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The Invisible Among Flowers—DPreface

This is a picture album one can hardly tear oneself away from. Every time
I open it, I will stop and marvel at one or two pieces of work for quite a
while. Whether it is because of the charm of art or the beauty of nature, it
would be very difficult for me to pick out the drawings which can be called
“my favorites”. Even a plain cycas (P.45) is painted in such a vivid manner
that I can’t see how anyone could remain untouched by the beauty of its

form.

As a collection of dozens of artists’ works, the album is more interesting
and diverse than some books of art by well-known painters. Every
artist has her own way of drawing, as distinct as fingerprints between
individuals. Although most of them adopt watercolors, they differ in
composition, lining, choice of colors and more obviously in style. Take
leaves as an example: some drawers would make them large and lush,
their form as curvy as you can best imagine, like the graceful dance of a
young lady; while other painters, attaching more importance to texture
than form, would painstakingly illustrate the veins of leaves with a few
light strokes in between which, perhaps in some way, would remind you of

the deep sound of a cello drifting by on a mid-autumn day.

All pictures are painted in a realistic way, as they are primarily concerned
with scientific illustration. The focus on details has led to all manner of
subtle improvements in these works. In this sense, science and art are in
harmony here. However, realism is not merely mechanical reproduction
and the works here are, at first glance, more decorative than scientific. As
illustration, they do not necessarily provide an illusionary space or any
background, and that has separated the artists from the western tradition
of creating trompe 1'oeil — in other words, illusionary art. On a flat surface,
they can seek to portray the beauty of simple, clean, spirited lines (as is
shown in the two pictures on the front and back cover), in keeping with the

Chinese tradition of flower-and-bird paintings.
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Besides the works on cover, readers must not miss the magnolia on
page 90, as it is probably the most enchanting flower I have ever seen in
art history. The texture of its petals is represented in such an exquisite
manner that the whole thing glows like a luminous gem. The mahogany on
page 92 is also worth seeing; although it has no flowers, the intertwining
of the tree's branches is so intricate and graceful that it leaves a lasting
impression. And there are Angela Gladwell's birds (p.107, P.110), in which
she expertly uses simple and long strokes to convey the feathers’ texture
and then carefully arrange the order of feathers on different parts — the
work looks even better than color photography. Look at her portrayal of
the colorful lines on a parrot’s feather. They appear to be disorganized
but in fact are carefully designed. The bird seems to be real and alive, as
the body is decorated by such a complex set of layers that one can hardly

believe it is a watercolor.

Those great works set me thinking about many important questions. For
example, in what ways are they similar or different with traditional Chinese
realistic painting and the western tradition of realism and still life? And

where is the boundary between these scientific illustrations and art?

Scientific illustration is generally not included in the mainstream study
of art history. However, we also need to think how to appraise those great
works. They have been neglected despite having artistic value comparable
to Qi Baishi's plants and insects, which are widely recognized as
extremely delicate and lifelike, and other western realistic painters’ vivid
representations of various subjects -- the quality that wins them a place in
the art history. Do they deserve to remain obscure just because they are
not made by famous masters, or because they are watercolors rather than
traditional oil painting? It seems to me, these external factors should not

become the benchmark for our appraisal of real art.

In 1971, art historian Linda Nochlin published an article of profound
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influence — "Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?" She argues
that the answer to that question lies in the fact that women not only lack
access to good education of art and encouragement to pursue it, but
also face the difficult reality that a host of criteria for judging "great" art
has been formed up in a male-centered society. Feminist art history, as
advocated by Nochlin, aims to give more women the status of artist and
to expose the institution that marginalizes certain group of art and at the
same time centralizes particular type of works. Feminist theory concerns
itself not only with women's interests, but those of all vulnerable groups
once excluded by cultural chauvinism. In other words, what has been
neglected in "orthodox" and "mainstream" art history should be understood
and evaluated with a fairer view and from a more broad and multifaceted

perspective, so that the invisible can eventually become visible.

In this sense, this collection of female artists” works is undoubtedly a good
resource for art research. Their art, as with female artists themselves
and scientific illustration in art history, belongs to “the invisible.”
Unfortunately, Chinese art has traditionally belittled extremely realistic
painting, and taken it to be mere “mechanical reproduction.” This might
have been an excuse for some artists’ carelessness about details and
accuracy — they would rather work with their subjects by roughly giving
them an outline. Although there is nothing wrong with that from the
perspective of art, we have to realize that from the perspective of culture,
it is the westerner’s concern with accuracy that has advanced modern

civilization in many areas.

If we take a look at China’s modernization over the past century, we can
see that the country has been a great imitator of western ‘hardware’ but
still a laggard in cultural ‘software.” Take European architecture as an
example; it is easy for a house-maker to follow European design, but
difficult to transplant the meaning behind it. This is particularly true

with their copy of western gardening. In many European villages, almost
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all families would build their own gardens. Their windowsills would be
dressed with brilliant purples and reds — some in such full blossom that
the green leaves can barely be seen. This love for plants, especially flowers,
has been common since the 18th and 19th century. Children would grow
up surrounded by flowers and everyday life was filled with their rich, fresh
scent. People had a great love for nature and life and found enjoyment in
every ordinary day. It is because of this enthusiasm that the great tradition
of botanical illustration developed in Europe. As society developed, art
was no longer the preserve of a few; even women who had previously been
kept separate from public life and enjoyed few opportunities for education
became able to access it. The exceptional female artists in the collection

before you could only have been produced by such an environment.

At present, people of our developing country are becoming ever more
interested in art. This can be seen even in best-selling coloring books
like Secret Garden. However, while those books may give people a sense
of achievement, it blocks them from drawing a subject with their own
imagination. Artistic amateurs should be encouraged to paint freely
and independently, and coloring books, such as they are, can only serve
as a convenient way to practice coloring. We need to introduce to the
reader more diversified and classical art works. When it comes to natural
painting, the number of published fine collections is still very limited. I
thank Phoenix Fine Arts Publishing for producing this great work, as it
saves our reader from having to go to a foreign museum and search out
those illustrations one by one in unfrequented bookshelves. Moreover, it is
of course more than a beautiful art collection. The information about those
female artists will also undoubtedly open a window for those who have an

interest in them.

Professor Shen Yubing
Dean of the Institute of Aesthetics and Critical Theory

Zhejiang University
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