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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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of Traditional Chinese Painting.

1982 Her Spring News was chosen for an exhibition sponsored

by the Academy of Traditional Chinese Painting.
Painted the picture book Life

Her daughter was born. Her husband was enrolled as a
graduate student in the Qil Painting Department of the
Central Academy of Fine Arts.

Her oil painting Summer Has Come, traditional Chinese
painting Winter Has Come and the picture book Life were
chosen for the Sixth National Fine Arts Exhibition. Life was
awarded a bronze medal.

Her oil painting The Family at the Foot of the Mountains,
traditional Chinese painting House Beyond the Hill and
picture book Matchmdking were chosen for an exhibition
in Beijing celebrating the thirty-fifth anniversary of the
founding of the People’s Republic, and all her exhibits were
awarded prizes.

Joined the Chinese Artists’ Association.

Fifteen of her works, including Dandelion and Light Snow,
were in the Exhibition of Traditional Chinese Paintings by
Fifteen Artists in the National Art Gallery and then exhibit-
ed in Hong Kong and Singapore.

Her Woods was exhibited in the Oriental Ink and Wash
Exhibition held in Hong Kong.

Her Five Girls and One Rope was awarded one of the ten
best picture books in the country.

Her father died of illness.

Her Sorghum and three other works were exhibited at the
Basel International Art Fair.

Sorghum was chosen for the permanent collection.

A Good Snow and A Poem by Tao Yuanming: Getting Back
to the Countryside were included in an exhibition by nine
artists in the National Art Gallery.

1983
1984

1985

1986

1987

1987 May Her oil painting Hut was chosen for the Contempo-

rary Chinese Oil Paintings Exhibition in New York, jointly
sponsored by the Chinese Artists’ Association and Hefner
Gallery.
Her The Roadside Hut of the Old Drunkard and Donkey
Herding were included in Exhibition of Works by Qutstand-
ing Contemporary Young and Middle-aged Artists, held in
Guilin.

1987 October Her works were on tour with the Contempora-
ry Traditional Chinese Painting Exhibition in the United
States.

Her husband graduated from the Central Academy of Fine
Arts, received his master’s degree and became a faculty
member in the academy.

1987 December Her oil painting Morning Fog was in the First
Chinese Oil Painting Exhibition in Shanghai, sponsored by
the Chinese Artists’ Association.

1988 Her Life and Five Girls and One Rope were included in the
National Exhibition of Picture Books by Ten Artists, held
in the National Art Gallery.

1988 October Her Summer was in the International Ink-and-
Wash Paintings Exhibition, held by the Academy of Tradi-
tional Chinese Painting.

1988 December 8-21 Nie Ou’s One-Woman Painting Exhibi-

tion was held at the Hsiung Shih Art Gallery in Taibei.

From 1981 to 1988 her works were in every exhibition

sponsored by the Beijing Academy of Fine Arts, in the

Oriental Ink-and-Wash Exhibition (awarded a prize in

1981), and in exhibitions sponsored by the Beijing Artists’

Association.

Her works have been exhibited in many places in Europe,
North America and Asia.

Note
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Nie Ou’s Own Story
f5 BS Btk

['was born in Shenyang, Liaoning Province, on May
20, 1948. Soon, however, my parents took me to Bei-
jing, where I went to school and have lived-ever since.

In a big classroom in the Municipal Children’s Centre,
located in the centre of Beijing at the foot of Jingshan
Hill, T took painting classes every Saturday or Sunday
from 1960 to 1966.

My teacher was a slender young woman who had just
graduated from college. I loved her as much as I loved
painting. I liked her long plait, her wire-framed glasses
and her unique purple-red checked shirt. Each time I
entered that warm, wonderful room at dusk, I felt delight-
ed. After class, in dark of night, my parents would come
to fetch me home. Following them down a side street
next to the hill, I would picture my teacher walking all
alone past the high, dark-red walls of Jingshan Park to
her dorm. The trees in the park were like ghostly figures
dancing in the wind. How brave she was!

Those six years of basic education initiated me into
the world of art.

Nie Ou's parents
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A print she made when she

- was a little girl for the Sino-
Japanese Youth Festival
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| finished primary school, then middle school. In
1969, during the unprecedented “cultural revolution”
(1966-76), my classmates and | were sent to the coun-
tryside in Yanbei, Shanxi Province.

On January 2, 1969, in gathering dusk and unbear-
able cold, we twelve Beijing youths, wrapped in heavy
overcoats, fur hats and scarves, our eyelashes and hats
thick with frost, trudged with unsteady steps in deep
snow over the vast land behind a cart piled high with
baggage. Ahead of us the setting sun loomed larger and
larger. The puffs from the horse’s nostrils and the creak-
ing snow under our teet kept us company all the way to
the small village where we were to settle. Forty house-
holds, over two hundred people—the life there was poor
but peaceful.

Out of the chaos of Beijing we tucked into this small
village. We lived the life of the peasants, setting off for
work at sunrise and turning in at sunset. The peasants
treated us well.

The loess plateau in winter was yellow sand every-
where. Our windows were covered with ice. Inside the
room the coal stove burnt intensely, echoing the howling
wind outside. Sometimes the wind would come to a halt
and the fog would disperse, unveiling an azure, crystal-
clear, mysterious vault above. In the woods dried dung
could make a bonfire; wisps of smoke would hover over
the flames as if frozen with cold. When the flames caught
withered branches and grass, they would crackle, and the
air would soon be permeated with the fragrance of dried
plants.

Spring breezes arduously climbed up the plateau.
The frozen earth gradually dissolved into soft soil, giving
off a fresh moisture. The first time [ felt the softened soil
underfoot, | felt enlivened. I set off for work before dawn,
my limbs soon caked with cold mud. Before long break-
fast was sent over, and after a bowl of steamy millet gruel
[ warmed up like the earth underneath. Day after day the
sun rose and set; the moon went through its phases. Like
the peasants, we kept adjusting our timetable to the sun.
Our life was one of joy, bewilderment, expectation and
momentary tears. The work was hard, the food coarse,
but we were young. Like the hilly lands that, desolate as
they were, still responded to dynamic spring, our state of
mind became inexplicably sanguine and tranquil, even
cheerful sometimes.

In lush and vitalizing summer the work was hardest.
Every day after work we would collapse onto the earthen
bed like iron drawn to a magnet, our arms refusing to
move anymore.

However, summer brought more joy than any other
season. Besides fresh food and green vegetables, the
atmosphere was much less sandy. For holidays each
household was busy frying cakes and steaming buns
made in animal and plant shapes. Decorated with col-
oured dots, the buns were a feast to the eye. But nothing

i i

Those she saw, did and painted in

the Yanbei mountain areas
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could match the taste of grilled tender corn, broad beans
and, especially, newly harvested grain. What a joy to
have them in the fields during breaks! Though we were
exhausted after a day’s hoeing, our backs strained as if
they would never straighten up again, the moment we
got back to the earthen bridge outside the village and saw
the sun hovering over the western hills, its rays playing
on the clear water in the canal, we felt less fatigued.

Only on this loess plateau did I find a genuine golden
autumn. Earth, crops, houses, threshing ground, trees,
melons, beans—all turned a golden yellowish brown.
Though green was no longer to be seen, the autumn gold
ushered in a rich bumper harvest. You could smell the
fragrance of fresh grain and hay in the air. In the
morning, instead of the fresh dew of summer, the earth
and roofs were covered with a layer of frost, as if white
satin had been draped over flaming autumn. Autumn
winds sent yellow leaves dancing in the air. Occasionally,
rain would dampen the dry earth, and turbulent autumn
would be tamed and aged. Crops were brought back
from the fields, threshed on the threshing ground and
distributed to each household. Then carts stacked high
with public grain would move unsteadily toward the state
granary.

My attachment to painting was as tenacious as life
itself. Everybody in the village liked to have me draw
them. I sketched and drew posters for the commune and
town, painted on villagers’ walls and presented some of
my works for prefectural and provincial exhibitions.

For several years we ate the same food, did the same
work and told time by the same sun as the local peasants,
sharing equally any surprise and excitement. We had joys
and sorrows, experiencing a temporary tranquility when
we forgot the past and gave no thought to the future.
Sometimes bewilderment set in, as we wondered why we
were there and where we would go. At a loss as to what
to do, we felt less contented with life, though poor as it
was, it gave us no competitive worries.

Life went on like that until one day one of us was
transferred back to Beijing. The event woke the rest of
us out of a dream of a common fate, and in a couple of
years everyone left for different places. I returned to
Beijing.

How exciting it was when, in 1978, colleges resumed
entrance exams, and even more exciting, exams for
graduate schools.

As I had never found painting difficult, I assumed I
was a born artist. | worked night and day, busily prepar-
ing my portfolio. I also went to a painting exhibition at
an art academy, taking it as a class demonstration.
Because | had never done any traditional Chinese paint-
ing, | spent three months in the Beijing Library before
the exam, reading up on theory and history.

My grades had been excellent, in both primary and
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middle school, but I had never managed to get rid of a
fear of exams, probably a fear of competition. I always
sensed a threatening sky before an exam, and a clearing
up afterwards.

Probably the professors in the academy believed they
could make something of me, unknown though I was.
Thus | passed the exam for graduate school and em-
barked on the road to a career as a professional painter.
[ was thirty that year.

Though I was young and ambitious, the new sur-
roundings somehow intimidated me.

Since graduation from middle school in 1968 until |
enrolled myself in the academy in 1978, | had painted in
my own way, and my confidence had never waned. But
the academy boasted a galaxy of celebrities. How did [
dare to slacken my effort? Among the tutors for graduate
students were established masters Li Keran, Ye Qianyu,
Jiang Zhaohe and Li Kuchan. My tutor was Professor Lu
Chen. I felt proud to be one of his students.

The two years went by in a flash. For my graduation
project | produced a large work, The Bronze Age (300
cm X 500 cm).

After graduation, I was assigned to work in the
Beijing Academy of Fine Arts as a professional painter.

Time has passed without my being aware of it, and
my passion for painting has never diminished under such
ideal working conditions.

Beginning with Morning Mist, | created a number of
works using a light-ink technique. Believing this style
would distinguish me from others, | persistently pursued
a fresh, misty, tranquil mood. The recurring technique
impressed viewers and me equally, but I felt nervous and

After she enrolled in the Central
Academy of Fine Arts in 1979
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She married Sun Weimin in

1981

strained as | sought for accuracy, because | wanted to
finish a painting at one stroke and wanted that painting
to add something to instead of erase something from the
paper.

| also painted some oil paintings during this period,
such as Children Delivering Breakfast and The Family at
the Foot of the Mountains.

Quite accidentally [ once tried a long-tipped brush
made of goat hair and azurite, mineral green and other
Chinese pigments. The result delighted me, so [ adopted
the method in many paintings.

During my thirty-odd years [ had been only to the
countryside. | was then young, and the drastic difference
between urban and rural life had struck me deeply. What
I saw and heard never escaped me. As a professional
painter, [ wanted to describe my experiences; my memo-
ry of peasants and rural life naturally come back. No
matter how much my style may have changed in-the last
few years, my subjects have always been the northern
countryside and its people.

Summer Solstice was created then.

Though it was easy to make small paintings with a
goat-hair brush, I soon felt dissatisfied. I began to dig into
the heritage left by ancient masters.

Works by a Qing Dynasty painter, Shi Tao, took my
special interest. He formed heaven, earth, figures and
himself into a whole. To appreciate his works, viewers
have to temporarily forget themselves. Although his
subjects were common mountains and rocks, forests and
running waters, he rendered them in an ethereal way
through his own ideals and individuality.
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Everything under his brush—a mountain, a brook, a
tree, a rock — has a clear logic. Trees have roots, houses
foundations. Similarly, things near are weak; in the
distance, solid. Human figures are large, mountains
small. Foregrounds are dark, backgrounds pale. The
master seemed to be painting spontaneously or out of his
subconscious. Yet his unrestrained rendering was imma-
culate.

[ studied his works over and over again, also works
by other ancient Chinese and Western masters. Marvel-
ing at their accomplishments, I felt more keenly my
disparity.

In order to express my feelings better, [ tried time and
again to paint more figures in larger environments. My
interest in doing so is as strong as ever.

Through laborious effort | delved into traditional
Chinese painting techniques. [ wished to gain a flowing
and unrestrained style.

Paintings created in this period were Snow over the
Riverbed and Morning Fog.

[ have always preferred, and still do, a natural artistic
evolution.

Why do I take “tranquility” as my recurring theme,
out of all the experiences | had on the loess plateau
under starry skies? Because | feel tranquility is most
valuable after social chaos. The tranquility on the plateau
is still fresh in my memory, as if it were only yesterday.
Such a recurring theme is probably natural.

Painting is my life companion; [ feel content doing it
and have worked with a passion.

This is why I often declare, “I feel quite happy as a
painter.”

After the birth of her
daughter
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