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From Pastoral to Out of the Mountains
——A Criticism of Jiang Shi-guo’s Painting Series
Wild Wind * Out of the Mountains
Yi Ying

To appreciate Jiang Shi-guo’s paintings, you will have to follow the trails of his feelings. His feelings are
of dual nature;one is the artistic feelings, the other is the life feelings. For wash painters, either pioneering
or traditional, using ink and wash as painting materials is their common characteristics. For such a painter
who paints in traditional Chinese painting way, he can be intoxicated and delighted with his already fixed
form. To him ,language is meaningless. Yet, for a painter who is pursuing modern styles is sure to take the
risk of exploring, but the experiment with language usually makes the language an object beyond himself, a
state of feeling driven by reasoning, or even a copy of modern art form.Undoubtedly, Jiang Shi-guo is a
modern wash painter, but he has been trying to paint in his own way. To him, “self” is the center of art,
which is surrounded by a subject, content, form, or language. His art becomes a means of expressing him-
self. Yet, in the process of expressing, this means becomes a symbol of his spirit and feelings. Thus it is be-
stowed with the quality of modern ink and wash.Not only has he created his own expression form but he
has also re-defined“home for soul”in the from.

In Jiang's art, autobiography is always his latent subject.Childhood is unforgettable. If the childhood
memories expressed in his early works are simple and pastoral, these expressed in his latest paintings become
an ideal home for his soul.All this comes from his personal deep experience and meditation of the reali-
ty. What is more important, in his persistent psychological pursuing, his private memory has risen to the
level of being a subject matter of a social type.Keeping watch the home is no longer a sort of personal low
chanting but a detailed inquiring about the theme of human co-existence. As a matter of fact, this is a pro-
cess of changing from a man of the private type to the social type.From the start ,Jiang’s pictures were not
an objective account but a subjective description. In his pastoral period, this subjectivity does not exist in the
interesting composition or deformed figures but in the description of his memories. In this subjective world,
the freedom of imagination is the base of his creation form. This is not a scene that can be recorded when a
college student comes down to the country to experience life. It is a childhood memory that was awakened
by human social communication and the noisy city life. In these song-like pictures the beautification of
memories are still mingled with some imperceptible misgivings. But Jiang does not leave off here. Childhood
memories are lit up by real life. There will be no pastoral childhood memory without embarrassment about
the reality. The wish for freedom results from too many shackles in real life. Man is sure to go out of the
mountains, to change from a private type to a social type, even to a social type in the city. To Jiang, this

changing is very natural, leaving pastoral song gradually far behind and taking the reality as a heavier bur-



den. When he once again searches for the homeland, he is no longer simple. All meditations in real life give a
gloomy touch to the ideal homeland in the memory.

Jiang named his recent painting Out of the Mountains, which suggests that he had evidently realized
that man’s, specifically his own, going out of the homeland is the going form inside the mountains to outside
the mountains. It is no more the homeland in the memory but a state of condition of modern society in which
is a man who has come out of the mountains.

On close examination of the series Wild Wind * Out of the Mountains we can see that the painter’s
freedom in expressing the theme is a free display on the base of analyzing his experiences and feelings. It is
a vague description, a direct monologue of his feelings. We can see symbols, images of rough mountain vil-
lagers, various city lives and also“human being” without an implied status and background.Each picture
seems like an episode of the painter’s streaming consciousness. If all these pictures are connected together
according to a certain will, they will reveal a process of going out the mountains — man continually being
alienated and the real self in the painter’ s personal experience slowly drifting apart. Compared with his
early works, these pictures are more complex both in the aspects of visual effect and picture form.For in-
stance, in almost every picture there are various marks and symbols: some are symbolic, maybe elaborately
designed such as nets symbolizing man’s living circumstances, fish representing natural circumstances or
childhood memories. There are some marks that may be the products of the painter’s subconsciousness, such
as something like curves or mountain-shapes, which are slowly flowing, like thoughts lingering in our
minds. This reflects the painter’ s spiritual contradictions and puzzlement, which eventually come to a har-
mony full of tension.

Jiang’ s art itself is a process of changing, which is synchronous with his psychological
change. Therefore, every stage is a complete one. The calmness and puzzlement coming out of the mountains
are as accurate as his feelings—going from harmony to tension, as if it is a necessary process of human
life. From this angle, we can say that Jiang Shi-guo’ s art can be expressed in his owm way. For he has put
himself in a complex society. The more accurately he analyses himself, the closer he is to the society. The
varieties and complexities of social life in turn provide his art with unlimited possibilities. Willy-nilly, he has
stepped into the procession of modern ink painters. This process also serves as an example. When traditional
media and materials and forms are open to modern culture, it is necessary that new expression forms should
turn up in the collision of the language against the reality. We believe that Jiang’s self-analyzing process is

far from ending.Once he has obtained new experience his art will surely take on a new look.
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Find Back the Pure and Innocent Memory
An approach to Jiang Shi-guo’s fine brushwork figure paintings
Yi Ying

[ first saw Jiang Shi-guo’s pictures in the studio of the Department of Fine Arts of Hebei Teachers’
University. His studio was always in a mess. His pictures were mounted on the drawing boards. He removed
the boards to show us the pictures. His pictures seem hazy at first glance, but very clear and fresh on close
examination. Young boys, girls and small villages and the sorghum fields all seem like in the dreamland. He
has made first appearance in the group of artists of fine brushwork.He felt puzzled when his pictures were
classified into the type of fine brushwork. What he has been trying to seek is the fresh feelings and re-
calls. He thinks if he acted upon any artificial classification in drawing, his pictures would be only a stack of
regulations and types.

Years ago, Jiang was influenced by the new men of letters, but perhaps it was their voluntary modelling
that aroused his interest. Upon his college graduation, the pictures of the new men of letters were popu-
lar. As it was, the painting styles of the new men of letters widely diverged from that of ink and wash figure
paintings. The enlightenment he obtained from the styles of the new men of letters was that he avoided
painting from life,as was often done in class, and entered a state of free creation.He did not follow the new
men of letters. For he soon realized that, in their pictures, the new men of letters did not really understand
the spirit expressed in the pictures by men of letters. Superficial interest of ink and wash would become a
new model in no time.But human experiences and feelings are so rich and unlimited that no paterns can
describe them all to the end. This shows Jiang is mature in art, for he first understood that set methods are
in contradiction with life experience. To him, expressing life is the most important. When they choose
drawing as their career, some Chinese painters are inclined to classify themselves in advance into a certain
drawing type. Its special demand for materials and techniques, plus the influence of fashionable styles and
ideological trends, usually fetters the painters themselves. On most occasions, they think they are expressing
themselves but in fact they are just repeating an expression model and technique.Such is to freehand wash
painting. It is even so to fine brushwork painting.

Faced with the truth of feelings, Jiang tries to {ind a pure and innocent feeling. He likes the peaceful
and quiet situations in which feelings and thoughts can wander and soar freely. He likes to draw pictures of
his childhood recalls. Instead of catering to the taste of amorous pictures, he draws only to be able to feel the
pureness and innocence in the remote recall of his childhood life in a village of the northeast of China. So, as

for him, the key point of drawing lies in its state rather than its pattern.In his picture Colorful Dream
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which won a prize at the 3rd National Fine Brushwork Painting Show, we can hardly see any patterns of fine
brushwork. The picture is hazy, as if morning vapor is rising from the lake. The figure and the scene are
sketched in light ink, which is very voluntary. Most places were finished at one time but some were brushed
out with a dry brush on the rough cotton canvas, which is left in grey. This picture can be representative in
terms of his style, that is , with the “self”as chief and painting methods as supplementary. In this style some
influence of the new men of letters can be seen:abandon the completeness of shape and technical patterns to
achieve a free expression of feelings.]Jiang Shi-guo believes that, he can draw a good picture if he does it
according to the patterns of traditional fine brushwork painting, but his delicate feelings can’t be melted into
the model because the whole process of fine brushwork painting, including drafting, developing, coatpaint-
ing, etc.is achieved at the cost of feelings. To some extent, that is why fine brushwork painting has been on
the decline these years. He regards drawing as a way of life. In our modern society, the more powerfully the
media directly record or reflect society, the weaker the functioning of drawing will be. Drawing is no longer
a means to record times and society but to express the artist’s personal feelings and taste of beauty chiefly in
its own language. Jiang thinks much of it. From this point of view he thinks he is an aesthete. His conception
of beauty is a sort of circumstance of dream-like beauty,a world beyond our real world, which is a comfort to
a busy man on the earth. His aestheticism is certainly not a theory but an attitude of his with which he looks
at drawing. He asks that one should draw in a free spiritual state, even only concerned over the freedom of
the process and letting the result come from an unpredictable expectation. It can be imagined that with this
attitude he does not want to become a slave of patterns. When he draws he is calm, relaxed, with thoughts
soaring freely and feelings slowly coming out, as is evidently shown in his pictures. Jiang omitted many of
the steps of fine brushwork painting so as to maintain a voluntary and easy effect.He doesn’t draft.He
usually just draws a few points on the canvas or a small draft in a sketch book, setting a general position of
the figure or the scene. Then he outlines the figure(s) in ink. This makes it impossible to have an accurate
proportion of the shape of the figure(s) and the deform is not to be designed in advance.He attaches great
inportance to painting in an unpredictable state, with the natural flow of internal feelings to complete the
incompleteness of modelling and composition, so he abandons the reasonized technological process of ordi-
nary fine brushwork painting.To achieve this, he has made some reforms about the materials. He used

common cotton cloth and covered it with glue and vitriol, then mounted it onto the drawing board. The



background was dark color. This makes the lines in light ink even lighter. As a matter of fact, while weak-
ening the factuality of modelling, he also weakened the power of expression of lines to which traditional fine
brushwork painting attaches great importance. In his pictures lines are only used to set the position of the
outline. Dependently, they are subordinated to the whole atmosphere and emotion.Sometimes, when the
surrounding color is painted and the lines are nearly covered, he only leaves a light line between the joint of
the two colors, without adopting the method of double outlining. The outline of the figures appeared with
the help of the surrounding colors. This painting method makes his own special style of painting.In his
pictures, almost no spot is the integrity of color.On the joint of the two colors, either the figure or scenery or
background makes a deliberate destruction to the logical relation between the parts so that the major outline
stands out. For instance, in the picture Sunflower ,rather than set the relations of dark and light according
to the structures, the shade of the color in the naked woman varies according to the deep or light shade to
show the relations between the structures and between the outline and the background. The relation of dark
and light is self-logical, neglecting the logic of figure modelling and body structuring. This style results from
his idea of “follow the feeling”, catching the weak natural beauty from fortuity and random.So he has a
special demand for the quality of the paints.Only when he gets absolute pure colors will he give up the
multi-layer-coating methods of fine brushwork painting so as to express his direct feelings.

Jiang does not think of himself as a fine brushwork painter.He does not care about the new fashion;
neither does he deliberately pursue the creation of the new. He does not like traditional painting style, for he
thinks the overelaborate patterns will fetter his imagination and feelings.So it is in choosing subject mat-
ters. The circumstances of vague and aestheticist beauty he has painted derive from his recalls of the child-
hood life. He did not deliberately create a fairy world, but picked up from his recalls the things lost in the
real life. The sorghum fields, the pools and small villages all turn up as symbols to soothe and comfort his
mind when he feels the burden of life and is involved in the worldliness.So when he is searching for and
drawing in the subconsciousness, this subject matter comes out as a wish for personal feelings. Jiang's pic-
tures are based on his life in the countryside but do not contain the emotions of amorous pictures. It is a
personal recall of experience with hidden symbolism. The dream — like innocence is a negation of and an
escape from the adult world. Like the attitude in which he is drawing, it is a return in a detached state of the

mind to the human nature. Just as was found in Mir6’s early abstract art works, small churches, fields, olive
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trees and circus, all stand out of the dreams as the recalls of the symbolized childhood life, which endows his
abstract language with illusory charm. Jiang’s pictures are in a light, illusory atmosphere, red sorghum being
like buds, mountains stretching far away. He even weakened the sex distinction when he pained naked young
girls, which people feel lovely and friendly. There are kites in many of his pictures. They are used not out of
the need of plot but to show his feelings repeatedly as symbols.

The special environment and state of the mind in a period determine the technique and theme of an
artist. The content of the picture will change with the state of the mind. During the process of the change,
the new things are absorbed to express different feelings. It is a change that Jiang has turned from the style
of the new men of letters to his current style, the sign of which can be seen in his current styles. One of the
Series of Kite differs from his other pictures. Though the dynamic state of the figures is not changed, the
contrast between the blue and the red lies in a striking visionary effect. Obviously, he has absorbed some
method of modern abstract geometric structure painting in painting the clouds in the sky and the projection
on the ground, which suggests that there is an agreement of the tendency of the ink painting development
with his concern over the forms. It is hard to predict his change in the future.But we are sure that, he will

always look for the painting language that directly reflects his life styles and life experience.

*Yi Ying is a critic of fine arts of national fame, editor in chief of the journal Fine Arts Research.
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