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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 thé 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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My Career as an Artist

Wu Guanzhong
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[ was born in the countryside in Yixing County,
Jiangsu Province. My father was a primary school teach-
er in the village. As | had eight younger brothers and
sisters, we were poorly off and | had to leave home to
study at the Wuxi Normal School where tuition was free.

The height of my father’s ambition for me was that |
would become a school teacher. But | happened to come
into contact with the Hangzhou Art School and fell in
love with art. Being an impetuous youngster, I ignored
my father’s objections and without a thought to my future
livelihood had myself transferred to the art school with
no hesitation. I was not afraid of poverty for myself, but
I did feel sorry for my parents who worried about me. I
thought I would rather be one of those orphans who had
to care only for themselves. Then the war against Ja-
panese aggression broke out. I went inland with the
school and lost all contact with my home, which became
occupied by the Japanese.

Soon after the Japanese surrender, the Ministry of
Education decided to send students to Europe and the
United States for further studies. Two art students would
be sent, so | applied and took the examination. After a
couple of months | was accepted. | went to Paris.

For some time I thought seriously of making a career
abroad and not returning to China, which seemed to
have no future. I wanted to make a living with my art.
Though I did not care for its luxury, Paris enraptured me
with the vigour and acute sensuality of its modern art. Lu
Xun once said that he ate grass but produced milk. For
me, though I drank milk I could not produce it. I came

to realize that imitation was not art. Only babies and
parrots imitate other people. A narcissus bulb can blos-

som without soil, but I lacked that quality; I felt lost
without soil. When others painted Christmas scenes, |
thought of the Dragon Boat Festival that commemorates
the poet Qu Yuan. Though Qu Yuan died so long ago,
in the third century B.C., | missed him as if he were my
father. I admired Vincent van Gog|7, Gaupuin and ,Cé—

Studying art in Paris.
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zanne, but they had all left Paris for home or for some
primitive village or island. Why? I began to understand
them, to experience the agonies and frustrations of the
artist who strives to find his identity.

After | had studied in Paris for three years on gov-
ernment scholarship, my professor J.M. Souverbie ex-
pressed his willingness to sign an application for extend-
ing my study, but [ thanked him and said 1 had decided
to go home. He was surprised and seemed to think it a
pity. “You are the best student in my class,” he said. “You
have worked hard and improved greatly and learnt all |
taught you. But art, after all, is a pursuit of passion; in
that respect I cannot teach you more.... Maybe you
should really go back to your country and develop from
your own heritage.”

I was seized with intense and mixed feelings on my
way home. | scribbled a short poem “At the Stern” in my
sketch-book to express my troubled thoughts at leaving
a wonderful world of art to which I did not belong. Most
of the time, however, | was dreaming about my future. I
thought of my homeland with its network of canals, the
ferryboat on the river, my uncle with his back bent with
fatigue, the scar on my younger uncle’s face, my clumsy
old aunt, my grandfather with his white beard, the
chattering girls.... I saw in my mind’s eye all of them
meeting in the ferryboat. I wanted to paint the long-

Four landscapes done during his
school year.
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Wu's father living with the grandchildren in
their native town.
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Wu's family.

With his three sons.
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sutfering compatriots of my beloved homeland, to paint
my father’s back view, my uncle rowing the boat.... |
made up my mind to go my own way, to produce oil
paintings that my countrymen would appreciate, to open
up a new path.

[ arrived in Beijing. | was born in the south and this
was my first sight of the capital. On the reviewing stand
at Tiananmen Square | watched the parade on the first
National Day. I glowed with pride for my country. As-
signed to teach at the Central Academy of Fine Arts, |
was eager to offer my students all I had learnt from the
West. At first they were curious and genuinely interested.
But after a year a “cultural rectification campaign” start-
ed. In our academy, the first target was so-called formal-
ism, and | was regarded as its chief proponent. Some
people said outright that I should study socialist art
before I could teach.

[ was transferred from the Central Academy of Fine
Arts first to the Department of Architecture at Qinghua
University, and then to some other art schools. This was
not only because my teaching method was “bourgeois,”
but also because | had practical difficulties. I was no good
at teaching how to make political posters, New Year
pictures or serial picture books. | managed to do what I
was told but felt rather depressed.

[ tried to express my ideas in oil paintings but was
accused of “vilifying the workers, peasants and soldiers.”
People said it was a question of class background, and
the only way to solve this was to remould my ideology.
Thus, [ went conscientiously to live in factories and
villages, sharing my meals with the workers and peas-
ants, doing physical labour and making self-criticisms.
However, I still found it impossible to accept other
people’s rules for representing workers, peasants and
soldiers. That was why I decided to restrict myself to
landscape painting.

While I was staying with peasants, each time I fin-
ished a painting [ would show it to my hostesses. When
these peasant women did not like it, they would not find
fault with it but only said modestly, “We don’t have the
education to understand it.” That made me feel bad. If
someone said, “This sorghum looks real; it's wonderful,”
that made me uncomfortable too. I did not want to
mislead these honest people by pictures that looked
“real.” There were times, however, when a painting |
was pleased with also impressed them favourably. “How
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With his master Lin Fengmian.
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With the painter Li Keran and his wife.
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Sightseeing with an old friend, Zhu Dequn.
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beautiful!” Such simple comments on likeness and beauty
conveyed the peasants’ intuitive artistic judgement. To be
illiterate does not mean having no sense of beauty. On
the other hand, many educated people who are deplor-
ably insensitive to beauty claim to represent the people’s
taste.

This year [ went to Mount Huashan. At the foot of
the mountain, some women were selling homemade
cloth tigers. Colourful threads arranged in flower pat-
terns were fastened to the tigers’ cocked tails. As I stood
watching, one of the women explained, “They may not
be lifelike, but you want pretty toys, not real tigers.”

Of course, I do not regard the peasants’ evaluation as
the only criterion of artistic success. Besides, I suppose,
our hundreds of millions of peasants must have thou-
sands of different aesthetic tastes. I have not forgotten
my fellow students and teachers in Paris. Whenever |
finish a painting, I think of these two audiences, the
Chinese peasants and my colleagues in Paris. I try to
satisfy both. Some people think it an unattainable aim,
but I keep trying to captivate both and to evolve a unique
style of my own. Naturally I expect the two groups to
respond differently to my works: I want the general
audience to nod approvingly and the connoisseurs to
applaud.

For three decades I have travelled all over the country
with my painting kit, visiting remote mountain villages,
deep forests, snowy peaks, and offshore islands. I have
stayed in roadhouses, fishing villages, worksheds, and
temples. I am often deeply absorbed in my work, oblivi-
ous of hunger and thirst, and many friends have ex-
pressed concern for my health. But I eat some solid food
after a day’s work and feel quite content. I do not call my
compositions “travelling sketches,” for the term seems to
imply leisurely trips, whereas [ never feel leisurely and
relaxed at work.

Recently, someone asked my view on the literati
school of traditional Chinese painting. I said I thought it
had two characteristics. One was the subordination of
painting to literature, hence the stress on artistic concep-
tion; that was its merit. On the other hand, the artist was
apt to overemphasize the literary theme of his composi-
tion at the expense of its visual design, and that was its
limitation. The other characteristic was the emphasis on
brushwork and ink application, aiming at the exploration
of abstract formal beauty.

I am not to be satisfied with impressionistic sketching
that is entirely restricted to the arrangement of a visual
format, or with the literary symbolism of traditional
landscape painting. For a long time, I have constructed
the design of each painting by consulting my sketches
from different places in order to present my conception
with vivid imagery. Listening to a song, most people first
pay attention to its words; facing a picture, they inquire
after its narrative symbolism. The connoisseurs, how-
ever, will start by analyzing the musical score or the
formal interplay of colours and shapes. My goal as an
artist is to produce works that appeal to both the general
audience and the connoisseurs.

With the onset of the “cultural revolution,” I could no
longer roam the country with my painting kit every year.
Labeled as a “bourgeois artist,” I had to undergo reform



AT B A R R

oy REBCRTEAE R, TEEEREESA
S S A R, N R A R B —
EEm, BTH ARRE T AR AREE, RATAEE
RS, — AR R, iR T s E,
R (B URME RN T EE A S HES,
BB B BEREFEERMER, HEREATHE
WA EOER, BRTHAEGEI, FAMERE
SIRABIER —~ERRREERNGE . B RE RS
Bl BrbsE ok AT A R O R, R BRI
O 8o AR D R S B R R 1 R A, TR
o2 SRR, ARG, H 69 RS BT SR T E
B, SWEREEEER, OFCERER, MYEEs
BRI R R SRR, i, (70 O,
ERREER 2 M.

BAAE RIS BRI, T8 R, &R
REFER MG TR, #R L RAEA" T, B Mm%
®K. A%, AERERTEFOBLZE, K
DB A R B A R, LI, LR
TR EIE, TSR, EBE, ERF I
BRI T BTG RN, TR, UIE A RHIEEIR?

TS BRI A, 552 0] I CRF TR 295,
ATLEE T, FEAMK TERRIRE, (BHRER, ERT
BTG, REE T A0SR 9B, R
R, 1S, 76 LER—RE, ®BATE6 285

“Manure-basket paintings” of rural scenery in north China.
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through manual labour, and my world became restricted
to the village where | stayed and the paddy fields.
However, rural life reminded me of my childhood in my
home village. | used to think that the countryside in north
China must be too monotonous for the artist’s eye, but
now | knew | had been mistaken. The clay walls and

rooftops not only gave shelter and warmth but also
displayed a simple form and harmonious colour tone that

appealed to the aesthetic instinct of the artist.

When my “remoulding” drew to a close I was some-
times allowed to paint on Sunday. Someone helped me
to obtain paints and brushes, but I still had no canvas. In
a village grocery store | found a simple papier-mache
blackboard that | gummed and used as my canvas,
propping it against a basket used by the peasants to
collect manure. | put my painting things in the basket
and carried it on my back, and | began making sketches
in the fields. Some peasants laughed and called me “the
manure-basket painter”; then several others fo’lowed suit o Visiting Japan,
and we formed a magurg-basket school of painters. B R A AL

I conceived my paintings on weekdays and executed
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them on Sunday. | was allowed half an hour’s freedom
after supper each day, when | wandered around the
village looking for new subjects. When villagers saw me
scanning the fields day after day, they thought I had lost
something precious, maybe a watch, and kindly offered
to help me find it.

In 1972 | returned to Beijing and started painting
again at home. Once more | travelled widely to make
sketches. But it was not until 1977 that I began to feel
uninhibited and paint freely. My room was so small that
I could not paint large oils, so I worked on ink paintings
instead. I sought for a Chinese style in oil paintings and
a modern style in Chinese ink paintings. These, 1 felt,
were but two sides of the same coin, the same artistic
truth. In 1979 | had an exhibition of my experimental
hybrids at the Chinese Art Gallery. Some prefer “pure”
oil or ink paintings, but many others want to build
bridges between Eastern and Western art, and the foun-
dation of such bridges is becoming more solid, the styles
more varied. I admire these bridge builders.

In 1982 I revisited Paris, where I had studied thirty
years before. Dazzled by all the stylistic modes and
innovations, I felt like a man awakened from an overly
long dream to find the world totally changed.

So I reflect on the relationship between cosmopolitan
Western art and modernizing Chinese art. They resemble
two ardent lovers who sometimes find themselves at
odds with each other. | treasure my manure-basket
paintings; they have a quality that the works of Parisian
masters lack, which could only have been born out of the
joys and sorrows of the Chinese people. I recall my
hesitancy over returning to China. My experiences since
have been both bitter and sweet. Had 1 stayed on in
Paris, I would probably have achieved prominence along
with Zhao Wuji and Zhu Dequn, leading the same kind
of life. Zhao Wuji and Xiong Bingming visited my dark,
shabby two-room home last year. Do [ envy them their
better working conditions? Do I feel inferior? The answer
is no. Even during the many years in which I did not have
a proper studio, I produced a good many paintings. They
should have envied me, for I am living on my native land
and feeling every moment its warmth and heartbeat.
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The Formal Beauty
in Painting

Wu Guanzhong
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Beauty and Prettiness

Once in Shanxi I saw a small wooden Buddha in a
vivid half-reclining posture. It had unifying rhythmic de-
sign and bold yet controlled colouring. It was beautiful. I
believed it to be an ancient relic, though of which dynasty
[ could not say. Taking a closer look, I found the
sculpture termite-eaten. It was not pretty.

Prettiness and beauty are therefore two entirely dif-
ferent concepts in the visual arts. The former denotes
exquisiteness, softness, effulgence, and richness of tex-
ture (such as gold, silver, jewelry, jadeite, ivory, etc.),
whereas the latter results from the formal interplay of
colours and shapes.

One would generally prefer plain clothes that fit well
to pretty silk dresses that fit badly. The uncomely clay
can be made into beautiful sculptures like “The Rent
Collection House” and “The Anger of the Serfs.” The
immortal masterpieces of the Yungang and Longmen
grottoes are all carved out of stone. I once saw a stone
sculpture representing a bowl of fruits and melons. It was
skillfully executed out of a pretty medium. At first sight,
however, it looked like a mass of human organs: heart,
liver, intestines, and lungs. It was repellent.

Works of fine art with tragic themes are generally
beautiful but not pretty. A good example is the etchings
of Kéthe Kollwitz, which Lu Xun helped introduce to
China early this century. As Lu Xun said, tragedy pre-
sents people with the destruction of precious things. Why

shouldn’t we explore the realm of tragedy in our paint-
ings?

Creation and Exercise

For the past few decades, our distinction between
creation and exercise has been excessive. This goes
against the laws of artistic creation. In practice, no hard
and fast line can be drawn between the two. By exercise
we generally mean sketching, illustrating or depicting
real objects, implying that one may simply copy down
what one sees without artistic conception, whereas only
works with narrative themes are considered creations. All
through art history, however, people have been interest-
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ed in not only “what to express,” but also “how to
express.” The impressionists, for instance, extended the
expressive possibilities of colours, and no one can regard
their works as mere exercises.

Of course we want our works of art to have signifi-
cant themes such as those of A Dream of Red Mansions
or “The True Story of Ah Q.” But a painter conceives in
terms of forms, using formal beauty as the guiding
principle. Years ago when [ was sketching in Shaoxing,
[ once came across a small pond on which floated red
duckweeds, green algae, and a thin layer of yellow rape
flowers. A nightly east wind arranged them into a picture
of exquisite beauty. But at that time to produce a paint-
ing without a narrative theme would have surely invited
severe criticism. On my way back I hit on an idea: I would
put a red flag and a group of labourers at a corner of the
picture and entitle it “The East Wind Blowing all over the
Bank.” Early next morning I hurried to the pond with my
painting kit. But alas! The picture on the water surface
was gone, swept away by a west wind during the night.
The red duckweeds, green algae, and yellow rape flowers
were still there, but their architecture was changed, their
formal beauty lost. | wanted to paint them no more.

Individual Sensibility and Style

Children draw pictures according to their sensory
experience, including false impressions, which play a key
role in artistic creation. They are especially sensitive to
certain natural features such as big eyes, black braids, or
small birds and therefore tend to give an exaggerated or
“false” representation of them. Unfortunately, this pre-
cious creative instinct is often suppressed by art teachers
in the name of realistic truthfulness.

| like to draw serried clusters of city houses or
villages, for in their very irregularity lies the formal
beauty that I hanker for. When | take my time and pay
more attention to realistic details, my painting becomes
dull and inadequate. I would rather paint according to my
sensibility, accentuating the irregularity and denseness of
my prototypes. The result, of course, does not conform
to any principle of perspective or photography.

“Rocks in Taihu Lake” (ink
and wash).
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