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Restriction and Creation

by Cao Yigiang

Remarks on Meibing's recent paintings

It may be asserted that an environment that
allows much freedom for artist is necessary for
their prosperity. Freedom means more possibility
and more individuality, but it could also mean
more difficulties in making choices. On contem-
porary Chinese history, there was an era when
artist had only restricted range of style choices,
and had to compete with each other under es-
tablished rules. Yet during this period standard
for artistic quality were widely recognized and
were shared by many. Arfists were quite certain
as to what action they should take as well as
potential response they would receive. Meibing
and | are of the same age, both belong to the
generation that has lived to see great changes
in Chinese art world for the past few decades.
We feel the sharp contrast between old and
new era, when artist are presented with different
quests and were pushed into different choices.

As professor of Nanjing Normal University,
Meibing studied Oil Painting at Nanjing Acad-
emy of Arts from 1978 to 1982. At that time, re-
alistic style promoted by former Soviet Union
dominated the art world in China. Works of llya
Y. Repin and Vaisili |. Surikov were established
as official models, and Xinghuo Magazine was
the only source where we could find reprints of
paintings fo imitate. Domestic painters whom
are widely respected, such as Jin Shangyi and
Zhan Jianjun, all followed Soviet manner. Stu-
dents from south China also learned Soviet
manner through Quan Shanshi, Xu Minghua ----
they were both trained in former Soviet Union.
We learned to do correct tonal sketches, make
quick studies from life and render our colours
in harmony. These qualities we can clearly see

‘ ‘/']3 from sketches and paintings Meibing did during

his student days.

The so-called Soviet Style has its origin in
French Impressionism. In 1977 an exhibition of
French Impressionists was held in Shanghai.
Young painters who were eager to see original
works of Western painting had their first chance
to face masterpieces of Manet, Pissarro and Sis-
ley. The impact is so great that all of us, include
Meibing, had to some extent changed our way
of expression. For a period Meibing paid more
attention to subtle variation of colour and glaz-
ing, his sketch also got bolder. The influence of
the exhibition had left its mark on his work of this
period.

In those years, artists in China sfill worked in
more or less isolated state, thus showed a uni-
form tendency in their style. Personality and indi-
viduality suffered, but rigorous standard for qual-
ity established. With a uniform canon one could
easily make judgment on art work.

We are now living in a time when personal-
ity is highly praised. Many artists mistakenly re-
gard highly personalized expression as primary
element of artistic creation. In fact, personality
will always leave traces even on work of imita-
tion. Throughout his life Manet had tried to imi-
tate Velasquez, yet he made an unmistakable
Manet out of Velasquez. Some modern masters
with extraordinary style had been imitating old
masters diligently. Among them abstract ex-
pressionist Pollock imitated ElI'Greco, Freud ad-
mired Chagall. Imitation would not smear one's
own manner. Personality and style are neutral
elements. We can not judge art on these ele-
ments. Personality and style are inherited. They
are like wild horses, and good artist reins hors-
es, not indulging them. Through imitation of old

RFEUE

HEME
2009

Qil on canvas
60cm x 50cm



=8 |

#E®E | Oil on canvas
2009 | 140cm x 100cm

masters, good artist learns to rein his personality
so as to attain ideal quality. Too much care for
one's own style has nothing to do with loyalty
for art. Some artists have misunderstood Roman-
tic proclamation that artist shall be loyal to his
instinct. They blindly promoted their individual-
ity and tried everything to pursue exceptional
styles .only to find themselves lost, their loyalty
for art in vain. Loyalty for art is constant chal-
lenge to oneself, fo one's theme and media,
and the courage one technique of expression.
According to Wen Xin Diao Long, our ancestor
had set up “three criteria" for literature criticism,
in which “emotion”, “theme" and “technique”
could be respectively interpreted as inspiration,
object and way of expression. Emotfion changes
with theme, while technique conform emotion.
“Language must consider emotion, while emo-
tion must in accordance with event (things);
these three elements should conform each oth-
er and never interfere with each other.” These
remarks on literature are also true on painting.
Nowadays artists can no longer keep the bal-
ance of the three principles. They pursue new
for new's sake, or they painstakingly render de-
tails without emotion.

One problem of our time is that we have
so few striking works. Artists seem fo have lost
their sensitivities. Meibing, however, has never
forgotten the “three criteria”. He draws inspira-
fion from nature and frains his sense. The result
can be seen in his works that were completed
in snowy days of 2008. In order to fix his inspira-
tion and what he senses on canvas, Meibing has
thoroughly studied history of oil fechnique and
theory of colour. He has been particularly nour-
ished by Titian, Rembrandt, Cézanne and Mod-
igliani. In 1993 Meibing visited the United States
and spent a lot of time studying old masters in

museums. He held his one man exhibition soon,
showing a series of landscape which were sold
out immediately. The combination of 18 century
Italian landscape and French Impressionism, plus
Cézanne's treatment of space and structure,
gave his work a special fouch. Perhaps he failed
to realize that his work, with slightly unsteady
composition, solemn and cold tones, suggested
the same mysterious, stern and weird expression
seen in Goya and El' Greco's work. This uncan-
ny and delicate atmosphere also characterized
Meibing's work of photography. Human expres-
sion and surrounding objects were fixed instantly
in the dramatic world of light, which was only
to be caught by sensitive eyes. Like his paintfing,
these photographs are also works of art with in-
dependent aesthetic value.

Admitting the limitations of traditional me-
dia, Meibing never gave up easel painting.
For him creativity does not necessarily mean
"brand new", rather it means the ability to co-
ordinate elements harmoniously and to create
a new way of overcoming old difficulties. How-
ever, since China entered a new era, many
artists have lost in a bewildering world of pos-
sibilifies. Since Xu Beihong's time, Chinese artists
had long cherished the ideal of nationalized oil
painting. On one hand, the ideal had encour-
aged artists fo explore the possibility of coordi-
nating eastern and western artistic elements.
On the other hand, it had also encouraged the
narrow minded nationalism. The artists inevitably
fell in predicament of so called "double cod-
ing" They have to work within the complex of
national identity, globalization and cultural con-
text of tradition. The revolutionary creativity of
Modermnism has exhausted, it then feel the need
to turn back to tradition. Yet the postmodernism
abused tradition in a cynical way. In fact, artists
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would always bare marks of his own time while
working in the framework of tradition.

There is an unusual atmosphere of postmod-
ernism in Meibing's recent works. With fluent oil
technique, he expressed traditional Chinese
spirit. The couple under his brush reminds us the
daily scene from childhood. They sat at a stone
table, appreciating potted pines and plums.
The surroundings took an air of antiquity, from
which we can feel the dialogue between past
and present, between Chinese classic poeti-
cism and modern oil technique. This atmosphere
could be traced back to Emperor Huizong's Ap-
preciating Qin Music in Song Dynasty. Meibing,
born in a family of intellectuals and was well
educated in classic literature, has special affilia-
tion to artifacts left from the past. His apprecia-
tion for lacquerware of Qing and Han dynasties,
sculpture and carving of Tang and Song dynas-
ties and furniture of Ming and Qing dynasties
streams out naturally from his heart. Besides he
is also quite familiar with desk items literati used
to surround their studio. Recently these objects
became repeated theme of his painfing. Meib-
ing is a gentleman who cherishes virtues that are
rare to see in these days. The first fime | saw his
Yulan magnolia, which depicted white, poetic
flowers with franquil, elegant coulors, | immedi-
ately had the feeling that the painting is just like
the artist.

It is worth saying that Meibing has studied
under supervise of Su Tianci, the distinguished
painter who enjoy nation wide reputation. If na-
tionalization of oil painting is ever to be realized,
than Su Tianci is one of the few artists who are
close fo that ideal. He succeeded in present-
ing poetic quality of Chinese art fradition with
the media of genuine oil technique. Meibing
resembles his teacher in this respect. In recently
painted work "Lily", the flowers and brushwork
interact so with each other that we can hardly
identify the moment when strokes switch into

015 objects. Though inherited the manner of Su Tian-

ci, there are elements of Impressionism and Ex-
pressionism in Meibing's work. The square porce-
lain vase and thick greenish leaves add sense of
stability to the composition, counterbalanced
the stiring movement of flowers. The work shows
clearly characters of Chinese tradition, but the
pictorial surface certainly gives strong feeling of
tactility.

In my private conversation with Meibing, a
repeated topic is why domestic painters often
failed to present “the genuine character of oil
painting”. Turning our eyes to history, we ques-
tioned real masters of the media for what they
had in common. They are all concerned with
the vitality and tactility of form and modeling,
and they all care about a music-like charac-
ter of colours. That is to say, they all drive the
best out of the media to create vivid, breath-
ing, fouchable and music like forms. Kandinsky
once said a good painting lured one to reach
out for it, for it does have vitality and tactility.
Renoir in another case said that he always strug-
gles to tune each colour to the highest degree.
Meibing made particular effort to explore the oil
language in his recent works. The best of these is
"Communication between Two Pines”, in which
every single image, branches, leaves, old stone
table, rockeries, gate and wall of garden, as
well as people, are all beating with rhythm of
vitality and tactility.

To describe form by analogy with sense of
hearing is a method that has long been prac-
ticed by both Chinese and European artist. In
his annotation of Music Chapter of the Book of
Rites, Kong Yingda argued that "music could
move people and let them imagine the form"
Ma Rong went even further by declaring that
“when we hear the sound, there comes in mind
the image of water, or a flying swan; the water
vast and mighty, the swan fluttering back and
for." I'm not sure if Meibing willingly made use of
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the transformation of senses, but his new works
certainly reminds me so.

The distinctive character of Meibing's art lies
on his exploration of oil media through tradi-
fional Chinese themes. In Playing Children, the
artist borrowed a motif from Song dynasty genre
painting, and fully explored the “cream like"
texture of oil painting.

It's amazing for Meibing to complete so
much works in the past six months. The main
theme of these works is "dialogue”. The man
who sit alone at lakeside sipping tea is hav-
ing dialogue with nature; The arhat under the
moon and withered free is having dialogue with
monkeys; The man enjoying his leisure aside an
screen is having dialogue with items in the stu-
dio; The monk sitting cross-legged in a cloud of
incense is having dialogue with his belief. These
in fact can be seen as representation of artist's
dialogue between Chinese culture and Western
culture, past and present. Equipped with good
knowledge of classicism, Meibing can put Chi-
nese fradition into contemporary framework,
and find the best expression with oil technique.

Only those who have good understanding of
history, and those who accept and respect the
limitations of media could possibly bring out the
best of oil painting. Limitation will not harm art,
on the conftrary, it is necessary and nourishing
for art. 1. S. Elliot nominated Dante, Shakespeare
and Goethe as three poets whose influence
spread far beyond their language to reach eve-
ry corner of the world. Those three create like
God, and sublime humanity manifest through
their work. Dante completed Divine Comedy
with a pray:

O Light Supreme, that dost so far uplift thee
From the conceits of mortals, to my mind
Of what thou didst appear re-lend a little,

And make my tongue of so great puissance,
That but a single sparkle of thy glory
It may bequeath unto the future people.

Dante knew well that unlimited creation,
that is fo say, the ability of creating out of noth-
ing, is God's privilege. All our mankind can do
is no more than humble supplements for what
God has created. Man can only work with what
has already existed, by way of changing and
coordinating, so as to make. Thus creation does
not mean cheap, unrestricted new ideas. It is
a restricted activity by itself. In art world, what
we call creativity or originality has to satisfy two
seemingly confradict requirements. On one
hand an artist has to break the canon in genius
way to be praised for his creativity, while on the
other hand his new proposal would sooner or
later become new canon. In other words, crea-
tion starts with extraordinary thought, but end
with wide acceptance. Unlimited individuality
is eccentricity rather than creativity. Obviously
Meibing has already realized all these, though,
like other artists of our time, he enjoys great free-
dom at work. Recently, Meibing started to pay
more attention to the art of portraiture. This is a
new challenge he put for himself, but with great
conscious of the relation between creation and
restriction, Meibing can be expect to reach a
new height in the near future.



