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PREFACE

Looking back over the past 60 years during which I have been studying painting, I find it hard to
recollect many of the things I have experienced, for at the age of 82 my memory has dimmed. Too few
were the days when I could paint successfully and in a happy mood. Most of the time it was just a matter
of groping my way forward and, when stranded, turning back to study further. It was like being in a boat
caught in a swift and dangerous current; I propelled hard with both oar and punt-pole, threw every ounce
of energy into the fray, yet scarcely knew if I was making any headway. Food was unpalatable, sleep
restless, under those trying circumstances. The mental anguish I went through, the joy I experienced
when a true work of art was created, all of these I had to keep to myself, for no outsider could possibly
understand them. I had delved deep into the traditions of Chinese ink and brushwork, and the deeper I
went, the harder it was to break with tradition. Thoughts or images of paintings done in traditional ways
lingered with me day and night, whether I was walking or resting; often they startled me from my dreams.
So absorbed was I in spirit that I seemed to be painting all the time.

In spite of all this, I have often reflected that I am not yet too old to make a change, to create
something new and different, to make a final spurt with whatever power I have left so as to fulfill my
ambition of bringing changes into my style and technique in my old age.

This is a collection of 175 paintings and calligraphy spanning close to half a century, which may give
the viewer some idea of the changes and innovations in my brushwork over the years. Whether or how far
I have succeeded in fulfilling a long-cherished ambition T do not know, but I have plowed and weeded in
the garden of artistic creation to the best of my ability, and perhaps I should leave it at that.

Lu Yanshao
February 1990
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INTRODUCTION

by Zhang Rushi

Traditional Chinese painting had begun to flourish as early as the Warring States period (475-221 BC). In Han
Feizi (c.3rd century BC), it was recorded that a painter of the Zhou dynasty took three years to complete an
elaborate portrait of his monarch on bamboo leaves. And in Elegies of Chu: Asking Heaven we have accounts of
the grandeur of the murals of Chu, the largest of the Warring States. But the earliest of the famous traditional-
style paintings we see today are Admonitions of the Palace Instructress by Gu Kaizhi of the Eastern Jin (AD 317-
420), Spring Excursion by Zhan Zigian of the Sui (581-618), and Snow Stream by Wang Wei of the Tang (618-907),
all of which belonged to much later periods. Actually, it was during the Northern Song (960-1127) that traditional
Chinese painting attained full maturity, and since then it has developed steadily from generation to generation.

Admittedly, it is not easy to appreciate or evaluate traditional Chinese painting, but it is most important that
we should be able to do so, for this concerns the future development of the art. For a long time in appreciating and
evaluating Chinese painting quite a few people showed a tendency of appreciating purely what is ancient. Such a
tendency should be avoided; it should not be confused with the desire to carry forward the essence of tradition. In
the audience of traditional Chinese painting today, there are people who are very conservative, who believe only
In maintaining the nation’s cultural legacy. They seem to think that because the art is called traditional Chinese
painting, it must conform fully to traditional standards; otherwise, it is no good. In their opinion, the long-
standing traditions of Chinese painting are supreme and any development of the art must not depart from those
traditions. Most people with this view belong to the older generation, though not all old people share this view. In
recent decades, along with changes in their world outlook, many people have also changed their aesthetic values.
As a result, a group of radicals have emerged, so extreme in their views that they would negate even the four
Wangs--Wang Shimin, Wang Jian, Wang Hui and Wang Yuangi--of the Qing dynasty (1644--1911). This might be
called the complete rejection of tradition. As these radicals see it, to develop Chinese painting, traditions must be
totally rejected.

My personal opinion has been that neither of the two opposing views is correct, but until now it has been hard
to convince either side. Fortunately, after seeing some of Lu Yanshao’s paintings, I think I have found the best
evidence to support my argument. Lu’s paintings show clearly to all who love traditional Chinese painting that to
adhere rigidly to tradition with no innovation is to deprive the art of its vitality, while to “innovate” by totally
rejecting traditions is like separating a tree from its roots. The only correct way is to master traditional skills and
on this basis, learn from nature and draw inspiration from the heart, choose the essential and discard the dross,
and steer one’s own course; to paint from life but try to elevate it. This was the course Lu Yanshao consistently
followed through decades of creative work, during which he alternated imagination with reality, combined the
abstract with the concrete, to establish his own unique style and form of expression.

A paragraph from an article published in a Taiwan art magazine sheds light on the appeal of Lu Yanshao’s
art. It reads: “Tradition-minded people like Lu Yanshao’s paintings because he has thoroughly grasped the
techniques and experience of his predecessors and applied them with high proficiency to his own work. He was an
artist with an open mind. His brushwork was an amalgamation of the styles of the Song and Yuan. From Song
artists, he mastered the rules of painting; from Yuan artists, he learnt variation. People with modern views also
like his paintings, primarily because of their abstract quality. As a matter of fact, some of his paintings are so
abstract that if no houses and figures had been added as ornaments, people would hardly know what they
represent. A painting by Lu Yanshao may be just a mass of white strips and white and black spots at first glance,
but the white and black intermix and contrast well to produce an extraordinary scene full of motion.”

I think the first part of this paragraph is quite correct, but the second part describes only certain sense
perceptions and needs to be expanded. As I see it, some of Lu’s techniques have been in use since ancient times,
such as the representing of shade by ink washes and of snow by blanks, but he modified and improved on them.
The abstract parts of his work, e.g. the white and black spots, are allegoric; they may represent floating clouds, or
smoke, or a waterfall splattering on rock. If you examine his paintings carefully, at a distance or at close range,
you will be able to make out the objects represented. The artist believed that to form an organic whole the
abstract. must be integrated with the concrete, and he always worked conscientiously to achieve a perfect
integration. That is why the abstract parts of his paintings can largely be understood if viewed in conjunction
with the concrete parts. As Lu himself said, “It is definitely not our aim to paint things so abstract that people do
not know what they are.”

Because of the profundity of Lu Yanshao’s art, in which the real is interdependent on the imaginary, the
concrete is integrated with the abstract, and power and motion are expressed in stillness, it takes a high degree of
literary and aesthetic awareness to fully appreciate its subtlety and poetic passion. His paintings possess an
extraordinary charm that is captivating and overwhelming. Viewing them, you may feel relaxed and happy, or fall
Into a reverie, or even gasp with astonishment. In short, as you ponder over them, you become thoroughly
engrossed. It reminds us of what our ancients once said, that a painting can be “read” as well as viewed. To sum
up, Lu Yanshao abstracted wonderful scenes from nature and with marvelous brushwork created stunning works
of art. He is worthy of the high commendation of having “inherited from and surpassed his predecessors.”
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