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FOREWORD

Feng Qiyong

For years five an’ a hundred rain and wind storm
Swept across the length an’ breadth of our country.
Surviving all the vicissitudes o’ life,

Now greet the eye ever new scenes of reform

As things have come to stage enormous changes.
Scrolls of miles and miles of mountains an’ rivers—
Masterpieces brought to illustrious birth,

And as a man of art

You loftily stand First under heav'n an’ on earth.

Your wrist strength adequate to move mountains
Wielding the pen in all its dexterity.
From within the Four Seas you mean t’ gather
All the mountain mists and vapours like kins.
And paint Lushan clothed in jade-white flowing clouds
Hanging together in a mystic embrace,
What a keen desire t’ see an endless crusade—
As a man of integrity—
Of fresh clean air throughout China t’ pervade!
—An inscription on the occasion of “Exhibition of
Paintings by the 105-year-old Zhu Qi zhan”

Mr. Zhu Qizhan was a painter who had lived to the ripe old age of 105, which is something unique in the history of China's
realm of art, and the like of whom, so blessed with longevity, | am afraid, may not be found even among the world’s artists.

It is true that Qi Lao (Qi the Old Man so often addressed for veneration) had lived a centurian’s life, but what is of still
greater revelation is that he had never ceased painting in his lifetime. That is to say, he painted, painted and painted till the end
of his life, which is again something few and far between in the human world.

Indeed, he was a great master of art, a singular one unheard of since days of old!

It was in the autumn of 1977 that | had the rare pleasure of making Qi Lao’s acquaintance. That was when he happened to
come to Beijing in the very season. One day upon receiving his letter despatched from Beijing Hotel where he was staying, | lost
no time in paying him a formal visit. That afternoon, although it was the first time we met, thanks to our having earlier kept in
contact by correspondence, we both happily felt like old friends with each other; and to me, that was no greater a gratification
in my whole life.

Soon after our first meeting, | again had the honour of accompanying Qi Lao and Madame Zhu to visit The Great Wall. He
was then already 86 years old, but in spite of his great age, he was surprisingly firm and steady in steps. In ascending the
mountain heights, he walked straight up to the Second Beacon Tower on Badaling. When other tourists caught sight of a silver
haired and bearded man atop The Great Well, they were very much amazed, taking him as a celestial being! And to my mind, a
bold feat like this, after all, could be performed only once, never twice, by the 86-year-old Qi Lao. Who knows, a few days later,
he told me that he had gone up to Badaling for the second time! Such a spirit of ambitious outlook and an attempt at big
strides could not but arouse wonder and admiration in the people around him.

What astonished people more was his paying a visit, on invitation to the United States of America. He was then already at
the venerable age of 92! There, a hoary-haired and silver-bearded man was seen robustly wielding his brushpen doing paintings.
Those who had witnessed this scene were all astonished, likewise taking him as one from the immortal world.

Remember years ago another celebrated artist Qi Baishi went to Shanghai by plane at the advanced age of 86, which later
became a much-told tale. And he was proud enough to autograph:”A Baishi Still Able to Fly to Shanghai in the Winter of Year
Bingwu at the Age of 86". Now, taking people by surprise, Qi Lao did fly across the vast ocean to the other side of the globe at
92. Such a heroic mettle was enough to astound the world and much-to-be-held conventions. Again who knows, in less than
two months after his return to China, Qi Lao took a tour of Yunnan Province in the Southwest of the country, his itinerary
covering Dianchi, Mt. Longmen, Lucheng, Mt. Diancang, Lake Erhai, Hot Spring in Chuxiong, Helong Tan (Black Dragon Pool)
and the natural scenic wonder of Stone Forest. His giant strides, his breadth of vision and cheerful frame of mind—a mettle
that was vizorthy enough for him to take pride in on the whole world!

Such a bold robust spirit of Qi Lao is likewise well mirrored in his paintings, representing a powerful classicly ancient style.
When reading his works, people will never fail to sense that he has exceeded the bounds of pen and ink. Varicus conventional
methods of cun (texturing) have long been blended by him into something new, forming a mode in absence of modes and a law



beyond laws. According to Sikong Tu of the Tang Dynasty, when he came to explain the phrasingxionghun (vigorous and firm)
in his Shi Pin (Poetic Quality), he put such a style down as “return to void and access to simplicity and naturalness; storing
up strength into a vigour; and with all things of creation, sweeping across the firmament”. And in addition, “while transcending
visible phenomena, keep lying within the ring”. In my opinion, it cannot be more precise to use these few words of Sil;ong Tu's
to evaluate Qi Lao’s style. They were annotated by Yang Zhengang of the Qing Dynasty with a quotation from Gaolan Keyeben
Yuanjie, which will be easier to understand, namely, “This is something impossible to be attained by anybody other than those
with enormous capability and learning. In essay writing, only Zhuang Zi and Sima Qian, and in poetry composition, only Li Bai
and Du Fu are great enough to do so.” That is to say, what is called the ionghun” style is an epithet only Zhuang Zi and
Records of the Historian and the poetry of Li Bai and Du Fu can be worthy of. In that case, then, there should be no doubt that
among the contemporary artist only Qi Lao and his paintings can deserve this name.

Qi Lao’s works, no matter landscape painting or flower-and-plant painting, all without execption, are out of sturdy strokes
“soaring-to-the-skies” and accomplished in a mental attitude of great ease. The artist is not going to gratify you with the
charming interest of petty pen-and-ink works. What he evokes in you is the feeling of the unsophisticatedness of art, without
beginning and without end, not the delicateness of carving skill. As has been well said, “Great masters import to you simplicity
and plainness”. And through his works, what Qi Lao contributes to you viewers is none other than the feeling of trueness and
plainness, yet dripping with vitality.

In the meantime, what Qi Lao breathes to you is the vital, atmosphere, life and pulse of art, i.e.,, “spirit”. The supreme state
to be attained by all art is “spirit”. Art without “spirit” is something dead and lifeless as much as a bouquet of fresh flowers
wet with morning dewdrops when just plucked are alive and possess “spirit”, whilst in the case of plastic flowers, they are dead
and devoid of “spirit”. The mountains and waters under Qi Lao’s brushpen, nebulously innocent and boundless, present a
“xionghun” atmosphere at first look, yet on scrutiny, you will see through the atmosphere and feel that they are alive and
breathe spirit. Moreover, the waters below the mountains, if you carefully lend an ear to and set your eyes on, you will hear the
murmurings and see the ripplings of the waters— all in all,static at the first sight but dynamic at careful looks; the existence of
“form” at the first sight, then the presence of “form” and “spirit”. Both “form” and “spirit” are complete!

Another distinguishing feature of Qi Lao's art lies in his intrinsic “power” (“power” held in store within). When he quietly
sits in solitude, he looks like an ancient statue of Buddha, like a celestial being, for his quietness is in unison with the quietness
of all manifestations of nature and his breath is akin to the breath of an immortal. When Qi Lao does move and act and do
paintings, he is like a warrior drawing his sword and a brave man lifting a huge bronze cauldron. For this, his movements are
earth-shaking and his mettle is grand and heroic. In his written work Pisiju Huatan (Talks on Art), he has this to say:"As Lu
Fangweng's poem written in the cursive script indicates, ‘Lift the pen and look around, only to find how narrow Heaven and
Earth are, then all of a sudden wield and sweep the pen without knowing.” My experience is that prior to taking up the pen,
there should arise a noble spirit in the chest that fills in between Heaven and Earth. Bu when | come to lift the pen, it moves,
but not I. When I am pleased with my creation, things and | are dimly forgotten, and my joy knows no bounds.” He adds:"When
I recall the moment | apply the pen, breath sets forth from my feet, and as if | were singing and dancing, there is indeed the
feeling that my bamboos would be weeping and my orchids would be smiling.” These words can exactly verify the “power” held
in store in Qi Lao’s art.

The lengthy scroll of “Orchid and Bamboo™ among Qi Lao’s works testifies to the array of his brush strokes, running
across the length and breadth of the paper with the momentum of an avalanche as good as ten thousand steeds galloping
ahead, and from the beginning to the end, without a single sluggish stroke. It is done at one go. If viewed from the angle of
“power”, then the whole-length scroll is a precise representation of “power” in all its modes of expression. Simultaneously, the
expressions are reserved and well concealed, sometimes like drawing the bow without releasing the arrow, and at other times
like a horse galloping for ten thousand miles or a river rushing down without holding anything back. This kind of lofty quality of
being engrossed in work utterly relaxed without any formality will rouse in you the sensation that at these very moments the
artist and the universe have fused together into one whole!

In connection with all these is another unique flavour of Qi Lao’s art. He works no embellishment on but hides not the
elegant beauty of things since what he pursues is the genuine beauty of Nature in the cosmos—never the “beauty” after
adornment, still less the artificial beauty wrought on garden architecture and potted landscapes. Therefore, Qi Lao’s works, no
matter landscapes or flowers and plants, are endowed with the true beauty through his bold and unrestrained touches. If you
turn your eyes on the man-made tenuous carved beauty of potted landscapes to Qi Lao’s works’ natural and unembellished
beauty, you will spontaneously feel that the latter is like the expansive Lake Taihu and the former, a mere corner of a pond in
the garden.

Qi Lao’s paintings constitute an invaluable lot of spiritual wealth as well as material wealth, and all the more so, pose a
topic for profound study, which work will take us quite a long period of time and will enlist much manpower to carry out in a
serious manner. This article can only be counted as a statement of some of my personal feelings.

Qi Lao in his later years donated over one hundred pieces of his own representative works executed in the various periods
of time to the Art Museum built in his honour, together with part of the paintings and calligraphic works by some ancient,
modern and contemporary celebrated artists which he had painstakingly collected in his lifetime. This album under print will
present a special collection of those of his own workmanship as housed in the Art Museum. For this reason, it will be of special
value in preservation and study as well as of significance for commemorative purpose.

August 7, 1998
at Jinghua Guafan Lou, Beijing
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