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Preface

Prof. Michael Sullivan

Ever since, around 191 2, Wassily Kandinsky proclaimed “Everything is permitted”, artists have
felt free to express themselves in any way they chose. So free, indeed, have they become, that it is
now impossible to say what is, and is not, art.

This total freedom has indeed produced some remarkable results, from Picasso and the Cubists
to today’s Installations and Performances, which could not have been imagined a century ago.
What has happened to art, as we thought we knew it? Has it been consigned to history, as no
longer relevant to today’s world?

I am prompted to ask this question by the art of Huang Chun-pi. Others will tell, in this book,
of his life and career. I feel I should say a few words about his significance in the world of
contemporary art.

There is no question that he was a thoroughly traditional painter, trained in the orthodox manner
to become a master of guohua techniques. It is this that made him so successful a teacher, with
many devoted pupils. It also ensured his place as a distinguished custodian of a precious artistic
heritage that, in the face of Modernism and Post-modernism, is in danger of being lost. The
value of the tradition is that it establishes a standard of performance, unlike the Avant-Garde art
about which judgements ‘good’ and ‘bad’ - if anyone dares to make them — are dismissed
as purely subjective. If we have studied traditional painting, we know what good brushwork and
composition are.

Contemporary Chinese artists fight against this kind of art, but they cannot ignore it. The
radical Ma Desheng said, “I am against tradition because there IS a tradition” . If there were no
tradition, what would there be to rebel against?

So, at the least, the tradition to which Huang Chun-pi belongs performs the valuable role of
providing a force which the rebels must confront and challenge.

But Huang Chun-pi was something more than a mere custodian of tradition, content to copy
and preserve what has gone before, or a convenient object of attack. His was a distinctive voice.
All his work is stamped not only by the thoroughness of his training in the traditional language
of Chinese painting, but by his own unmistakeable style. It is reassuring to know that the great
tradition has been in the hands of an artist so skilled, so assured, and so individual in his mode of

expression.
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