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The Scientification of Chinese Painting
— A Look Back on the Art of Long Chin-san

By Pao Teh Han

When | was still young, the name, Long Chin-san, was already famous. His style and techniques
were unforgettable, but frankly speaking, he was not the object from whom | planned to imitate when
| was still searching for my own directions. We felt that his accomplishments and his role in history
were already determined. However, his time had passed, and there is no way for us to revisit him, the
master whom we respect so much. Therefore, | never really seriously studied Mr. Long’s past. It was
not until reading articles about him that | started realizing how significant his life of devotion to the art
of photography really was for the younger generations.

He was born in the later period of the Qing Dynasty, at a time when Western civilization pressed
upon China, making the archaic and befuddled Chinese not knowing what to do. Since his teenage
years, he discovered cameras and was mesmerized by them. This is quite symbolic. With what did
the Westerners bully the incompetent Qing government around? With science and technology, which
mean the machines. Camera is the machine that is the closet to daily lives.

For those who possess artistic inclinations, cameras have different meanings. In Chinese tradition,
the artist's task is to “Re-presenting Art” , and to paint the images before their eyes. And now, with
a machine that can almost exactly reproduce real life images, can it replace the paint brushes of the
artists? Or is it simply a toy for the Westerners?

This is a serious issue that is believed to have occurred to the mind of young Long Chin-san. He
should have known that in his time, the invention of camera already created a great impact on Western
art. Originally, Western art was realistic, but the cameras took away the exclusive status of painting the
reality from the artists, and therefore stimulated the modernization of art and the development of styles
such as the Impressionism later on. When he started using the camera, Van Gogh, Gauguin, Matisse
and Picasso already broke through the bound of machinery and headed toward a new artistic territory.
Of course, what young Mr. Long faced was an entirely different cultural issue.

Quite on the contrary, he wanted to embrace the machines. He wanted to overcome the cultural
stalemate that has not advanced for a century by understanding the machines in a country that was
lagging behind in science. How to replace the paint brushes of the artists with Western machinery?

At this time, the Chinese intellectuals started to self-reflect on the inevitability of accepting
Western sciences, but how? Most intellectuals merely wanted to integrate the Western “devices”
into Chinese culture. Therefore, they reached the natural conclusion of “Chinese in essence, and
Western in practice” . However, what is the essence, and what is the practice? It can not be explained
that easily. In the world of art, no one really took cameras seriously. The paintings in the late Qing
Dynasty and when the Republic of China was first established followed the mainstream style of Qing
Dynasty. No only were cameras unheard of, the Western paintings were also still seen as foreign
objects. Therefore, the theory of essence and practice didn’t slow down the artists’ paint brushes.

Painting is a way of making observations. The fact that it can be free of Western influences means
that it has been deeply rooted in the Chinese culture. The painters never thought of replacing the paint
brushes with cameras to create a new style for the landscapes. Therefore, the art circle created a
distinction for the Chinese paintings and Western paintings. The separation maintained the tradition,
and allowed Westernization to continue. The co-existence remained until the Nationalist government
retreated to Taiwan.

Mr. Long Chin-san was exposed to the core of this issue through the photography enthusiasts.
He found that the landscape sceneries captured by camera to be more realistic and contagious than
those from the traditional paintings as long as proper techniques are applied. The biggest problem
with photography is that one cannot freely arrange the objects. In order to photograph the key objects,
the photographer has to tolerate some of the less desirable or appropriate background. Therefore, he



adopted a technique used by the westerners on advertising design. He collaged different photographs
together and created the so-called “Composite Photography” . In 1934, he collaged two photographs
that he took on the Yellow Mountain into one, which is titled “Spring Trees and Wondrous Peaks” .
With his cameras, he successfully pioneered the way to accomplish the artistic conception expressed
in Chinese paintings, established a unique style for himself and was awarded repeatedly in
photography exhibitions around the world.

“Composite photography” solved the problem of Chinese in essence, and Western in practice.
His “essence” was not simply the traditional landscapes, but also the sceneries of the gardens
and landscapes from Jiangnan and Chinese flower design. He had always loved to travel. Therefore,
during the Sino-Japanese war, he traveled all over China, documented the reality with his camera,
and enriched the conception of landscapes in his mind. This allowed him to freely collect the actual
sceneries as his state of mind and create the most important pieces in his life.

Taiwanese artists followed the modernism thinking of Hu Shih, who promoted democracy and
science, and headed toward the Western abstractism. Stop seeking the spirits from traditions. The
spirits can only be found in modern living. When | was young, | was also a disciple of Modernism,
believing that only with progress and complete Westernization can the country regain hope. Young
people can no longer sink in the traditional thinking. When | first graduated from college, | had only
modernist art in mind. | even regarded the work of Mr. Guo Bo-chuan, whom | worshiped, as outdated.
At that time, Long Chin-san’s photography seemed to be only a story in art history.

In essence, Mr. Long was an artist who insisted on having Chinese culture as the basis. Looking
around, he didn’t have any young followers at that time, and perhaps was feeling a bit lonely. People
of his generation could not believe that the Chinese spirit has fallen and insisted upon continuing with
their creative ideology. However, Chang Dai-chien started the modern ink-splashing method and that
echoed among the youngsters. How could Long Chin-san connect with modernity while being ignored
by the young generation? |s international photographer salon the only place where people understand
him?

After turning 70, Long Chin-san started to look for a new style from the framework of traditional
thinking. He used the reverse white on black photography of objects to construct the black and
white image without the depth of field. No one ever really discussed the meanings of these artworks.
However, his hard work and attempts already won him admirations.

From a few of his work, what can we find from the reverse white on black line paintings under
the camera? We know that Mr. Long was passionate toward photography until his death, and that he
should have quite a few ordinary photographs. However, he was not one who would be satisfied with
being ordinary. These line drawings should mean something. | sense a profound sense of viridity. Had
Mr. Long returned to his childhood? He seemed to be searching for the souls of modern people in this
viridity.

He didn’'t need to be overly concerned about the criticism he received over his achievements.
In fact, toward his later years when he was constantly awarded by the government, Modernism had
subsided. The wave of respecting the tradition reemerged. Native spirits were once again recognized.
Although this did not mean that the avant-garde art was no longer the leading trend, it at least
represented that the continuity of traditional culture was once again the cultural issue of the new era
under the value of the diversified society. This is what makes us look back on Mr. Long’s famous works
with indescribable affability.

Mr. Long’s photography is based on the theory of Chinese paintings, which is scientific and will
remain the model of an era for traditional paintings. His work has been the most successful among
the many attempts to modernize Chinese painting since the late Qing Dynasty. That's right. Don't
categorize him as a photographer. He was an alternative painter. This interpretation is perhaps not too
far from his intention.
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Professor Long with his wife and six of his 15 children
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A Brief Introduction of Long Chinsan's life

Long Chinsan, whose ancestral home was in Lanxi City, Zhejiang Province in China, was given
the name Guo-dong at birth. His father, General Jin-tang Long, governed the districts along the Huai
River towards the later part of Qing dynasty, and stationed in Huai'an City, supervising the canal con-
struction. Long Chinsan was born in 1892 in Qingjiang Pu, Huai'an, and was raised in an environment
where the influence of Chinese culture was ubiquitous.

While working at the sales division of Shen-bao newspaper agency in Shanghai, Long took
English, Accounting, and Advertising courses. In 1912, when he served as the head of advertising
sales division in Shen-bao, he also held a concurrent position as the head of the advertising division in
a different newspaper agency, Shi-bao. He spent the majority of his leisure time visiting the Chinese
gardens in Suzhou and the countryside, taking a large number of photos of the scenery. He constantly
published his best work on the pictorials, increasing public awareness of the art of photography. In
1920, he was hired as the first president photojournalist at Shi-boa in Shanghai. Aside from his position
as a photojournalist, he entered various international photographic contests with oriental imagery. He
never ceased to create during his peak years. The number of his work that was nominated in contests
reached over 1,000. He also held exhibitions selling his own works. During the Japanese invasion, he
held exhibitions in Chungking, Chengdu, and Shanghai, and donated all the proceeds to the refugees
inland. He was truly a prolific photographer.

Long's styles varied with the different stages of his life. Some featured compositions with a strong
focus, some featured the dance between lights and shadows. Some were expressed in the Chinese
style, with the quality of homey tranquil, and some with the majestic grandeur. During Long's lifetime,
his choices of works for exhibitions were quite advanced. He had accomplished what other artists could
not achieved in the entire art history. All of his exhibitions featured “Rhythmic Vitality” or “Chi” in
Chinese, which he valued more than any other artists ever did. The Chinese rendition of “Chi” (the
aura, the flow of air and mood), this intangible, invisible “Chi” , is the closest to spirituality. The appli-
cation of Composite Photography is to reflect various forms of “Chi” in time and space. What is worth
emphasizing here is Long's masterful skills in the darkroom. Long explained in Long Chinsan's
Techniques of Composite Photography that there's a step by step approach to such a complex tech-
nique. The effects of the marvelous gradation like that in a Chinese ink painting are the results of flexi-
ble use of hand maneuvers in the control of light during the exposure process in the darkroom. His level
of skills even amazed the French.

Long once said that composition is a difficult aspect in creating an art work, but it's even more diffi-
cult to achieve the “Chi” of the work. The flow of “Chi” does not necessarily lie in the layering of
clouds and mountains. Based on the Taoist philosophy, “Chi” is the elevation of the life force - the
essence of life. Or one could puts it as the flourishing life energy. In He Xie's Six Principles of Chinese
Painting, “the flow of Chi” refers to the spirit and vitality in painting, which resembles the capture of
moments which is emphasized in photography. It's what Long had been pursuing all his life.

Long summarized his creativé approach towards photography: “The reason why | create com-
posite photos is that | hope to create intrinsic beauty with photographic skills that could best capture
and deliver the reality when infused with the traditional painting theories, benevolence and practical val-
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ues.” With the urge that came from within, he always promoted Chinese culture with his photos. Such
intention dominated the focus in his work. As what Qichang Dong from Ming Dynasty said, “Chi is not
to be taught. It is to be born with, to be given by god. Only when one is rid of the vices from the
unquenchable personal desires, the emptiness and serenity embodied within the spirit of art could be
achieved.” Examining the environment in which Long grew up, his peaceful character, his conducts
and life experiences, he possessed both qualities. Without a doubt, Long's work reflects that “The jour-
ney to become a great artist must start with the cultivation of personal integrity.”

Apart from creating, Long also implemented programs and education that promote the develop-
ment of photography. He initiated many art organizations, especially during the early years after the
revolution, he held photography courses in the Songjiang Girl's High School in Shanghai, which pio-
neered photography education in China. He founded a weekly publication titled The Art of Photography
(Sheyingyishu) under the news agency, Nightly News Report (Xinwenyebao), publishing articles con-
cerning photographic techniques, commentaries on photo exhibitions, news from the photography com-
munity, photography history, and equipment exchange. Over 230 issues were published. He estab-
lished “Chinese Photography Club” with peers, holding photo exhibitions and effectively stimulated
the photography business in China. Academically speaking, Long was also prolific. Throughout the
course of over 50 years, his photographic work and writings on photographic theories were widely pub-
lished, serving as the foundation of Chinese photography. After relocating to Taiwan in 1949, he taught
at National Taiwan University of Arts and Chinese Culture University in Taipei. In 1953, “Chinese
Photography Club” was restored in Taiwan and renamed as “China Photography Association.” A
selection of Long's work was published in the World Book Encyclopedia published in the U.S..in 1965.
His article, The New Realm by Truth, Virtue, and Beauty was included in Taiwanese high school
Chinese textbooks in 1978. Long received high recognition among domestic and international photogra-
phy communities for the fluidness of “Chi” in his work. He received a dozen of honorary positions
from over twenty photography societies from the US, the UK, Italy, France, the Philippines, and
Germany. In 1966, he started “Federation of Asian Photographic Art” (FAPA) with other associations.
He was honored by the international photography circles as “the Father of FAPA.” In 1980, when the
Photographic Society of New York held its first award ceremony for the world's top ten photography
experts, Long ranked the third as the “Composite Photographer” . Long's life spanned over a centu-
ry. On April13th, 1955, he died of illness in Taipei. He was 104 years old.

Long Chinsan Artistic & Cultural Developing Association
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