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A Hand Streching Out To The World

Yang Yanwen and his art

by Sun Ka

In 1983, the sole gold medal of the Fifth Manciano International Arts Exhib-
ition was awarded to an ink painting by Yang Yanwen, a painter of the Beijing
Painting Academy. Such an honour had aroused much attention from the art circle
in Beijing. At the time, the Chinese Artists Association and the Beijing Painting
Academy held a special ceremony for Yang Yanwen to receive the medal and the
certificate of merit at the Beijing Hotel. Now Yang Yanwen is an international
renowned artist and maybe we can view his success as a fortune brought by the
medal. Since then, Yang successfully attains further accomplishments in his art and
he becomes more famous from day to day.

At present, some people may still doubt that why a Chinese painter acquired
an international award in the 1980s should have aroused such a sensation? The
reason is that after long years of closure from the outside world, China finally
opens herself to the world and an interaction between Chinese and other cultures
started. In fact, such an award marks a starting point for Chinese painting to get
the recognition from the west.

Chinese painting is an important part of Chinese culture. It gradually became
an independent art form in the Eastern agricultural civilization. Although Chinese
painting had received some influence from the cultures of the western territories
in the Han and Tang dynasties, however, for a long time, it was dominated by the
aesthetic concepts of Confucianism and Daoism in the traditional Chinese society.
Moreover, conventional painting tools and materials posed a restraint on Chinese
painting and as a result, it undergone a course of development which was much
different from that of European painting. On the other hand, since the Song and

Yuan dynasties, Chinese painting was dominated by literary painting which much

emphasised on philosophical and literary concepts and the painters’ pursuit of

self-cultivation through simple forms. Thus the essence of Chinese painting could
hardly be appreciated and understood by the western people. In the 19th century,
when the Westerners first got into touch with the Ukioe art ()f“]apanese, they even
thought that Ukioe was the principal form of oriental art. At the time Chinese
painting, which was Characterized by philosophical and literary spirit and ‘inner
beauty’ only got the appreciation of a few people in the West.

In the early twentieth century, the first group of Chinese young artists who
studied art in Europe successfully introduced Western art and created significant
impact in China. However, they were unable to reverse the way by introducing
Chinese painting to the West. At that time, among the young intellectuals, some
enthusiastically tried to bring democratic ideas and capitalistic systems to China,
while others assiduously studied Marxism which originated in West Europe.
Though the principles of these two schools of thinkings were different, they had
produced the same effect of re-evaluating traditional Chinese culture. Under such
a pressure, many prominent intellectuals did not have any faith in Chinese painting
to attain a status in world culture. In addition, warfare persisted from the 1911

revolution to 1949 and it was reasonable that the culturs of a country like China
which suffered from instability and upheavals could hardly be recognised by the
West.

However, the Chinese cultural heritage did not come to an end and the
Chinese people still maintained their love and faith in their culture. If the artistic
career of senior painters like Xu Beihong, Lin Fengmian, Fu Baoshi, Jiang Shaohe
and Wu Guanzhong show their efforts in studying Western painting and took the
first step to assimilate Chinese and Western painting, then they should be credited
as the forerunners and pioneers in the modernization of Chinese painting and
introduced her to the world.

Yang Yanwen, one of the present generation of middle age painters, works
hard in a stable envirnoment and tries to assimilate Chinese and Western painting
in order to acquire an artistic experience, which finally facilitated him to develop
his innovative creative spirit confidently. The introduction of European painting
techniques of realism had much enriched the teaching of oil painting and sketch
in the art institutes. As a result, the students’ ability in capturing realistic forms
were enhanced and a number of talented artists emerged. Once the constraints on
art broke down, they began to walk into outside world with the self-confidence
which seldom possessed by former masters.

Yang Yanwen is a typical painter of this group. He does not excited by the
international award, nor satisfied with it. Like a well-trained warrior, once he wears
up his armour, he would proceed confidently to achieve the victory which he
deserved.

In his childhood, Yang Yanwen never imagined that he would become a
renowned painter. However, without the personal experience in his young age, he
might not be able to attain his present accomplishments.

Yang was born in a poor village at Shen District, Hebei, whose father was a
farmer. Before the age of ten, China was in a period of warfare and in particular
the Japanese invasion had povertised the life of common people. Such a hard life
had left much impression in the mind of young Yang Yanwen. Hebei was an area
ruled by the ancient Yin and Zhou Kingdoms and the people there were noted for
their bold and tragic characters. Such a tradition bred Yang’s righteous and frank
personality.

However, in Yang’s memories his childhood was not merely gloomy. Though
unlike the children in the cities who had a chance to see the outside world, Yang
got the chance to observe nature. The children in the villages were not deprived
of joyful moments. In Spring, they got the first message of the coming of a new
season when the grass and plants grew. In Autumn, they listened to the charming
music played by the katydid on the bean vines. In Summer, they indulged in the
tales of heroes told by the old man in the melon shops. In Winter, they got much

happiness in drawing figures in the stories and legends on the earth pits. In the



poor villages and remote counties, the children show their true spirit through their
drawings on the ground and the walls. On pieces of paper fragments, their pictures
of landscapes and figures revealed their talent in art. However, among the talent
children, only a few would get the chance to develop their future career and attain
success. Among the painters of the twentieth century, renowned painters like Q1
Baishi, Xu Beihong and Wang Xuetao all come from village families, and so did
Yang Yanwen as well.

Yang's talent had already been noted in his young age and he achieved good
results in his school days. We are not sure whether his father had recognised his
talent, or felt a pity that he was weak, but anyway, he did not let Yang to become
a farmer like himself. In a rainy summer in 1954, his father walked with him for
two days to Dezhou and took a train to Beijing where he temporarily lived in the
home of his aunt.

With subsidies, Yang completed his secondary courses in the 52nd High
School at district one. Mentou Gou. In school, his favourite subjects were literature
and art. At the time. his ideal was to become a writer. During the holidays when
Yang did not get enough money to return to his home, he would stay in the school
and painted sketches and watercolours at the bank of River Ziva near the school.
His art teacher Qiu Zhengjin not only guided him in his artistic career, but also let

Yang to live in his house and looked after him like his father thorughout the

summer vacation of 1957, until Yang was recruited in the matriculation courses of

the Beijing Arts College. In many occassions one’s destiny could not be determined
by himself and finally Yang did not become a wrtier, instead he became a painter.
However, I believe that Yang would never feel regret for his choice in those years.

From 1957 1o 1963, Yang completed his matriculation courses in the Beijing
Arts College and university studies. His studies in the university paved the way for
him to pursue an artistic career in the years to come.

Rcspcm for the teacher is a traditional Chinese virtue. When Yang talked
about the years when he was studying in the Arts College, he respectfully called
his teachers ‘my masters’ for they had created significant influence on him. The
two teachers he most respected are Wu Guanzhong and Zhao Yu.

Zhao Yu guided Yang to develop his true love for life and art and taught him
10 be a good and righteous person, while Wu laid an important impact on his art
concepts and taught him 1o be an excellent artist.

In his art, Yang Yanwen pays much attention to the obervation of the art
treatises of ‘the true, the good and the beauty’ and ‘the sensation, the reason and
the law’, which are realised in his works with personal characteristics. This reflects
his deep understanding of his teacher’s teachings and his realisation of art concepts
by actual practice to achieve consumulate representations in art. Like other arusts
with aspirations, the phrase ‘feel no regret’ represents the highest goal that he

secks all the times. In reminiscence of the vears in the Arts College, Yang feels

that he got much satisfaction in learing to understand and master the rules in the
utilization of the beauty of forms by the skilful treatment of composition, rhythm
of brush strokes. etc. However, in the art education at some Arts Colleges, such
treatment are regarded as eccentric.

During the years in the Arts College, Yang had shown good performance and
his desire for learning more, which highly attracted the attention from his teachers.
The renowned painter Wu Guanzhong had openly praised him and said, “If we
say that Yang’s paintings are like the white wine with alcoholic content of 60%,
then they are exactly 60% and no less”. Such statement was not a common praise
and although thirty years had passed, Yang still feels so happy when he thinks of it.

After 1903, Yang became a teacher in secondary schools. At the time, teaching
was a hard profession which was under-paid and despised by the people. Yang
had taught literature, philosophy and history in those hard fifteen years. However,
to a person who would take up great responsibilities in the future, such hardship
might be regarded as a kind of necessary training.

Finally destiny smiled at him. In 1987, the Beijing Painting Academy recruited
him as a professional painter. In an Academy where talented painters concen-
trated, Yang's pay as an intellectual did not improve much, but now he got the
chance to devote him completely to art and success could be foreseen if he con-
tinues to work hard in this direction. Such a chance would not be available to all.

Yang Yanwen indeed succeeded in taking the right choice to become a
Chinese painter. He finally acquired an international reputation and become a
well-known painter and what is most important is that he developed his own dis-
tinctive style. Although he entered the Beijing Painting Academy for less than ten
years, he is regarded as a first-rank painter. Throughout the thirty years, he has
experienced much hardship and paid much effort, now he reached his period of
maturity and is free in his own world as a renowned painter.

The sucess of Yang Yanwen lays in that he assimilated the aesthetic spirit and
technical representations of Western Art with conventional Chinese art forms to
create a naturalistic and harmonious beauty. This is the reason why both Chinese
and Westerners alike could appreicate his works.

Traditional Chinese landscape painting much emphasised on ‘breath and
force’. ‘Breath’ refers to the atmosphere brought about by the transformation of
seasons, clouds and mist in nature, and at the same time it refers to the realisation
of the artist’s individual spirit, personality and sentiment on the painting. ‘Force’
refers to the rhythm of landscape, rivers and clouds in nature. Painters rank their
works according to the representation of these two elements of ‘breath’” and ‘force’.
As carly as the Southern and Northern Dynasties, Zong Bing had put forward his
theory on ‘releasing one’s spirit (through painting) and after thousand years of
practical experience, it is understood that such a phrase actually means the expres-

sion of the artist’s subjective sentiments through the portrayal of landscape forms.



However, such kind of subjective depiction pays less attention to the observation
of the transformations in the real nature. This explains why Chinese painter often
pay much emphasis on self-cultivation, advocating the theory ‘calligraphy and
painting share the same origin’ and pursuing the essence of brush styles and ink
tones while ignoring the use of colours, and finally sought to create the stylistic
resonance by the various techniques like textural strokes, dots and tonal gradation
of ink (as represented by the works of the four Wangs of Early Qing Dynasty and
their followers in particular). On the other hand, European paintings of landscape,
as represented by the works of M. Hobbema, (1638-1709), M.W. Turner (1775-
1851) and C. Monet (1840-1926), reveal that these artists had paid much attention
in observing the nature and tried to represent real landscape scenes through their
luxuriant palette so as to stumulate the viewers’ sentimental vibration. Thus it is
evident that it is different in the appreciation of Chinese and Western landscape
painting.

To assimilate the two different Chinese and Western aesthetic concepts and
project the monotonous Chinese landscape with a new life inspired by such con-
cepts and to broaden the scope of Chinese painting are the major objectives of
many modern artists. They are the forerunners and pioneers working in this direc-
tion, however, it is the present generation of painters like Yang Yanwen and others
who realise these principal objectives.

In the early fifties, there was a debate in the art circle on whether it is approp-
riate to apply washes on the rivers and heaven on Chinese painting. The debate
was regarded as a serious matter at the time but now it seems to be nonsense.
Obviously the debate was closely related to the problem on whether the orthodox
tradition of Chinese painting should be maintained in full or to be reformed. In
order to solve this problem, there should be an interim period for people to get
accustomed to the new concepts and painters to achieve success in proving that
such a reform is necessary in order to project a new life and perfect the essence
of Chinese painting. On the paintings by Yang, the application of washes on the
water and heaven is an essential technique to creat natural harmony, which forms
a composite part of his technical accomplishments. For instance, his works portray-
ing the themes of ‘moonlight at the window’, ‘moonlight on the river’, washes are
applied to the water to depict the reflection of moonlight and the shadows of trees.
Such an innovative technique successfully convey a sense of natural realism. In
addition, it also creates a sensation through the portrayal of actual landscape to
arouse the viewer’s sentiment. In this aspect, Yang's achievement has indeed sur-
passed the accomplishments of his seniors.

Yang Yanwen has been trained in Western painting for a long time and as a
result, he developed his sensitivity towards light and shade. Light and shade could
be seen anywhere on his works, but they are represented in such a way that no

viewers would sense any trace of unnatural mergement for he masters his brush

techniques in the fusion of ink tonal gradations in a vivid manner. In fact the light
and shades in his paintings are rather mind and stylised.

In Yang's brush styles, the traditional resonance could still be traced as he
mastered the technical essence of brush strokes. Even on some of his works which
are characterized by ink and colour splashes to portray charming shades of light,
some critical parts on the picture are stll lively highlighted by dried brush strokes
and dried ink dabs. These parts form the ‘eyes of painting’ on Yang's works.
Traditional theories advocate that good paintings should be noted for the ‘bone’
and ‘force’ of brush strokes and ‘paintings with brush strokes but without ink are
to be despised. Huang Binhong had once commented on the painting techniques
of Wu Shixian, “It is not right to paint textural strokes with wet ink dabs at the
same time”, “During painting, Wu Shixian would place a large water bowl in his
studio and wet the paper first, then he paints the mist and clouds with his brush.
Such a technique is quite sophiscated, but it could not produce the desired effect
and would finally be abandoned by those who understand Chinese painting for it
could not show the essence of textural strokes”. In painting garden scenes, Yang
Yanwen depicts the slim, ugly and perilous rocks in dried brush strokes in a fast
and fluent manner and portrays the trees with the ‘conjoined leaf” method in order
to form the major ‘skeleton’ of the painting, then he applies washes to the heaven
and water in colours and ink to create the ‘breath’ and ‘atmospheric resonance’.
In such a way, viewers may sense that the painting is consumulately completed by
both ink and brush strokes which convey a naturalistic resonance.

In the realm of landscape painting, to convey the ‘atmospheric feeling’ is more
difficult than just depicting the actual scene. On the other hand, to create the
atmospheric feeling is still more difficult. This marks the course of the develop-
ment of Chinese aesthetic concepts and the ancient masters had realised such a
theortical essence. As a result, though the Tang and Song masters painted in a
rather realistic manner, they seldom depicted the actual scenery of any destined
areas. The literati painting of later periods departed further from realism. Under
such impact, painters often painted by just copying painting manuals, who did not
care for portraying actual scenes nor conveying an atmospheric feeling. This is the
reason why modern aesthetes criticized traditional Chinese painting and advocated
a complete Westernization of her. Since the 1950’s, painters painted landscapes by
over emphasising on depicting realistic scense. Famous scenery spots and moun-
tains like Mount Huang, Mount Zhao and the Bridge on Yangzi River appeared
on their paintings like pictures taken from camera and viewers would feel boring
when looking at these works for a long time. Not until the 1980’s did painters
started to break away from mere reslsim and began to convey or even to create
the stmospheric feeling of landscapes and this marks an important progress of
Chinese painting. Yang Yanwen shows his excellance in this direction. For instance,

similar works as represented by his painting ‘Moonlight on the River’ are not only



noted for technical accomplishment, but also convey a lyrical and poetic atmos-
pheric feeling. The painting is imbued with serene resonance and the moon on
the river inspires a sense of melancholy. This is in fact an excellent atmospheric
painting that moves one’s sentiment. Other works of Yang Yanwen, like those
depicting the water villages at Jiangnan, a curved bridge, several peach blossom
trees and a few new born lotus would generate the charm of the beautiful Spring.

The use of colours was only a minor element in traditional Chinese painting.
Even on the painting with heavy colours, pale colour tones and overlapping colour
tones could seldom be seen. Among extant Chinese paintings in colour, the paint-
ing ‘Night Feast of Han Xizhai' is the only masterpiece which is noted for luxuriant
and meticulous colour tones. The philosopher Laozi had said, “Five colours would
make one blind”. Does such a statement then posed the restriction on the use of
colours in Chinese painting? Or the treatise ‘calligraphy and painting share the
same origin’ created the impression that the use of ink was more important than
the use of colours? Could we assume that little progress in the development of
painting tools ultimately handicaps the development of Chinese palette? There are
many prepositions on why little development was seen in the use of colours on
Chinese painting, but one important fact is that with the development of literati
painting, the use of ink was utilised to its fullest extent, and thus at the same time
the use of colours was minimized. In the realm of Chinese painting in light colours,
only bits of brown and green colour fused with ink are applied and the only
advantage of such a colouring technique is to create a sesne of subtle beauty, which
was the one of the major objectives that the literati and noblemen of the past
wanted to attain.

This phenomenon is also closely associated with traditional aesthetic concepts,
which stressed on the kind of ‘oriental resonance’ created through the several
thousand years of Chinese history. It is in fact not necessary to abandon or modify
such oriental resonance. In fact it could not be modified as shown by the fact that
ink painting is still beloved by Chinese nowadays. However, much could be done
in the use of colours and Yang Yanwen’s works show such a possibility. He excels
in the use of colours and has studied European and Soviet oil painting for a long
time. Thus he acquired a deep experience in the mastery of luxuriant palette in a
harmonious manner. Shortly after he turned back to Chinese painting, he began
to master his palette in an innovative manner. For instance, in some of his works
like the *‘Apricot Flowers in Spring Rain’ which portrays the scenery of the Jiangnan
area, the tiles and walls of houses are painted in the contrasting colours of black
and white, while a a pale green shade of the distant mountain is seen in the
reflection of the waterway. A few brown and grey dots further complement the
picture to generate a sense of harmony. Yang Yanwen understands that Chinese
painting is never characterized by bright colours which would only produce a

mundane beauty, however, the beauty could be perfected by the use of harmonious

colour tones. There is the theory in Chinese painting that ‘ink could generate five
colours’ which stressed on the use of tonal gradations of ink, and one of the
distinctive features of Yang’s works is to combine ink and colours in a consumulate
manner to achieve the desired effect. Of course one could just paint on rice paper
with colours and completely abandon the use of ink, but in such a way, Chinese
painting would lose its conventional feature, and it could no longer be regarded
as ‘ink painting’.

If we say that works of the Jiangnan scenery represent lyricism in Yang’s
mind, then he has another important face which is represented by the works in a
vigorous style. Maybe such works reveal his personality as a Northerner? There
are many myraid works by him, which depicts the deserts in Northwest China,
Mount Tian areas and the Mount Taiheng areas that are noted for stern and
vigorous brush styles and large format (for example, his work ‘Silk Road’ is painted
on a piece of paper that measures sixteen feet). In the exhibition jointly presented
by the Beijing Painting Academy and the Japanese Nanga Painting Academy held
in 1982, this painting much impressed the veiwers with its huge format and vigor-
ous resonance. In this painting, the endless mountains, the river at the front, the
Buddhist caves on the cliffs and the trade party and camels on the Gobi Desert on
the distant part leads one to the world in the past. Another work ‘Great Wall’ by
him also inspired the viewer’s reminiscence of the past. In this painting, the
deserted castles on the Ming great wall or the smoke pits of the Han armies on the
Hexi Corridor created an image that they had watched the pass of storms and
snow in history. The painting is also featured in dark ink tone which suggest the
burden of history. In recent years, Yang had produced many works of the Great
Wall, however, this piece may represent the idea in his mind.

From the works that depicts the charming Jiangnan region to the works that
portrays the old castles in the great desert, Yang demonstrates his versatile rep-
resentations of time, space and sentiment. This facilitate us to appreciate Yang’s
talent and personal cultivation from another angle. The present catalogue repre-
sent an initial conclusion of the his efforts in pursuing the art of painting in these
tens of years, but it does not fully illustrate his success and experience in art. Yang
is now fifty years old and to a painter, this age marks the period of full maturity
in which he has accumulated full experience and spiritual confidence for proceed-
ing to further creations. His friends are now looking forward to his further prog-

ress on the road of creative painting.
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