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“With a Brush of Nostalgia...”
— Wu Biduan’s Three Gorges Sketch Collection

“With a brush of nostalgia, a grey blue tone, and slight ink, I drew the mountain city... " This excerpt comes from Wu Biduan’
s narration about his Three Gorges Sketch Collection, which includes more than 300 sketch paintings about the Three Gorges that
he created four decades ago. I adore his writing for it records his personal understanding of history, society, nature, and painting
and reflects the essential part of the relationship between art and reality. His words are honest just as an innocent child reports his
thinking and homework to his parents. Perhaps this metaphorical expression isn't suitable to describe Mr. Wu, an eminent artist
and professor in his 80s. However, when you thoroughly understand his painstaking but legendary life and his relations with the
country, the land, and the people, you will realize that he just sees his motherland and the people as his “parents.”

In 1926, Mr. Wu was born into a poor family in Shanghai. As a child, he lost touch with his parents. At 12, he fled Nanjing to
Wuhan during World War II, together with his aunt. However, his aunt couldn’t afford to support him anymore, and he was then
transferred to a wartime nursery. Later, Japanese invaders attacked Wuhan. The nursery then transported refugee children under
its guardianship to Chongging. In 1939, Mr. Wu began to study in Yucai School founded by renowned educator Tao Xingzhi.
Since then, the homeless boy has tied his own fate with the entire nation. Throughout his life, Mr. Wu had close contact with
many elites of Chinese revolution: He received edifications from Tao Xingzhi, and later served as a secretary at the Eighth Route
Army Representative Office in Chongging, where he worked with Premier Zhou Enlai. If Chinese revolutionists were a family,
Mr. Wu would be a child of the family.

As a student of Mr. Wu, I received his instruction in art creation during my college years. He was my tutor when I was in
postgraduate school. But, he has never mentioned his past when he gave us art lectures. His speech sounds gentle, amiable, and
humorous, and is full of passion. No matter talking about social abuses or art, he often blushed and even trembled due to great
excitements. During his lectures, he often stressed, “I'm not good at teaching theories, but art gives me a feeling so fascinating that
I cannot find words to describe it.” However, his lectures created an ambience that enabled us to better understand the meaning of
art and hold a right attitude toward art. Indeed, it is hard to describe artistic truth with words. The special rhythms of his speech
made all students concentrate on the lectures.

Both his art and behaviors embody his sincerity and kindness. His kindness derived from his experience of hardship, which is
then transformed into his remarkable receptivity of beauty.

Sometimes I wonder if his feeling about the same mountain, the same thread of light, and the same color will differ with

the change of his identity. Will the same sight he sees on his way home when he carried a box with shoes polishing appliances



and a little money he earned through a day’s hard work is different from when he became a respectful expert working for the
government? | believe this is why the tone, perspective, composition, and brush usage of Mr. Wu'’s landscape paintings are special.
Such technical terminologies as tone, perspective, composition, and brush usage make the painting art sound like textbooks, rather
than understanding of life. In fact, painting is the way in which artists honestly record their lives with all kinds of techniques.
After all, an artist’s job is to translate his personal understanding of life and the time into art language and then use it to draw
specific paintings. In the process, the artist should grasp and determine foresaid terminologies and even more detailed art
component. Whether he can do this well depends on his personalities and capacities — modest or ambitious, indifferent to or
interest in fame and wealth. Of course, the quality of his natural gene also works. If you want to conceal or show off something
with your art, such idea will also be mirrored on every stroke.

Mr. Wu often describes his own works with words like this: “It had been nearly three decades since Wanxian County was
liberated. However, only a few modern buildings had been built. T like the street in the small town. Apparently, it was lined by
rows of residences, but no one knew how many stories were hidden in the street shrouded by the drizzly rain...” or “At that
time, Japanese warplanes often bombed the city, causing severe casualties and destroying many residences. Fortunately, fog often
enveloped the city, and Japanese bombers would not make runs in such weather.”

This is how he describes his feeling about fogs. Such feeling permeates in every of his landscape paintings and even every
stroke. From a painter’s unique, aesthetic perspective, he expressed his concern about the Three Gorges Project that has impacts on
the entire nation and is full of controversies and uncertainties.

Also, Mr. Wu often comments his own works with words like this: “I didn’t treat this part well...” or “It still lacks imagination,
and I should further blur the background...” Such introspection and self-criticism impress me from time to time. This derives
from his devotional pursuit for art perfection. It seems that nothing in his life is more important than whether he makes his work

perfect. Today, such a seemingly insignificant moral character is already rare in a time full of exaggerations and falsehoods.

Xu Bing
September 21,2012
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Foreword

Early in 1938, during World War II, I visited the Three Gorges along the Yangtze River for the first time. At age 12, together
with my aunt, I fled Nanjing to Wuhan, where I stayed at a wartime nursery. Before Japanese invaders attacked Wuhan, the
nursery transferred its refugees to Chongqing on a Minsheng Company ship. All children were fascinated by the rolling, lofty
mountains along the zigzagging watercourse as our ship passed through the Xiling Gorge. Then, the grotesque peaks along the
Wu Gorge emerged from the mist, and the steep cliffs flanking the magnificent Qutang Gorge loomed like two huge doors,
stunning every child onboard. Even though ship moved quickly, the Three Gorges have been imprinted on my memory ever since.

In 1973, I was commissioned by the Government Offices Administration of the State Council to draw paintings for the State
Guesthouse, along with several other teachers from our art academy. Later, we proposed to find inspiration from nature. Mr.
Wu Zuoren and his wife, Xiao Shufang, visited Mt. Changbai, Mr. Bai Xueshi went to Guilin, and Mr. Liang Shunian to Mt.
Huangshan. Without hesitation, I chose the Three Gorges — a destination haunting my dreams. Aboard the ship to Chongging,
I often leaned against the balustrades outside the control cabin while sketching riverside landscapes that constantly changed as
our vessel moved forward. I strived to capture the dynamic scenery on canvases. Every time the ship anchored, I disembarked
immediately and began to draw from the bank. Although I completed many sketches during the journey, my thirst for the Three
Gorges based on my childhood memories still wasn't satisfied.

In 1979, I visited the Three Gorges for the third time, accompanied by Huang Runhua, Zhang Ping, and Li Xingjian, all
painters from our academy’s Traditional Chinese Painting Department. We received kind support from Yangtze Shipping
Administration during our journey. Every morning, we boarded a buoy tender that cruised the river. We could disembark at any
location worthy of drawing until the vessel took us back to our lodging in the afternoon. This arrangement enabled us to sketch
many impressive landscapes along the Three Gorges, including the magnificent, skyscraping cliffs on both sides of the Qutang
Gorge and the elegant, mist-shrouded peaks of the Wu Gorge, as well as the majestic Lesser Three Gorges that feature crystal-
clear water and banks with lush vegetation. I visited several small towns, where most residences were built against cliffs and
encircled with stone walls, and even roads were paved with cobblestones. Locals led simple, peaceful lives, and they were often
found shouldering a basket or a pole while walking on mountain paths. The Xiling Gorge abounds with steep cliffs and dangerous
shoals. Local boatmen bravely combat swirling torrents, and such a scene impressed me so deeply that I painted them passionately
on the spot. However, such passion didn't last long when T returned home and tried to draw from memory. Within a month, I

completed more than 100 colored ink paintings, plus over 200 sketches. All of them embodied my passion for the place.



The Three Gorges witnessed some of the most profound history and culture of Chinese nation. Historically, the Shu and
Wu states battled each other there. The area was saluted in ZThe Lament by Qu Yuan, a noted poet of the Warring States Period
(475-221BC), as well as in poems by Li Bai: “For centuries, the singing of boatmen combating horrible billows reverberated over
the gorges...”

Local landscapes transformed after the Three Gorges Dam was completed. Many historic sites are now under water. Although
my paintings record only a small proportion of the spectacular landscapes of the Three Gorges, I still feel grateful that some of the

since disappeared scenery and historic relics were somewhat retained with my brush.
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