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This album seeks to give an authentic and comprehensive picture of the various factors
conductive to the building up of the artist’s artistic character and to explore the forms of expression
and history of development of this character from the social background, cultural atmosphere
and physical environment in which he/she lives, as well as from the genesis and intertwining
conflicts of his/her own life patterns. In this way, we hope, readers may gain a full and deep
understanding of the peculiar aesthetic pursuit of a contemporary Chinese artist and the value
of his/her artistic creations, thereby achieving a “communion” or “mutual participation” in thoughts
and feelings, between the artist and his/her readers — a communion that will help promote the
great cultural exchange now going on in the present day world. This, too, has been the goal
the editors of this album endeavour to achieve, and we would be happy if it is attained.

Our special thanks are due to Mr. Achin Tangsin (Chen Hongzhen) Chairman of the Board
of the Menam Hotel Co., Ltd. (Thailand) and other enthusiast for the promotion of Oriental
art and culture, who gave us firm support for the publishing of this album.

January 1989 Wang Wei
Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China
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The Road He Took

Wen Xi
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On a summer day of 1963 a lot of applicants from
all over the country gathered at the school attached to
the Central Academy of Fine Arts. Yang Gang was most
conspicuous among them as he carried a gunnysack over
his back filled with his sketches. He was admitted to the
school and started his artistic career.

As a child Yang loved drawing. At the age of five,
after a visit of the zoo, he drew an elephant on the floor,
four square meters in size. In 1957 his brush drawing
Letting Off a Firecracker won a prize at the International
Children’s Art Exhibition held in New Zealand. In the
picture a boy lights a firecracker while a girl steps back
with her hands on her ears, wincing. Their expressions
are lively and innocent.

Yang never considered himself a genius in art. He did
several gunnysacks of sketches from the first grade to art
school. He mastered the basic sketching skills in primary
school. In art school he learned to draw from memory.
When he went out, he never took his pen or sketchbook
with him, but used his eyes and memory instead. When
he came back home, he reviewed in his mind what he
had seen and drew them on paper accordingly. This skill
benefited him greatly in the following years.

In 1966 the “cultural revolution” cut off his education
in school. He went to Inner Mongolia on his own. He
found his artistic world there. Though it was not an
artistic garden as his art school, the expanse of the
prairie was full of beauty and fascination to him. He did
all kinds of jobs there—herding sheep, picking up cow
dung, making milk-tea—but he never did a single draw-
ing. However, in his mind he stored up all the beauty of
the grasslands and his experiences in them.
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Yang Gang in Inner Mon-
golia for a visit after he be-
came an artist in the Bei-
jing Academy of Fine Arts.
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In the summer of 1970, he was called back by the
school and went with it to work on a farm in Shijia-
zhuang, Hebei. His mind was still on the grasslands
however. Whenever he had time, he took out his sketch-
book and drew people, animals and prairie landscapes
from the storage of his memory. Later he quietly left the
farm and went to Ansai in northern Shaanxi. He traveled
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many places on the Loess Plateau. When he appeared
again on the farm, he had many sketches with him.

When things turned better on the farm, teachers and
students of the school again picked up their drawing
pens. Yang Gang and his teacher Lu Chen often went to
villages to do figure drawing. Lu was very good at it, and
Yang learned a great deal from him. Influenced by Lu,
he also became interested in Chinese painting.

In 1973 he graduated from art school. The course of
study had been four years, but the interruption of the
“cultural revolution” had broken all the rules. Yang
stayed there for ten years. After graduation, he went
back again to Inner Mongolia. He settled down at the
cultural club of Abagnar Banner in Xilin Hot. The town
was very small. Yang could smell the fragrance from the
grassland in his room. A short length of a road led him
to the prairie. He followed crisscrossing trails on it to
Mongolian yurts and took down what he saw on his
sketchbook.

The grasslands impressed him not only its ever
changing beauty, but also filled him with affection and
love for the Mongolian people. A noted Mongolian artist
Bao Shixue became his first teacher in Chinese tradition-
al fine brushwork painting. His artistic career expanded
quickly from there. His oil painting Back from Target
Practice, a fine brushwork painting titled To a Political
Night School and woodcut, Bright Sunshine, were en-
texed in the 1974, 1975 and 1976 National Art Exhibi-
tions respectively. His 200-page picture-story book Cav-
alry also appeared in 1976. All these works had the
grasslands as a motif. Yang became a famous person in
his small town. But he felt uneasy and was troubled by
the lack of art information.

In 1978 he passed examinations for the master
program of Chinese painting in the Central Academy of
Fine Arts. He studied fine brushwork painting with Prof.
Liu Lingcang. At this time he familiarized himself with
various periods of Chinese painting, calligraphy, music
and theater and visited many places in the country. His
artistic outlook was broadened. For his graduation piece
he created the five-meter-wide fine brushwork painting
Receiving the Bride. It won second place in the Ye
Qianyu Scholarship.

He was 35 at the time and still remained single. A

A visit in 1987 to the cul-
tural club in Xilin Hot,
where he worked between
1973 and 1978.
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With Mongolian artist Bao
Shixue.
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friend of his introduced his cousin to him. She was a
talented calligrapher, and had been introduced to several
men, but not to her satisfaction. The two quickly fell in
love and got married.

When he graduated, Yang worked at the Beijing
Academy of Fine Arts. He missed the grasslands. His
nostalgia was reflected in his works Dawn and The
Prairie Series, which were representative of his works
during the period.

His art later developed from fine brushwork to bold
wash drawing and then to charcoal and ink drawing in a
bold style of spontaneous expression. In this new style
he created such pieces as Back from Pasture, A Fairy
of Lotus Flower, Theatrical Characters, Herdsman and
Man and Horse. In his works of the period, his fine and
detailed brushworks were replaced by bold and energetic
ones; and subtlety by simplicity and abstractiveness.

Where should he go in the future? Yang Gang ad-
mires Picasso for his ability to continuously destroy his
old self and create a new one. Though he seems to be
obsessed with the grasslands, he expects to free himself
from them to certain extent for a period of time, and
looks forward to the day when he comes back again on
the motif with novelty and originality.

His sketches.
HE
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A souvenir photo taken
at Mt. Huangshan. In the
graduate program, Yang
Gang traveled many places
in the country to do
sketches from life.
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Some of Yang Gang's works and some calligra-
phy and paintings of the Han he likes
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Mother’s
Reminiscences

Li Baohua
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One weekend in the spring of 1969, Yang Gang did
not come home—for the first time since he entered the
school attached to the Central Academy of Fine Arts.
During those tumultuous years he would run back home
sometimes on a work-day and said to me, “Mom, the
school might send people to search our house, get ready
for that....” Now he had not shown up the whole night.
I was very worried about him.

The next morning, | sent my daughter to his school
to get him home, while I prepared a dinner for his return.
But she came back alone and brought me the news that
he might have gone to Inner Mongolia. We sat before the
dinner table saying nothing. Tears were rolling down my
daughter’s cheeks. I felt very sad, too. I could not help
worrying about him. He didn’t take anything with him.
He might get into trouble. How he would live there?

Yang Gang is my eldest son. My husband went to
work in Tibet in 1960 at the Party’s call to help construct
the frontiers. | was a teacher then and did not have
enough time to take care of the house. Yang Gang
helped me with shopping, cooking and other household
chores. I remember on the first Labor Day after he
entered the art school, | took my students for an outing
early in the morning and came back home late in the
afternoon. Yang Gang had just got back from school too.
[ found that my youngest daughter had a high fever, and
he helped me take her to hospital. When we came out
of the hospital, it was already midnight. We had missed
the last bus. We took turns to carry my daughter and
walked home.

Yang Gang always looked after his four siblings. In a
big family, quarreling between children was not unusual.
But he never quarreled with his sisters or brother. When
they fought, he always calmed them down, like a big
brother. His siblings loved him so much that they called
him “elder brother”, while they addressed each other by
name.

Yang Gang in primary school.

BB B

As a child, he was not very healthy, but had a strong
personality. He was usually quiet, introverted and con-
templative. When he was about five, I found he really
loved drawing and that he had good powers of observa-
tion. Every time he came in from outside, he would draw
on paper, on the floor, or on the ground in our court-
vard: figures, objects, various kinds of animals and even
images from movies. He had a good understanding of
what he had seen. Once he did a vivid elephant which
filled up our four-square-meter floor.

After he went to school, he loved drawing even more.
Whenever he had time, he would go out to do live
sketches. He did them even when we went to perform-
ances and sports events. His sketches were stacked up
everywhere in the house. I had to use gunnysacks to hold
them. And he became known for his gunnysack when he
carried it to the art school to make his application.



A photo taken with his par-
ents and siblings.
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With his own effort and the help of his teachers, his
artistic skills improved very quickly. At the fourth grade,
his drawing Letting Off a Firecracker was sent to an
international children’s art exhibition in New Zealand. In
the art school, he developed an interest in line tracing.
Once when he came back from a trip to a rural area, he
showed me many figure drawings. For many years, he
kept doing his sketches and drawings.

Yang Gang was an honest boy and had many friends.
Usually he was very quiet. But when it came to drawing,
he became very talkative. He never held back when it
came to offering his opinions on others’ drawings. When
he helped others produce a good piece of work, he never
gave himself any credit.

He is nice and innocent, never putting up with evil or
hypocracy. Thinking about him, I gradually came to
understand why he left home. He could not put up with
things at the school any more. He left for Inner Mongolia
without saying a word to us in case the school might find
out and stop him. I knew his personality. Once he had
made a decision, he would never go back on it.

It has been proved that he made the right decision.
From his letters to us then, I learned that he loved the
grasslands and life there. He even drew us pictures on
the margins to show us how his place looked. He had
identified himself with the prairie and people there. They
provided him with artistic inspiration.
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Letting Off a Firecraker, a drawing
done at the age of 10. It won a
prize at the New Zealand Interna-
tional Children's Art Exhibition.
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First stay in Inner Mongolia in 1969.
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