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The Search for Spirituality

A look into China's recent and modern history reveals the country under great burden and a
nation in calamity. The severity and frequency of the tribulations seemed nothing less than any
of the troubled periods when China has ever suffered in her history. In the wake of dramatic
social changes and cultural conflicts, there came the sense of national humiliation, the urges
for revolution and the passion for an ideal society. These emotions were so intense that only
a few periods and societies in the entire history of the wotld have witnessed such tremendous
consequences they led to, both positive and negative. In the context of such enormous change,
there is no way for an artist, if he is sensitive and truthful enough, to avoid the pressure of
his time, especially when he comes to a clear realization of the pressing issues and decides to
confront them consciously. His response can sometimes spark amazing brilliance. Therefore, the
level of involvement and complexity of his response to these issues in his environment is what
intrigues writers and historians the most.

This type of consciousness was developed in Pan Tianshou, due to the experience in his
younger years. His mother passed away when he was seven. This traumatizing event was directly
related to an armed uprising in eastern Zhejiang against foreign religion, a movement beyond
his comprehension at that time. To the child Pan Tianshou, what foreigners meant to an
impovetished China and what the humiliating terms accepted by the cowardly Qing government
meant to the Chinese people were not some kind of book knowledge but a real experience.
The May Fourth Movement (1919) he participated in while being a student at the Zhejiang
Provincial Number One Normal School (the No.1 Normal School) was also triggered by the
intensification of national crisis. He was very concerned about the fate of the nation at the time.
Many newspaper clippings he saved during the May Fourth Movement were still kept intact until
their confiscation during the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s, indicating how much
he cherished the lessons learned from that particular period of history. The No.1 Normal School
was a stronghold of the New Culture Movement in the South, boasting famous educators like
nationalist Jing Hengyi and other eminent scholars of its faculty. It maintained an atmosphere
of high academic standards where a passion for national salvation through education and the
mood for serving the public prevailed. The student years at the No.1 Normal School allowed
him to combine new knowledge and new ideas with an inherent quality in his character known
as "the stubborn temperament of the Taizhou folks," which was inherited from his ancestors
and local heroes such as Fang Xiaoru. He directly recognized the strength and value of integrity
and strongly felt that it was an obligation for an individual to sacrifice his or her own interests
for the sake of the nation. Also important were the excellent environment for artistic creativity
at the No.1 Normal School and the close guidance of such incredibly talented art teachers like Li
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Shutong, The learning experience there greatly broadened his artistic horizons and improved his
skills.

The influence the No.1 Normal School left on him was profound and long-lasting. He was
reticent, not very smart at socializing and communication. During the student movement, he
realized that he was "not a very good candidate for getting things done, acceptable only when it
comes to painting," which made him somewhat disappointed at himself. The sudden departure
of Li Shutong from the teaching post into monkshood was a big shock, leaving him with a
confusion too much to overcome for a prolonged period of time, because there seemed to be no
easy explanation to the cause of Li's departure that could link the event directly to the progress
of the Enlightenment Movement or to the on-going national crisis. Initially it seemed like a
reversal, an act against the trend. This confusion forced him to observe things from a different
perspective and seek answers at deeper spiritual levels. He became so pensive that for the rest of
his life he was never far away from the sense of remote melancholy and solitude.

This is a mood that can cast one in higher'éspirations and aesthetic visions, in a disposition
that allows the artist to place the starting point of his artistic journey above plebeianism and
vulgarity and to go straight for spiritual heights, so that he can keep his art at a good distance
from the mundane in everyday life. Such a high expectation encouraged him to abandon an easier
access to success and to choose "a path of great uncertainty" instead, which led him to indulge
himself in a wild style and also brought him enormous anxiety unfit for his age group nor for
his circumstance. At one point he was facing such indivertible agony that he almost converted
himself to Buddhism.

To get away from the boring inactivity in the remote hilly regions of Ninghai and Xiaofeng, Pan
Tianshou went to Shanghai at the age of twenty-seven. As he moved through the hustle and
bustle of that commercial metropolis, he gradually penetrated into the heart of the largest art
community in eastern China and emerged as a promising young artist. The next five years of his
stay in Shanghai allowed him to benefit from Wu Changshuo and other masters. He studied and
taught art history at the same time, which provided him with a better understanding of the artistic
tradition and led him to ponder deeper over the nature of art as well as its course of evolution.
His attitude towards the established conventions took several turns in the opposite direction
during this period. With the advice from Wu Changshuo, he was able to curb his untamed ferity
and individual idealism he originally had. He then turned to concentrate his attention on various
styles and approaches of previous masters. Wu Changshuo's idioms served as a back-support
for him to fell on, from which he soon projected his works into maturity and restraint. Seeking
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depth while following Wu's mode of painting seemed a natural choice for him at the time, out
of admiration for Wu for one thing and, for the other, he found such a similarity between Wu's
temperament and that of his own and that Wu's vocabulary of brush and ink language suited
him well for some of his intended expressions. The thirty-year old Pan Tianshou could have
continued on this track for quite a long period of time without much worry, but he diverted from
the ready path in a hurry. Of particular note is that when he ventured out of Wu's mode he was
far from being ready in forming a style of his own. He almost slipped back into the same territory
several years ago where he was on "a path that seemed to lead to nowhere." In the first few years
as an instructor at the National Academy of Art in Hangzhou, he proceeded from time to time
with wildness and passion shown in his earlier years.

In essence, Wu Changshuo's advice acted as a form of restraint and standardization required
of the young Pan Tianshou by the necessity of mastering the traditional formats. This meant
pressure from tradition. He certainly did not fail to recognize the benefits from such pressure,
nor was he unaware of the dangers in deviation from previous models of success; however, he
departed resolutely from Wu's mode of painting, The underlying reason for his daring departure
was to be found in his high standard of ideals for life and his artistic vision. Specific techniques
and idioms of the brush and ink language cannot replace one's personal ideals and artistic
vision, if they can serve as indicators at all, because they exist only in vague notions and abstract
concepts. Such ideals are broad and comprehensive (exceedingly cool and aloof in his instance),
and contain spiritual contents beyond the realm of painting. They are vague to others but clear to
the individual, because they dwell inside his soul. Although he liked Wu Changshuo's style very
much, it was still not the exact vehicle for the expression of his own feelings. Therefore, he had
to give up following in Wu's steps. He made a hard choice under the dilemma: going back to his
own style of aloofness and austerity at the expense of risking failure and misunderstanding by his
friends.

From the perspective of art itself, the young Pan Tianshou in the 1930s was under pressure from
two sides: native traditional conventions and foreign artistic concepts. At that time, the Western
painting method had already gained dominance in his art school while fewer instructors and
less hours were provided for Chinese painting classes. Within the circle of Chinese painters, he
seemed somewhat "bizarre." In the eyes of those colleagues who were zealous about Western
painting, however, he appeared old-fashioned. At the National Academy of Art in Hangzhou, he
was almost single-handedly tugging at the load of Chinese painting instruction, which was now
deemed extremely "out-of-date," without being recognized just for the tiring task of teaching,
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In an era of rapid social change and intensified conflicts, the limitations of Chinese painting in
reflecting social reality became more pronounced, and he found himself at a loss at what he could
do to improve the situation. In comparison, the newly introduced Western method of painting
was full of vitality in its realistic approach to representation, which was particularly capable of
reflecting current events and social life. Although technically at a fledging stage, artists working
in Western media saw great potential across-the-board. To a generation of sensitive intellectuals
and young students, Western culture was closely associated with "democracy" and "science," and
represented promise for the future. Comparatively, not only did Chinese painting which was the
remnants of the feudal society and its old culture lose its former glory, but its very survival in
the future society was at stake. Such a contrast naturally posed a great challenge to Pan Tianshou.
Personally, it was a challenge to his choice of what kind of artist to be. On a grand scale, it was a
challenge to the survival and development of China's national art form. Of course he was aware
of the strengths of Western painting and believed that its introduction was beneficial to China.
However, his deep immersion in the spiritual wealth of Chinese painting not only prevented him
from discarding the fundamental values of the Chinese tradition, but encouraged him instead to
believe in its affirmative prospects in the future society. Under the successive waves of influence
from Western art, he was able to think independently and carefully over the map to the revival
of Chinese painting from the then eurrent situation. He maintained that a nation's artistic style
hinges heavily on its history and geography, that various cultures that thrived in different regions
have their own values and that it is beneficial as well as necessary to absorb nutrients from foreign
cultures, but those do not mean one needs to go so far as to revoke one's own characteristics.
On the future development of art, he advocated strengthening one's own merits and advantages
while circumventing the inherent weaknesses. "The use of your weak points in your attempt to
mimic your rival's strength will end up in the permanent loss of your own excellence." For this
reason, he was very cautious about the attempts to integrate Chinese and Western approaches,
and he always emphasized the importance of maintaining national characteristics. However, the
problem facing traditional Chinese painting was how to relate itself to social reality and how to
proceed in its attempt of revival from old traditional contents. It would take great efforts to find
the right answer. It posed an extremely tough question, especially during the initial period of the
encounter of the Chinese and Western cultures when the basic circumstances were not ready yet.

His artistic ideals were so lofty that he could not find the right idioms of expression despite all
that time he spent searching for them. His personal aspirations were so high that he could not
gain the right access to their fulfillment despite all his efforts. His zealous nationalistic mindset

and readiness for devotion to national salvation through art education seemed ineffectual in
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the reality of a society full of conflicts and against the background of a nation in crisis. He felt
that he was good for nothing, describing himself as "having all the ailments of Zai Yu, lacking
in sensibility like a deaf and blind person" and was very unsatisfied with himself. Nevertheless,
he continued carrying out his duties and remained serious and responsible on his job as an art
teacher, until he took over the position as President of the art academy under extremely difficult
circumstances. Under his advocacy, the academy began to promote both Chinese and Western
approaches to painting, restored the Chinese Painting Department, fully equipped it and staffed
it with professors having diverse academic views. These measures enabled the academy to wade
through the hard times and began to prosper. Amidst all that, he was tired of power struggle
in personnel management and administrative structuring while worrying over the fate of the
country. From time to time, he could not but indulge himself in the spiritual depths of art as an
escape when he felt helpless, enduring loneliness. "Stubbornness and fortitude strengthen one's
bones" he reflected, and " loneliness and detachment foster endurance." His works produced in
the late 1940s are further removed from social reality and are almost reduced to pure structural
frameworks of brush and ink renditions imparted with an indescribable sorrow of solitude and
detachment.

After 1949, China underwent enormqus changes. Although he did not understand politics that
well, he was full of hope for the new society, and was willing to spare no efforts in accepting the
truth. He was over fifty at the time after spending most of his lifetime in the old system, and he
found his personal and artistic ideals a little off the prevailing trend in the new environment. For
a period of time in the early 1950s, he was quite depressed when the rhetoric of national nihilism
that "Chinese painting is bound to be phased out" dominated mainstream art. A new era and a
new society posed a new requirement for artistic creation. That "Chinese painting must revive
itself through innovation" was an urgent call of the time. Under its pressure, many artists who
were anxious to succeed took a cursory approach of "labeling" by simply adding such signs as red
flags or electric power poles onto their otherwise traditional themes and formats, assuming that
their pictures were then garnished with revolutionary content. Pan Tianshou refused to take such
a shortcut, because he understood very well that the road to the revitalization of China's national
art form was going to be a complicated and difficult task. He spent several years contemplating
over the possibilities and exploring a feasible direction towards the renovation and transformation
of the Chinese painting system laden with cultural traditions but then challenged by the demands
of a new era. He attempted to identify within the Chinese painting tradition the potential
elements that could revitalize themselves, tried to extract these elements and reorganize them

for the development and construction of a fresh style and form that would satisfy new aesthetic
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