintings of the Three Gorges, eastern Zhejiang, northern Shanxi,
Luliang Mountain, and Jiangnan (south of Yangtze River). Wide range of subject matters allowed him to be involved in many types
of painting methods, pursuing in much more styles. In fact, this actually helped him in understanding and grasp of landscape of the
northwest part of China. For example, the paintings of landscape of Jiangnan, such as "A Wisp of Tea Smoke into Tipsy Chant",
described the sceneries of watery village with change in time, streams with bridges upon riversides, and morning mist and warmly
sunrise, which were full of dreamlike poetries. These paintings added more characteristics of Jiangsu traditional Chinese painting,
such as ingenious elegance and calmly grace, fine and detailed beauty, blurred and touchy feelings, which had a different type of
temperament and interest when comparing to the simple and spacious sceneries of the northwest of China. "The Eternal Gorges" of
the Three Gorges, "The Lake around Fair Dawn" of eastern Zhejiang, and the untitled works of expressing the southern sceneries,
such as "A House Next to a Green Mountain and Blue Water", "Blue Mountains, Sunny Day, and Gentle Breeze", "The Moving
Clouds away from the Distant Mountains", "Night Smoke of Autumn Mountains", and "The River and Mountain around Fair Dawn",

or Chinese ink paintings with or without colored flowers or stones all used strict brushing and painting method to illustrate the



essences of the mountains, the forces of waters, and the movements of clouds, which expressed the sense of beauty in the midst of
boldness, vigorousness, and harshness. These paintings had much more freehand expression than the northwest landscape paintings
from the artist, which disclosed the relationship between the artist and the southern landscape paintings. These works were not as strong
as the northwest landscape paintings in terms of style and form, but the overall artistic quality was not bad. With the necessary training
and development, they would achieve a new height.

Painting couldn't be separated from portraying. However, different types of painting had different demands for portraying. Chinese
landscape paintings used the concept of "creation from others with the soul of the painting from one's own heart" as the highest princi-
pal, which often placed the emphasis on the aspect of "the soul of the painting from the heart". This style emphasized the expression of
one integrated matter and pursued after the trend of ultramundane and materialization of personal ideality, which was greatly different
from the concept of "reality portraying" of the Western landscape paintings. Even the Chinese landscape paintings from the period of
Wudai and Song Dynasty, which were considered by many historians as the paintings with "stronger portraying characteristic", had very
strong vivid expression of freehand brushwork characteristic and pursued after strong formalistic personality and profound subjectivity.
From Jing, Guan, Dong, and Ju to Li, Liu, Ma, and Xia, they were all like this. Portraying had no relation with the "detail" and
"simplicity" of Chinese landscape painting. The "detail" of Wang Meng and the "simplicity" of Ni Yu were all freehand expressions, not
much portraying. Chinese landscape paintings expressed a type of essence and temperament, which required artists to master the proper
limits of portraying in order to balance the relationships among the portrayed object, brushing and painting forms, and the expressions
of essence. Reproduction of portrayal was a characteristic of realism arts, with interest in gear with materialistic emphasis rather than
conceptual emphasis. Too much of portraying characteristic would be in conflict with sufficient amount of expression of brushing and
painting because brushing and painting related to pattern and individuality and relied on style and structural interest, which were most
appropriate in acquiring vivilization from the model of "similarity of dissimilarity" and simplistic structure. The main shortcoming of
the new Chinese landscape paintings from the 20th century was the limitation of language of brushing and painting from realism and
public interest. This type of limitation endangered the brushing and painting themselves and weakened the essences of Chinese land-
scape paintings. Li Keran extracted the essence of realism and searched for new concepts and new methods in portrayal. However, if
he did not have training in brushing and painting by means of "putting in maximal effort in the search", there would never be the "Lils
Landscape" in the artistic history. The effect of realism modeling to the image of Chinese landscape painting and the expression of
brushing and painting and its negative effect were better solved in Yang Lin's works. The Chinese landscape paintings of Yang Lin had
their own unique style, which could be fresh and beautiful and simple and honest with compatibility of refined and popular tastes.
However, overall, the attention of these paintings was in the beautification of the outer appeal and pleasing to the eyes. The recognition
and exploration of the inner beauty and the unique personality were also in a good shape. Under the current trend of commercialization,
Yang Lin should cherish the motivation and target of exceeding himself, and he should use the ideal personality, living experience,

moral education, human cultural attainment and accumulation of knowledge of artistic creations to improve and advance continuously.
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His Heart always Attaches to Saibei and Jiangnan
——On Yang Lin and his landscape wash

By Shui Tianzhong Lishui Bridge Beijing, March 2001

In the register of China's traditional culture, "Saibei" (North of Great Wall) and "Jiangnan" (South of Yangtze River) represent two
connectable but opposite culture categories. "Saibei" and "Jiangnan" are two utterly dif ferent geographic environments, implying a
comparison of psychology, temperament and taste. In classical poems and paintings, "Saibei" and "Jiangnan" often stand for two cross-
referenced style trends. Therefore, a painter, in his arts, would generally not establish or maintain relations between "Saibei" and
"Jiangnan". Having read works of Yang Lin, however, I could not help associating these two culture concepts together. There is a real
inseparable association between both of the two culture mainstreams in Yang Lin's art nature and in his wash works.

Yang Lin was born in Lanzhou of Gansu Province in 1941; he later began his painting learning in this ancient highland city. In
Chinese history, Lanzhou was a throat on the road from the Central Plains (comprising the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow
River) to the Western Regions. This city was built in the West Han Dynasty when there were battles between the Central Plains and the
Western Regions year after year. marking the beginning of enterprising expansion of the Central Plains' economy, culture and military
forces towards the Western Regions. Nevertheless, Lanzhou in its history saw only rare scenes of such expansion. As a result, people
only have to associate Lanzhou's mountains and rivers with those ancient heroes as Li Guang and Huo Qubing.

After his graduation, Yang Lin left Lanzhou for Gannan Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, where he worked for more than 10 years.
Together with Xinjiang Grassland and Inner Mongolian Grassland, Gannan Grassland is ranked as China's Top 3 herding grasslands. At
a higher altitude under lower latitude, Gannan Grassland is endowed with a clear and cold natural environment. There is also known as
one of the bases for Tibetan Buddhism. People once described Gannan as "a Tibetan prefecture that is more unconstrained, more
straightforward and more sharp-cut than Tibet itself". In short, Gannan has a peculiar attraction to today's Chinese painters.

After staying in Gannan for a long period, Yang Lin left the northwest highland and came to the "Famous City in Jiangnan (South of
Yangtze River)" —— Yangzhou, where is well-known by its beautiful landscape and comfortable climate. If it is agreed that Lanzhou
best represents the enterprising spirit in the primeval Central Plains culture, and Gannan is a Tibetan region with most Tibetan culture
features, then, Yangzhou can be regarded as a southern city with most elegant taste of "Jiangnan" culture. In China's culture history,
there was almost no anther two ancient cities that had such sharp mutual comparisons as Lanzhou and Yangzhou had. However, it is just
in such two sharply different culture environments that Yang Lin practises his art and richens his life, and develops his unique style.

It is my impression; both of the two culture mainstreams of "Saibei" and "Jiangnan" have imposed profound impacts upon Yang Lin,
but in different aspects. The northwest highland culture ("Saibei") influences more in his personalities, temperament and attitudes
towards others. And it is obvious that Yang Lin belongs among the class of "Strong Man from Northwest". While in painting style, the
elegance and immanence of "Jiangnan" culture seems to influence him even more widely. Although this elegance and immanence stems
from geographic culture background of China's traditional wash, we can not take out of consideration the edification and influences of
his 20 years' living in Yangzhou upon his spirituality, and we can not neglect the enlightening and directions that "Jiangnan" painting
circle's indulgence gives him, either.

From the perspective of culture history, China's landscape painting was gestated in the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow River
and Yangtze River, and it grew into an independent painting category in the region of Shanxi, Shaaanxi, Henan and Shandong. The book
All—ages Famous Painting Collection says: "Reform of landscape painting was initiated by Wu, and completed by the two Lis". The
features of such regional culture also can been traced from the distribution of birthplaces of Wu Daozi and Li Sixun, and the following
landscape painting masters as Jin Hao, Guan Tong, Dong Yuan, Ju Ran, Li Cheng and Fan Kuan. Although ancient people agreed that
Guan Tong was good at landscape in Gansu region, from the survived paintings, we can find that his "Landscape in Gansu region"

actually refers to the scenes in the middle and eastern sections of Qinling Mountain Range. (Today's natural scenes on the northwest



loess highland don't represent the mainstreams in traditional landscape painting.) On the other hand, although Dong Yuan and Ju Ran
were claimed to be good at Jiangnan's landscape, their "emotion towards North China" in landscape wash was not shaken off until Song
Dynasty. Artists living in the Shaanxi Plain and Henan-Shandong Plain had all along longed for the lofty mountains, and their artistic
ideal was achieved by painters in Song Dynasty. After Yuan and Ming Dynasties, the living environment of wash painters was no longer
the high mountains and big gullies in the middle reaches of the Yellow River along with the southward move of entire China's culture
and art center, but the taste ideal of landscape painting was not divorced from the model established by painters in Song Dynasty. The
only changes were in the formal language of landscape painting —— from both "gully" and "stroke" to clinging to "stroke". It was
actually of no importance the mountains and rivers in what places painters took as their description objects.

Wash painters in early 20th century started to realize that divorce from real mountains and rivers had resulted in conceptualization of
works. And the turning of this trend in practice was the sketch experiment of painters as Li Keran in the 1950s. In early 1960s, the
creations of "Chang'an Painting School" took the lead in China's landscape paintings scroll. The artistic innovation of this generation
altered from the bottom the over 500-year-old culture patterns of landscape painting art, rendering contemporary painters to face new
paths and new subjects.

For landscape painters in the 1980s, it seemed that there were no restrictions in regional scenes. However, the problem is that it is not
just the issue of painting subject; it is actually the issue of aesthetic interests and spiritual realm determined by personal culture structure
and psychological attainment. Whether to succeed to the aged traditions of landscape painting, or to exceed such traditions——all the
persons engaging in landscape paintings need to go into the landscape painting art from Song Dynasty to late Qing Dynasty, and to find
new driving force. Mr. Huang Binhong advocated the "Four Stages" in art creation —— He actually suggest that a landscape painter
should observe the nature and establish feelings with the nature, and then hold the world in self heart, finally make paintings relying on
"consideration": considering before painting, considering in very stroke, and keeping considering while painting. What deserves our
notice is his stress on "self" and "consideration" - he did not regard creation of landscape paintings as certain habits and completion of
"meeting certain standards" by exercising of certain power. And "having the world in self heart" is obvious a certain integration of
regional features of nature and personalities and temperament of painters. Huang Binhong also pointed out "all beauties come from
mountains and rivers". Although he visited famous mountains and great rivers in the country, but the very sources of his landscape art
was nothing but mountains, rivers and woods in Xuan and She of Anhui. He abandoned himself in grandness of mountains and flourish
of the woods that are in accord with shapes and features of mountains and rivers in South Anhui. As what Soinca, the winner of Nobel
Literature Prize, once said: "Understanding of the nature begins with understanding of local culture." Understanding of mountains and
rivers in South Anhui was the beginning for Huang Binhong, as a landscape painter, to understand the nature.

While for Yang Lin, his understanding of the nature began with the northwest highland where he was born and grew up, and his
inherent feeling towards northwest highland. It is necessary to mention here, that even in Gansu Province, Yang Lin is the only painter
who lived in Gannan for such a long period, facing highland pasture ground, Tibetan herdsmen and temples of Tibetan Buddhism for
more than 10 years. He never converts various and colorful scenes in the western region into a certain single symbolic sign. However,
one must have noticed "that converted symbolic sign" is just an obvious restriction in today's other painters' paintings describing scenes
and customs in the western region. In many other painters' works, the northwest highland is "abstracted" into a certain signs. Although
those painters want to endow certain signs with in-depth culture importance going beyond the visual aesthetic category, when their
paintings are not competent enough for this vocation, they turn to text explanations. Unfortunately, both their artistic and tasteful poems

and headings and fashion-oriented theoretical explanations belong to additional ornaments to the painting works. It is impossible for



