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INTERFUSING THE EAST AND WEST

FOLLOWING THE HEART TO CREATE
by Lin Mu

The form of traditional Chinese Painting originated from ancient societies is indeed too old. Mainly a result of closed and self-sufficient natural economyand feudal
culture of ancient time, such form may find itself hard to meet the needs of this oper modern society characterized by industrial civilization and its culture. The transi-
tion started at the beginning of the century, and people have been making persistent efforts for it ever since.

At the beginning of the century, people realized that traditional chinese Painting, which took ““literati painting ”” as its kernel and was so named to distinguish it
from western paintings, could no more meet the needs of modern society. In order to change the never-changed traditional subjects, Lingnan School introduced city life
into traditional Chinese Painting; In order to conform it to the principles of science and rational spirit of May 4, Movement, Xu Beihong and others introduced realism
of the West; Qi Baishi painted non-lineal paintings and Fu Baoshi used loose brushes on the understanding that there were too much copying of brushwork from
tradition;; Colours had been abandoned because of Chan ideals in inkwork, but zhang Dagian applied them vigorously in his paintings after having copied numerous
ancient artists; Pan Tianshou revolutionized traditional structures; Li Keran employed light. Our forerunners have gradually pushed the transformation of Chinese
Painting forward in spite of all difficulty and obstruction. Qi Baishi” s paintings were depreciated as weird while Fu Baoshi s were ridiculed as neither fish nor foul.
Lin Fengmian’ s were even expelled from the sacred temple of traditional Chinese Painting for he applied watercolours in his paintings. However, history has testified
their wisdom and greatness.

“Innovation makes it lasting while interfusion makes it diversified *’ (by Liu Xie). This is historical dialectics. People have experimented on numerous plans to
reform traditional Chinese Painting this century downward. to follow the old forms with a new label was once a fashion. The combination of French classical re
alism and Soviet socialist realism had monopolized Chinese art for almost half a century. European modernism has found itself popular both at the beginning and
at the end of the century. Classical traditions, realism and modernism have branded themselves on the development of traditional Chinese Painting during this hu
ndred years.

As a matter of fact, Chinese Painting has always been developing since ancient times. Starting from coloured patterns on pottery 6,000 years ago—they were inde
ed direct drawings, Chinese from Zhan Guo (475221 BC) to Tang and Song dynasties(618-1279 AD), paintings on nonabsorbent rice paper of Cheng Xin Tang in Song

Dynasty, paintings on absorbent rice paper in Yuan Dynasty(1206-1368) and paintings which stressed the techniques of brushwork in Ming and Qing Dynasties(1368
-1911). The changes are already too much to list, not to mention the varieties of styles from thick paint to inkwork, from abstraction to likeness and to somewhere
between lideness and unlikeness; of subjects from abstraction to likeness and to somewhere between likeness and unlikeness; of subjects from figures to mountains and
waters, to flowers and birds; of schools from craft paintings to academic ones and to literati paintings. Besides all these, there are still folk paintings, religious paintings,
paintings on different media of silk, paper or cotton (eg. Tibetan religious paintings), paintings by water colours, mineral pigments or even oils, paintings by brush,
hand, bamboo slip and cotton or linen, etc.. Without the restriction of the definition of chinese Painting, ancient people put more emphasis on the effect of their
paintings, therefore, they had greater freedom in choosing their materials and techniques. Innovation came of itself. Meanwhile, the evolution of Chinese Painting is a
process of borrowings and interfusion. Buddhist art, which was introduced into China 2,000 years ago, has been a complicated and multicultural combin ancient Greek,
west Asian, Middle Asian andsouth Asian arts. It reached its peak in Tang Dynasty after several hundreds ofyears”  development. the brilliant Dunhuang art and the
lendid culture of Tang Dynasty were outstanding examples of the interfusion of Chinese and foreign arts. Eventhe Chan aeshetics, which has been regarded as one of
the kernels of Chinese national aesthetics, and literati paintings, which we have been so proud of as theorthodox of tradition and representative of Chinese Painting,
were direct productions of Buddhist culture. Such being the case, why cannot we regard tradition as a result of blending of Chinese and foreign elements? It is obvious
that chinese Painting as a national tradition itself is inclusive. It is a sum total of painting traditions several thousands of years. It is a comprehensive concept for folk
art, literati paintings, religious paintings, academic art, minority art and other forms of traditional paintings. It has been absorbing the essence of world cultures with a
breadth of mind. Yet, before long, Chinese Painting was narrowly equalized to literati paintings which has a history of only a thousand years, and rice paper and
brushwork, which has been popular for only four or five hundreds of years, have become the ultimate authority in Chinese Painting.

However, it is time chinese Painting be itself. On the basis of its profound andinclusive features, modern Chinese Painting is undergoing a multi-development to its
modern forms. Bold reforms in concepts, techniques and materials have become and irresistible trend by the end of the 20" century. Bai Desong’ s paintings are one of
the prominent examples.

Bai Desong was educated in art school in 1950’ s and 1960” s. He enjoyed his success when very young for his strong abilities in modeling and slcetching and
has been a celebrated artist among the others of his age. At the beginning of 1970’ s, Bai Desong caused a sensation in China for his talented creation of a series of
picturestory books titled ““Stories of Xishuang Banna ”’, in which he fully displayed his profoundity in traditional Chinese Painting and his ability in modelling.
Such a work brought him close attention from the art circle. Since then, Bai Desong frequently showed up in different exhibitions and people began to attach greater
importanceto his brilliant talent.

With the gradual opening of China in 1980” s, however, western modernism came to knock at our door again. As a result, ‘85 Moverment prevailed for a while;
Reverting to tradition was once a fashion. Realism which was once the authority of Chinese art gradually found itsef limited to combine with traditional Chinese art.
Artists growing in realistic mode began to feel their delimma. They mocked themselves “smatterers *”, or ““cooked eggs ’’, and were caught by severe destress of
creation. But, Bai Desong was an exception. Realism as an artistic school has its own value. What is needed is to strenghten the understanding of the kernel of tradition
as well as western modern and contemporary art.

Clever enough, Bai Desong started to study the tradition which was already familiar to him. This time, he paid more attention to the intrinsic spirit of it. He noticed

_ the subjective, spiritual, philosophical and emotional elements there, as well as the symbolic, abstract, plane, fictitious and decorative principles in modellng of
traditional Chinese art and furthermore, the imagery system constructed by these principles and their kernels. Comparing with



these more constant elements and principles, the materials, techniques, forms and styles in Chinese Painting are derivative, subsidiary and variable. And they should be
constantly varied, as Shi Tao pointed out that ““brushwork goes with time ””. Then Bai Desong studied different artistic schools of western modernism and found that-
there were natural relationship between the subjective and expressive features of modernart and the artistic spirit of oriental art. This made Bai Desong more confident
in meagling them.

Knowing the hows, one has to know the whys. Both Chinese and western art unveiled themselves in front of Bai Desong and brought the freed artist to vast and won
derful prospects of Chinese Painting. Bai Desong, with all his ambition and confidence, began his experiments of reforming traditional Chinese Painting. He wanted to
melt tradition, realism and modernism in one pot on the basis of the spirit and characteristics of traditional art.

Bai Desong” s in comparable realistic skills give him advantages in creating historical paintings, where strong realistic abilities are required, and where traditional
literati paintings have never dared to set foot for their own reasons. In recent years, he has given full play to his realistic portraying skills in his creation of historical
paintings such as  ““Ode to General Feng ””, ““Tattered Land ”’, “Li Hongzhang ’’ and ““Rally to Pledge Resolution in Shao Guan-Speech to Army of Workers
and Farmers in Shao Guan ”?. At the same time, the artist organizedhis pictures transcending time and space, an artistic means often used in traditional Chinese art, and
he meagled the subjective with the objective in order toreform the latter. Following his heart, he rearranged his figures in a vast historical background. Combining
traditional thickly-coloured painting techniques with realistic skills and light expression of western art, he kept his works faithful to history on one hand, and on the
other hand, left enough space for imagination. Henceforth, he paved a way of his own in the creation of historical paintings.

Bai Desong” s recent creation is characterized by mixing realistic art with the elements of modern art on the basis of the principles of traditional Chinese art.

In “Liang Shan’ s Mountains *’, he symbolically turned the image of tough and stout Yi people into mountains. The concrete and the abstract, the reality and the
symbol tangled together. ““Liang Shan’ s Fire ”” was a group of Yi women dancing around a bonfire. Fire and people added radiance to each other, making it hard to
differentiate them from each other. It was not a painting about dancing, but rather a symbol of the fervent enthusiasm of Yi women. the artist” s ingenuity was thus
fully shown.

Bai Desong presents his paintings various fresh faces by combining the imagery conception and its creating principles of traditional Chinese art with western art
wherever possible. In his  ““Small Town Series ””, “‘Fishing Village Series *”, ““Lin Xi Series ”’” and ““Little Court Series ’’, Bai Desong strengthened the abstr
act, plane and decorative features of his pictures by colouring techniques applied in traditional meticulous paintings. What is more, the applying of colour contrast and
proportion of western art highlighted the decorative features of these paintings, and made them widely divergent from traditional mountain-and -water paintings based
on Chan ideals. In his free-hand flower-and-bird paintings, Bai Desong stressed the abstract and symbolic features. With reference to the western modern principles in
composition, he fully displayed his welltrained skills in tradition, composing his pictures with brushwork, ink and water independently and perfectly. Bai Desong also
differentiated his works from traditional ones by his using of colours. Literati paintings rejected colours because of Chan ideals. Ink stood for tranquillity of mind.
Knowing that modern art emphasizes the independence of visual languages, Bai Desong stressed colours. In his meticulous portraits such as ““Home of Wax
Printing ”’, ““Green Apple ””, ““Yi Girl ”” and ““Son of the God ”’, Bai Desong partially borrowed the realistic skills from thewest, directly modeled his figures
with colours and thus created meticulous paintings of his own. In his ““Nature Series ’”, his command of western colour principles and his direct applying of bright
and decorative colours made his works neither traditional nonineal paintings nor thickly-coloured paintings.

Probably, what made Bai Desong” s courage, insight and creative spirit most clear is his bold using of unconventional materials and techniques. To some extend, t
he reform in materials and tools is the precursor of the reform in techniques. Before Tang and Song Dynasties, silk was much used so paintings then were delicate and
strict. Since Yuan Dynasty, absorbent paper has been used, therefore, ink and brushwork began to be stressed. Till Ming and Qing Dynasties, what is now called rice
paper appeared, and freehand brushwork came into being. To worship rice paper and brushwork as the infallible law is to enmesh oneself into the spinning of his own.
Rice paper and brushwork are very special but still limited. Bai Desong takes an open and free attitude in choosing his materials and techniques.As for materials, he
reverts to use silk, which were commonly used before Tang Dynasty. He also paints on cotton which is similar to silk but more suitable forlarge and untrammeled style.
By abandoning rice paper, he establishes his own new style. As for colours, except for traditional Chinese pigments, Bai Desong also uses watercolours and acrylic,
even oils.. . The reform of materials inevitably initiates the reform of techniques. Mainly using traditional Chinese Painting techniques, Bai Desong breaks the bounds
between different types of painting art, and borrows his techniques from fol paintings, Tibetan religious paintings, traditional arts and crafts, watercolours, print
makings and oil paintings. The applying of these techniques gives his paintingsi#®arious appearances: We can find traces of oils from his meticulous and thicklypainted
portraits; In his ““Rally to Pledge Resolution in Shao Guan ’, techniques of Chinese Painting, oils and printmaking were all used; In his ““Nature Series ’’, the
influence of crafts and textile art was obvious. Even his free-hand ink works of flower-and-bird are fresh for his adding of some special elements. And the soakmg of
ink and water on cotton possesses the disposition one can hardly find in rice paper, as in ““Guangling San forever Gone .

As far as the development of modern art is concerned, multiple using of modern media and new techniques and breaking the barrier between different types of pain
tings have become an irresistible trend. The particularity of each type of paintings has its reasons to remain, but isn” t it a broader and more modern prospect to
synthesize the advantages of all types of paintings and to create a new type of modern painting which is superior in its expressive power? In fact, Chinese Painting is a
vague concept including paintings of different traditions of different nations, and can never be concluded by literati paintings or meticulous paintings only, nor paintings
by water and ink on rice paper. Meanwhile, the evolution of the tradition of Chinese Painting has given contemporary Chinese artists obligations and right to reform and
experiment on it. As a matter of fact, the forms of Chinese Painting have undergone numerous changes during thousands of years, and are still to be developed. And it is
those masters who always sought for innovations and creation that pushed the wheels of history forward. Bai Desong is wise for he generally titles his works
““paintings ”’ though he always creates in the spirit of Chinese Painting, therefore, he has avoided the tangling on the precise concept of Chinese Painting and acquired
the freedom in creation.

But, isn” t freedom the essential prerequisite and precious quality for the creation of any excellent art? Mar. 16, 1997
in Sichuan fine Arts Institute, Chongqing

trans. by Guo Haiwen
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Liang Shan’ s Mountains 1996

ink and water on cotton 150 X230cm
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Green Apple 1994

mixed media on cotton 807
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Reverie by Fireplace 1994
mixed media on silk 65X 50cm
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3K - 50X 65cm - 19944
girl 1994
ixed media on silk 50X
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Home of Wax Printing 1994
mixed media on silk 65 X50cm
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Ode to Gereral Feng 1990
mixed media on silk 150X 150cm
(co—painters Peng, Huang Shan)

For the International Exhibition of Contemporary

Painting and Calligraphic Art in
memory of Huang Zunxian
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Tattered Land 1990
mixed media on silk 65 X50cm A - 150X 150cm - 19905
(co—painters:Shi Peng, Huang Shan)

For the International Exhibition of Contemporary
Painting and Calligraphic Art in
memory of Huang Zunxian
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Li Hongzhang 1990

mixed media on silk 65X 50cm

For the International Exhibition of Contempo
Painting and Calligraphic Art in

memory of Huang Zunxian




