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The Expansion of Profundity

The Cultural Value of Contemporary Chinese Paintings

Yin Shuangxi

The Chinese Paintings Invitational Exhibition of National Artists is coming to Shenzhen, offering us a valuable opportunity to think of the contemporary
cultural value of Chinese paintings from a much more expansive cultural background. The holders of the exhibition are concerned about the development of
contemporary Chinese painting for many years. Steadily they collect a large number of contemporary Chinese paintings, and they are actively going disseminating
and popularizing the paintings. Although the artists are different in age and knowledge structure, even in their artistic language and technique, yet their creative
works reflect the transforming achievements of the Chinese paintings in the last 10 years of the 20th century. The concentrated exhibition of these works illustrate
the penetration and popularization of Chinese paintings in Chinese contemporary cultural life and the close relationship between Chinese paintings and contempo-
rary society.

Nowadays the universal expansion of global culture (mainly the western culture) is tending toward inevitability. As an outstanding representative of more than
one billion Chinese people’s culture, although Chinese painting now is just a type of regional painting, yet its significance and spiritual value for the cultural
development of humanity has been gradually revealed during times of late modernism. In a word, as a classical representative of Chinese classical culture and art,
Chinese painting reflects the integration between the individual and nature and society in its views on nature and meditation and the reflection of the artists” minds.
through pursuing the harmonization between real life and moral principles. Different from the rational logic and forms of revolutionary campaign that western
science and art possess. the development of Chinese paintings is consistently developed through the inherited transformation of painting language. Although some
contemporary Chinese artists are seeking a new consciousness and conception and persevere with making efforts to frame structure, space composition, the use of
color, and the use of pen and ink skill, yet from the whole, the perfect harmonization among poem, book, picture and stamp. the expression of moral principles
through articles and paintings. and the poetic expression of implicit feelings that the traditional Chinese paintings are characterized with, all make contemporary
Chinese paintings possess the meaningful, delicate and fresh character, and the expression of feelings. and finally the perfection of human nature.

As for figure paintings. the grandeur and strength of the Qin Dynasty. the extensity and elegance of the Han Dynasty. and the gorgeousness and splendidness
of the Flourishing Tang Dynasty make Chinese artists unforgettable. Because in them is the national cohesion that Chinese people have and also the reflection of the
artists’ potential yearning for prosperity in contemporary China. (Tangnese shooting) by FengYuan vividly shows the forthright character of beautiful women in
the Tang Dynasty when they re riding, shooting arrows, practising martial arts and playing shooting games: (Playing Chess) by ChengDali; {The Seven Virtuous
in Bamboo Grove) by HuangZhisheng; and (Favor on Gold and Stone) by ShenDaohong; all reflect the rich cultural life of ancient Chinese intellectuals from
chess, music and the collection and appraisal of gold and stones. It is just such kind of artistic activity. detached from the mundane material life, that builds in the
Chinese intellectual the self-personality practice of mental life from art. Such a way of life that values the mental principles is also embodied in the works of
ChenZhenguo, MaGuogiang and FanHongbin. In their works, the intellectual, eminent monks. nobles, or beautiful women place their feelings on mountains and
forests, listen to the pine and observe the moon, recite poetry and drink their fill: also Laozi goes out and travels here and there: Bodhidharma suddenly realizes truth
after 10 years°@ facing the wall. Even in the modern figure paintings that TianLiming drew, such a kind of pursuing the sunlight and clear air also reflects a spiritual
pursuit that one wanders in mountains and waters. No matter in what way the figures in the paintings are living poeticly, they finally melt with nature. This is also
a kind of harmonized state that “Nature and people melt together™ which has been building since (Going on Spring Outing) of ZhanZigian in Sui Dynasty. Why
didn’t the Chinese ancient figure paintings less reflect the large-scale uprising of peasants or the war scene of bloody tussle and killing? Maybe it's concerned with
the painters’ psychology that is detached from society and feeling sad but not resenting, also with the view of cultural value that the painters valued individual and
mental cultivation since Ming and Qing Dynasty. The state of the intellectual which is: I'll help all others around the whole nation if I'm wealthy. and [ prefer that
only I myself am poor, if I'm poor. The best home is to melt into nature.

Why did the painters mostly draw the paintings about the national minorities in border areas in modern figure paintings? This is because in the paintings about

the border areas. people and nature connect even more closely. Colorful clothes and beautiful mountains and waters and cows, goats, cats and dogs and all Kinds of



animals combine tegether, all of which are helpful to show the painters” eulogistic attitude toward nature. The excellent painters on this aspect are DuZiling,
GuoQuanZhong, WangYouzheng, and WangYihong. Their works of figure paintings show the indomitable living will, and are the outstanding representatives of
realistic figure painting after the establishment of our nation.

The Chinese artists” attitude toward the human body are worth attention. In their body paintings, although we can see the improving of mold obviously since
the 20th century when the western paintings were brought into Chinese education, yet as for the expression on body, Chinese painters still emphasize the expression
on women'’s character and temperament but not like the western body paintings which are mostly concerned with body beauty. The works of ShiHu, Wang Yanlin
and HelJiaying all reflect such implicit beauty of women.

The development of landscape painting is the greatest achievement during modern Chinese paintings in the 20th century. We can also appreciate the modern
landscape painting, just as the figure painting. This is because, no matter whether they’re high mountains and land or the rivers under the small bridge, they all
reflect modern peoples” quiet observation and free thoughts upon mountains and waters. In some landscape paintings there are figures only to adorn the view, and
in some landscape paintings there are boats and bridges or other constructions that people build, or some animals who live with human beings. All of them build the
environment that human beings live in. No matter whether it’s the land in the unfrequented western part, or the villages of waters which are fully exploited on the
southern part of Yangtze River, what we see is still the oriental peoples’ living dream that human beings get along with nature harmoniously, which is also the reason
that why modern landscape paintings seldom reflects cities but mostly the village nature. This is not because Chinese painters hate and stand aloof from cities. Most
of them live in cities and enjoy the material convenience that modern cities offer, but this doesn’t show their conservativism, but indicates they're not satisfied with
the industrialization development of the modern city. They hope there could be much more close communication with nature. On the other hand, since antiquity the
painting language of Chinese landscape painting was refined from primary nature, which is more fitting for showing the natural landscape instead of the rational and

_instrumentalized modern city. Seeing why Chinese painters’ favor natural landscape from this viewpoint, we would accept their praise on nature as a cultural tourist.
On one hand, WangWenfang, JiaYoufu, CuiZhenkuan, LuoPing an, LiXingjian and ChengDali, are the excellent representatives of contemporary landscape paintings,
while XieBingyi, Helialin, XiongHonggang,zhengyi and WangPing, are the young artists with bright futures.

Seeing from the creating practice in contemporary landscape painting, its development was influenced much by education in fine arts college. After the
establishment of our nation, there were two main trends in landscape painting teaching: one was PanTianshou and LuYanshao in China Fine Arts College (Former
as ZheJiang Fine Arts College) who was based on tradition; the other was LiKeran in China Center Fine Arts College which was based on sketching from nature.
LiKeran “intentionally quits ‘the set of ways by copying the formers’, but he’s looking for a new painting way according to the object’s figure characteristics and the
demands for truly depicting these characteristics” [ 1], which is different from the way PanTianshou advocated, which is first to copy and then to sketch from
nature, and is also different from the way HuangBinhong said, namely that is we can’t sketch from nature until we know well about different groups’ painting and
how to make shading ink strokes. Maybe we can also say that the landscape painting teachings in both China Fine Arts College and China Center Fine Arts College
form a difference between the so-called “North Group” and “ZheJiang Group™ today which is based on different Nature conceptions and Sketching conceptions
between PanTianshou and LuYanshao’s, and LiKeran's. LiKeran stressed the New landscape painting tradition based on accuracy and durability. Compared with
the old tradition of Chinese paintings that HuangBinhong represented, which reflects the further meld between Chinese landscape painting and the western arts of
the 20th century and its aspects of natural factuality and the expression of the sense of texture and brightness.

Similarly, the creation of the flower and bird paintings also reflects the mental pursuit of the contemporary Chinese people. which can distinguish big from
small, that is, we can see the lapse of time and the eternity of life from the short life span of animals and plants. A poem written on a painting by ZhengYi is very
representative:“The water lily is waving among lotuses although there is no wind; Although the fresh pistil is fading, yet its lightness shows much red: Although life

is short and full of misery and hardship, yet there’s still true sentiment; The vicissitudes of life is often coming and going.” It’s steady and implicit or it’s pretty and



fresh, as in the works of the old generation painter in flowers and birds such as TianYong, LuMuxun, ZhangZhiguang and ZhuTao: while the works of the generation
as ZhaoNing'an and GuoShifu are bold and unrestrained and powerfully energetic.

While entering the 21st century, Chinese painting should have a more expansive global cultural view and yet develop its own painting language, in which the
most important thing is, to emphasize the contemporary Chinese paintings’ re-examining and re-thinking toward the national culture, and this is shown in the
modernization of Chinese painting. An important resource for Chinese painting is to keep its cultural features in the course of modernization. Painting language has
still the space for development, but it should be the starting point for the development of Chinese painting and not the ending point. At the same time, we should see
that for our Chinese painter, although the problem on pen and ink is an unavoidable tradition, yet it’s formal problem is inside arts after all. The most important is
how to understand the attitude toward the human being and nature in Chinese painting from a traditional viewpoint, and in modern society, how to accomplish
rescuing the individual through art, to look for the harmonization between soul and nature, to communicate and know the thoughts of modern people, and at last to
realize the sublimation of spirit. “The essential problem is not on the attitude toward the western art, but on the attitude toward our own cultural tradition, and the
focus of which is on: what value on earth is on the center of modern history.” [2]

Here it’s necessary for us to emphasize the humanity connotation and spirital pursuit of contemporary Chinese painting, that is, its development should expand
toward profundity. It should take as its duty to show the real life of modern China and the Chinese peoples” spirit, mental state and aesthetic interests, and also seek
the resource of language and developing point of style from the excellent art tradition from both home and abroad. Undeniably, contemporary Chinese paintings
absorb many valuable things from the western arts, such as: structure, color and texture. But for the modern Chinese painter, they should explore the natural art
language of Chinese paintings; that is, how does language connect real life through its expression? From the viewpoint of morphology, they should disintegrate,
reconstruct and re-create Chinese traditional ink and wash language, and also build a deep cultural connection between the abstract and the concrete through visual
metaphor and organization of symbols. That is to say, the uniqueness of oriental art is on the profound implication of “being beyond picture but comprehending
something from it.” This also means that, although contemporary Chinese painting stresses the exploration and expression of materials and pictures, yet at last it’s
just like traditional Chinese painting, which concerned the mental existence of human beings, and realizes the transformation toward modernization during inher-
iting the tradition.

Important changes in concepts of space and structure occur in contemporary Chinese paintings: one is the gradual strengthening of the trend of planization,
which is related to the strengthening of decoration and color; on the other hand, it’s the plentiful frame space formed by the method of using space. These elements
establish the value of Chinese paintings in modern life; that is, the combinations of pen, ink, paper, water, and color, still produce powerful emotional response. In
this modern world with poly-culture, Chinese painting still has an unreplaceable cultural value. It’s not only the important thing in Chinese people’s intellectual
living, but also it’s helpful for the mutual comprehension among the people from different nations. Facing the development of world art, Chinese painters should
elaborate their own creative spirit and dedicate themselves to the mental expressions that have our national characteristics. Chinese arts should have the cultural
feature of self-esteem and self-confidence, and keep a necessary tension between modern Chinese and modern western art, promoting future co-equal communica-

tions among the cultures of the world.

Notes:

(1] LangShaojun: {The Landscape Sketching of LiKeran) was recorded in LangShaojun’s {The Collected Works on Modern Chinese Painting), Nanning, Guangxi Art Publishing
House, Edit One in December, 1995, Page 182.

(2] Wanghui: (Resisting Despair), Hebei Educational Publishing House, Edit One in January, 2000, Page 114.
Yin Shuangxi  who was born in 1954 and earned a Doctor's degree. Now he is the chief editor assitant of the magazine {ART RESEARCH). He's an academic comission member of the China
Art Gallery. He's also an enviromental art commission member of the China Architectural Association.
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