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OUT OF THE NARROW GATE

Zhu Naizheng

When intelligent people with the power of understanding
choose art as a career, they would constantly search in the
plain and common world around them, trying to discover a spot
of enlightenment, thus unfold the unique charms of their art.
Hong Ling is one of these people. More than ten years ago, he
chose the old lanes in Beijing as the subjects of a series of
paintings. It was the first time for the world to see his
talent. Only those who grew up in this city and know well the
deep, quiet lanes can revedl the beauty of the ordinary corners.
Through almost only three simple colors of black, white, and
gray, we see the colorful charms of the four alternating seasons.
Such works undoubtedly came from an artist with the heart and
emotions of a common person, and such fine quality reflects the
artist's intelligence. Hong Ling has the power to grasp the
truth in nature. Though familiar with the lanes, he did not
walked into dead-ends and limit himself to the achievements.
Instead, he walked out of the gate of narrow 1ané$, into the
majestic nature, which is the essence of art, to find a vast
world of art. Hong Ling picked the Yellow Mountains, and close
to the mountains he made great efforts to build his studio
where his heart can fly in freedom. Over the years, he stayed
by the mountains and watched the clouds rise, trying to draw
from them the divine spirits. Over the imposing Yellow Mountains,

mists and clouds gather and fade like ocean tides. Hong's

heart opened at the surging rises and falls of the infinite
changes. Day after day, inspired by the nature's mighty power,
his art creations brightened and reached for higher levels. He
began to understand more of the great treasures of traditional
artworks left by artists over hundreds of years. From the
ancient masters Fan Kuan, Mi Fu, Jing, Guan, Ma, Xia, Ni Zan,
Dong Qichang, Shi Tao, Gong Xian, to the more recent ones Huang
Binhong, Fu Baoshi, Li Keran... all their works so harmonized
with the nature, and together provide an inexhaustible source
of knowledge. It is the basis of Hong Ling's paintings done in
the recent ten years. Even done with paint, canvas, brushes
and knives from the West, his paintings reveal the spirit of
the nation and the charms of traditional ink paintings. Thus
the works have attracted attention from the art circle as well
as from people who appreciate the style. There are two reasons
why I like the works of this talented artist. One, you can tell
at first glance that they are done by a Chinese painter ; two,
you can tell that they are the unique creations of Hong Ling.
Today there are greater influences from Western painting styles.
Hong Ling is one of the artists who are conscious of what to
learn and never follow the trends blindly. We expect to see
Hong Ling, now in his prime of life, reaching a flourishing

time of art in the new century.
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HONG LING'S REALM OF LANDSCAPE

Shui Tianzhong

Paintings and poems on landscapes are China's unique con-
tributions to human culture, also the most valuable cultural
heritage left by our ancestors. The poems on landscapes from
"The Book of Songs" to those wrote by poets of the Tang and Song
Dynasties, and the landscape paintings from the Northern Dynas-
ties down through the Song Dynasty till the Ming and Qing
Dynasties, all have significantly influenced the forms of the
Without these

works in history, the quality of today's Chinese culture would

nation's cultural qualities and psychology.

be pale with less humanity.

At the beginning of the 20th Century, landscape painting
seemed to. come to a dead-end in development. However, at the
end of the century, we found a rising generation of landscape
painters. Different from the previous artists, they are trying
to reveal Chinese landscapes through the forms and techniques
of Western paintings. This new element in art enriched the
style of landscape paintings, and narrowed the gap between the
art of traditional landscapes aﬁd the modern people. It is an
encouraging achievement in the general sense of art as well as
in the particular value of landscape painting.

However, new concepts and techniques adopted in paintings
In the field of

landscape painting, there is a trend of pursuing popular po-

have also raised a tendency toward "fake" art.

litical implications, and the realm of poems and thoughts is
deserted. Some oil paintings regarded as the representative
pieces of contemporary landscapes are filled with social and
political contents, thus losing the most valuable element of
Chinese landscape paintings - the poetic realm of imagination.
Similar problems can even be found in some of the works by well-

known masters such. as Chang Shuhong, Wu Zuoren, and Dong Xiwen.
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In the mid 8@'s, painters began to break through the conven-
They tried to look at the

It was

tion of idealizing the landscape.
nature as cultural symbols and philosophical metaphors.
a new experiment. But after it became a trend, the art of
landscape painting seemed to be formularized. The natural
scenes lost the rich emotional feelings inside, turning into
empty shells marked with concepts.

Hong Ling, who received systematic training in realistic
painting, did not concentrate on landscapes in the beginning.
However, his achievement in landscape painting is related to
his experiments and thoughts in other categories. Landscape
painting is the best choice through which his comprehensive
accomplishments in art could be fully revealed. The nudes and
works on other subjects he did in the 8@'s showed his keenness
on art forms. But only the creation of landscapes brought out
the best in his accomplishments in culture, his mental qualities,
and his aesthetic tastes.

Hong Ling's landscapes are not ordinary scenes in nature.
He is not a painter who roams about and draws every scene that
looked interesting. The scenes in his paintings seem to carry
a special kind of quality and style. Instead of a modern artist
who is used to travelling around drawing sketches, he is more
like an ancient painter living a simple life in the mountains,
who observes, experiences, and thinks with a peaceful heart.
If the landscape paintings of a symbolized nature mentioned
before were the abstruse poems from the Northern Dynasties,
then I should say that Hong Ling's landscapes are close to the
poems on landscapes from the Southern Dynasties. The scenes
Hong Ling painted often remind me of the poems of Xie Lingyun,

a famous poet from the Southern Dynasties. Though the two



express different emotions, Hong's rich and vigorous and Xie's
easy and refreshing, they share similar views in observing the
nature.

Xie Lingyun is famous among the poets of his time for his
exquisite and profound observations shown through his poems:

"Set out by the sunny cliffs as the sun rises up,

Rest in the shadowy mountains as the scenery fades away."

"So gentle is the grass along the path,

Still delicate as it rounds the island."

"Water separates in the rocky stream,

Path disappears in the dense woods."

"Green light glows on bamboo shoots,

Purple downs appear on spring weeds."

Of course, Xie praised an idealized nature, not the nature
full of contradictions, struggles, and hardships in reality.
But it was in Xie's poems that the nature became independent in
aesthetic views, a subject in literature with emotions and
characters. It no longer served as a contrast of the human
society, and no longer the symbols of concepts and destinies.
Nature was the home of the soul. It is the same with Hong
Ling's paintings.

Traditional Chinese landscape painters stress the natures,
appearances, and frames of the mountains and waters, but pay
less attention to the variations composed by the landscape, the
light, and the air. Only Huang Binhong, a master of Chinese
landscape paintings studied them profoundly. He summarized
this powerful expression of Chinese paintings as "the charac-
ters of mountains and rivers", "to reveals the characters of
mountains and river, you have to close your eyes, think deeply,
and understand their spirits." Precise depictions on such
characters can also be found in classical Chinese poems, begin-
ning with those from the Northern Dynasties, and perfected by
the great poets from the Tang and Song Dynasties.

Hong Ling's paintings agree with the artistic ideals of
Huang Binhong and the realm in classical poems on landscapes.

His works reveal the deep, fresh landscapes cover in mists in

the south of China. Bathed in the moist *fog and hazy sunlight,
the rises and falls of the green mountains seem so familiar yet
so far and serene. The contrast between the integral tone of
colors and the various brush strokes, and that between heavy
paints and light touches of outlines together build Hong Ling's
thought-provoking pictures. These landscape paintings often
remind me of the works of foreign artists, making me believe
that the expressions and techniques of painting and the place
the painter lives in and paints depend on each other for existence.

Hong Ling's painting expressions were formed and developed
among the woods and rocks that he is so attached to. When
confronted with the mountains and rivers that Chinese poets and
painters have admired for two thousand years, many highly skilled
oil painters from the past could not find the way, even the
passion of expression. Their skills could only apply to the
scenes of the forests and open fields in the northern regions
such as Xinjiang and Helongjiang. -The reason is that the
painting concepts and techniques of those artists came from the
visual art system of Europe (including Russia). It was impos-
sible for such a system to include in its development the study
Thus the
system could not provide expressions for such scenery.

In the concepts of art and the attitude toward nature, Heng

on scenes of the middle and southern parts of China.

Ling is closest to Huang Binhong, 20th Century's master of ink
paintings with the greatest accomplishments in traditional
culture, instead of a master of oil paintings. When Hong Ling
talks about his experiences in art, his views and manner all
remind me of Mister Huang. Hong Ling's paintings and views in
art seem to be the modern definitions and developments of Huang
Binhong's art. As I think about how Hong Ling built his studio
in the countryside in southern Anhui, and his deep love of the
mountains and waters, I feel encouraged that Mister Huang ideas
in art dre being carried forward.

In the art of contemporary landscape painting, Hong Ling is
the first artist to develop a unique style through the mix and

contrast of traditional ink landscapes and oil landscape paintings.
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