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Foreword

Gong Qige is a most talented and accomplished artist.

Born in 1939 in Zarod, a remote village nested at the fusion of the
Eastern Inner Mongolian grasslands and the Southern Da Xing An Ling
forests, at five years an orphan, his path as an artist has woven through

some of the most dramatic moments of Chinese history.

This is an attempt to trace his artistic biography.
1. An Inner Mongolian orphan (1939-1956)
Gong Qige was born in 1939,at which year China was suffering from

battles.

The village which saw Gong Qige born, Zarod, in the Inner Mongolia
Autonomous Region, was so remote that barely suffered the wide-
spread ravages of the Japanese invasion and dislocations of the revo-
lutionary struggles that convoluted China at the time. Nested in
seemingly limitless, undulating grasslands, nurtured by mountainous
forests and countless ponds and streams, his homeland was blessed by
beauty and plentiful biodiversity. There, horses, dogs, sheep, cattle,
deer, wild boars, birds and many other kinds of wildlife blossomed,
though animals had to live aware of the gray wolf of bluish eyes. And
human too: Gong Qige vividly remembers being forced with few of his
carriage bulls and horses to retrench one night at a mountainous
crossroad, surrounded by a pack of hungry wolves only deterred by
torches, till daybreak, when the weary wolves let them go back to the

plains.

The village was small. They lived from husbandry, gathering and
hunting. Medicines were made out mostly of goat horns and bones,
feathers, herbs and mushrooms, nuts and seeds, even stones, oftentimes
mixed with tea and milk, following the teachings of many generations

of self-sufficient Mongolian semi-nomads.

Zarod was a haven of ever changing, amazing day and night skies and

landscapes, and simple, tough natural life, isolated almost beyond

history.

He was orphaned from her mother at three years old and from his father
at five years old. His education at home remained the responsibility of
his older sisters and brothers, who taught him the Mongolian 1anguage
and customs and, through their embroidery skills, gave him his first
glimpse at art creation. His passion for horses and traditional festivities,

so present in his future artistic works.

He began to draw at an early age, inspired by his elder brother, Guan
Bu, the first one to look for his destiny outside the village, His brother,
a self-taught artist, studied from 1946 to 1948 at the revolutionary
Qigihar Political and Military College, where he led the art and literary
activities and, upon completion of his studies, acted as photographer
and chief editor of the Inner Mongolia Pictorial from 1948 to 1955,
year in which he was elected as Secretary General of the Inner

Mongolia branch of the Chinese Artist’s Association.

During those years of separation, a sporadic postal correspondence
between both brothers provided them with the only means to keep their
bond alive and to exchange drawings and criticism. Those were Gong
Qige’s first art lessons, carried through the vast grasslands by horse.
When the Revolution triumphed, his elder brother could take more care
of Gong Qige, being able to send him to school away from his native
village in 1951.Initially, Gong Qige went to Zhangjakou, on the Great
Wall in neighboring Hebei, only to come back after one year to Hohhot,
the capital of Inner Mongolia, and one year later to Xilinhot, at the heart

of the Mongolian grasslands, where he finished his secondary school.

Later, in 1956, his brother managed to take Gong Qige with him to
Beijing, the great capital of China, where both of them would fully

embark into their fantastic destinies as artists.

2. A graduate from the China Central Academy of Fine Arts(1957-
1965)



When Gong Qige arrived to Beijing, in 1957, he could not speak
Chinese, but he already shined as a most promising young artist. He
devoted himself one year full-time to study Chinese to prepare himself
to compete for a position as a student in the High School Affiliated To
the Central Academy of Fine Arts, the best of China. He succeeded in

both accounts.

After finishing his studies at the High School Affiliated To the China
Central Academy of Fine Arts, in 1960, he become a Central Academy
of Fine Arts undergraduate student, where he joined the Oil Department,
established following the Russian school of realism, just before the
Soviet Union-China diplomatic rift. There, during the next five years,

Gong Qige mastered classic oil painting.

The calamities and ultimate failure of the Great Leap Forward further
challenged the weak prospects of Chinese combat of poverty and
struggle for development. The Academy was not the exception. Paper
and other basic painting materials were extremely scarce. Any scrap-
ping surface or brush was a treasure. The students had to build their own
frames and sew their own canvases out of small bits to make them big
enough.They had to ration their school meals. There, enduring through
hardships, both professors and students created an artists’oasis, as each

one strived hard to master his or her self creativity.

During his years, Goang Qige rejoiced into a most prolific time of
creation. His works, both interpretatively and technically, are the
expression of a mature sensibility:his landscape and portrait paintings

are indeed intuitive masterpieces achieved.

We only keep record of two sketches. Both are beautiful and rigorous
in technique. Old Man is a crude depiction of aging and weariness, with
no concessions, though you can feel the empathy felt by the painter.
Horse is the first survivor of the many horses painted by Gong Qige

throughout his life, a truly personal memento.

We have access to twenty three oil paintings of the time, comprising
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three portraits, nineteen landscapes and a nude.

The portraits successfully explore the unity of color and mood: they are
realistic in style, expressionist in essence. Their backgrounds play the
temperate role. Uygur old man is seminal: it preludes the vast range of
paintings that Gong Qige will devote to portraying the peoples of the

Chinese Silk Road.

Painted in small format, due to the lack of material resources, the
landscapes seduce us with untried frames and perspectives, from single
tree cups or forests to nurturing rivers and mountains to rural houses
and scenes and pathways disappearing into the distance, close to
nature, down to earth. Their color is quite appealing: mostly grays and
yellows, browns and greens, with patches of blues and dots of white,
red and purple, dissolve into a truly different light, twilight of opaque-
ness and clarity, difficult to define yet unequivocally real. These
landscapes were painted in southern Inner Mongolia,Beijing and its
northern rural surroundings.On the spot, observing simple life, just as
the serene women in Pausing and Moonrise seem to be doing. Two of
the paintings, Harvester and Street crossing, slightly differ from this
pattern, acknowledging the advent of modernity in the countryside and

the city.

Nude crowns this creative period. To make the C an'vas as big enough,
Gong Qige had to saw two pieces of small canvases together. He also
had to handcraft the wooden framework out of little sticks. That
meticulous preparation laid the humble platform in which he divinized
his beautiful model. The soul of Nude is its color.Her sensuality and
sense of solitude is heightened by the background, layered in different
shades of ochre.This masterpiece is clearly influenced by Russian
realism, but definitely signals Gong Qige’s departure towards a more

subtle expressionism sustained on his own sense of color.

Beyond his endeavors,Gong Qige quite often paid visits to Madame
Xie Xuehong, the wealthy auntie-in-law of his elder brother. At her

home Gong Qige discovered for the first time in his life the luxury of



hot and cold water at the bath. There he began to explore the strange

dimensions of comfort.

Also in that rich home Gong Qige met his future wife, Huang Ruiying,
a Shanghainese beauty seven year younger than him that lived with
Madame Xie owing to a close family friendship built before the
Revolution, when both were well off in Shanghai. As her family was

forcefully separated, Huang Ruiying found refuge with Madame Xie.

Madame Xie suggested her two protégés to get married. They followed

her advice few years later.

3. Surviving the Cultural Revolution,researching and saving Han

Dynasty tomb murals at the ancient Great Wall (1966-1974)

Gong Qige had just graduated from the China Central Academy of Fine
Arts when the Cultural Revolution erupted. The Academy was abruptly

closed.

It was 1969, the peak of the Cultural Revolution. One year later their
daughter Xilunnasi was born. Soon after, as victim of the Cultural
Revolution, he was sent to forced labor at the coal mines in Tangshan,

for a year and a half.

In 1971, as the Cultural Revolution was loosing steam, he was reas-
signed to work at the Inner Mongolian Museum in Hohhot. And there,
an improbable, wonderful opportunity arose. Archeologists discov-
ered that year a site of tombs in close-by Helinger, at the Juyong Pass
of the Great Wall, where ancient East Han Dynasty tomb murals were
at the brink of destruction, and they decided to look for someone able
to study and copy them before their imminent demise. Gong Qige got

that compelling task.

Thus, escaping by such luckiest turn of events from the barren years of
the Cultural Revolution, Gong Qige got back to his brushes.During the

next three years, as a pioneer, he meticulously studied the two-

thousand year-old Han murals at Cave No.1 at the Helinger site till he

managed to fully understand and copy them to perfection.

Cave No.l was embedded few meters below the surface and he worked
alone in the candle-lighted, having a local man waiting for him outside
the tombs to help him to get out at the end of each day or alert others
in case of any accident. As in complicity with posterity, the fragile

murals waited to finally fade till Gong Qige completed his task.

It was a once in a lifetime opportunity that would save some of the most
valuable East Han Dynasty murals known in China and that would
change forever the artistic path of Gong Qige, enriching his life as a
scholarly trained painter with his so improbably achieved, expert

knowledge of Han Dynasty mural painting.

The Han Dynasty murals at Cave 1 depict the life and the times of a Han
General at the Great Wall. The tomb is conformed by a frontispiece and

two linked chambers.

When Gong Qige finished the copies of those Han Dynasty murals, the
best museums of China got hold of them. Today those historical
treasures are in the custody of the Forbidden City Museum, the
National Art Museum, the Inner Mongolian Museum and the Shanghai

Museum.

Gong Qige accompanied the mural painting copies entrusted to the
Forbidden City Museum and was reassigned to that museum during the

years 1974 and 1975 as an expert-in-residence.

4. Back to oil painting as artist and mentor at the China National
Minorities University: first years at the University and journeys to the
Mongolian grasslands and to the Panda sanctuary in Sichuan (1975-

1979)

After less than one year in the Forbidden City Museum, the China

National Minorities University offered him a position as Professor of
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Fine Atrs. Soon he was a most recognized artist and mentor at the
university.
In that capacity he helped many young artists to excel and in the process

made lasting friendships.

As part of his professorial duties, in 1975 he visited for one month the
Inner Mongolian, Tibetan and Kazak Autonomous Prefecture.He
painted a splendid landscape during his journey: it is a depiction of a

mount pass, at the front appears a herd of yaks.

During the summer of 1976 he also had the opportunity to return to his
homeland in Inner Mongolia accompanied by his daughter Xilunnasi,
Back in beijing, when he had precious time to devote himself to paint
at the university studio, he would find his most important source of

inspiration in precious memory of his childhood.

We keep record of three portraits painted in this period: Man in
costume, painted in 1978, Head of woman in costume and Mongolian
man, both painted in 1979. They are compound and expressive perfec-

tion of realism and classicalism.

Gong Qige was rounding his artistic personality, bold and singular, just
as China was at the verge of a new era. Two survivor masterpieces
painted in 1979 epitomize his creative freedom and self-confidence at

the moment: Mongolian party and Mongolian wrestling.

In Mongolian party, a seminal piece, his first and biggest of large
format, Gong Qige freely plays with shapes and colors to give move-
ment and substance to the festive attitudes and moods of this celebra-
tion that unite the diverse peoples from the grasslands. The delicate
perspective at the heart of the painting provides full dimension to the
front scene in which the wrestlers acquire almost mythical proportions,
embodying the happy and competitive atmosphere of this celebration

of human community.

In Mongolian wrestling, sublime offspring of Mongolian party, Gong
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Qige stylizes the wrestle ritual in a supernatural dance woven with
incandescent vivid grasslands and a vertiginous golden sky,and finally
transforms this powerful image into the cosmic symbol of the yin yang
(moon and sun)of Chinese life. The wrestlers bear the Chinese symbol

of happiness.

5. Researching ancient Chinese Buddhist murals in Dunhuang and
Qiuci grotto temples,painting the peoples and landscapes of the

Chinese Silk Road (1979-1981)

From 1979’s summer to 1981°s summer ,Gong Qige rejoiced into
another extraordinary moment of enlightenment and creation, mainly
inspired by his research of ancient Chinese Buddhist mural painting in
the Dunhuang and Qiuci cave temples,as well as by his fascination with
the colors and beauty of the Chinese Silk Road in the Xinjiang Uygur

Autonomous Region.

Researching ancient Chinese Buddhist mural paintings

In 1979’s summer,China Central Academy of Fine Arts professor of
ancient chinese art Jin weinuo invited Gong Qige to join a research
mission of China’s Dunhuang Grotto paintings,on account of Gong’s
renowned expertize in Han Dynasty’s mural painting.Gong Qige was
at that time professor of Fine Arts at the China National Minorities
University.The mission carried out research at the b.C)rder area of Gobi

and Taklimakan deserts,Xinjiang.The area was antiquely called Qiuci,

which located in the heart of Chinese Silk Road’s main route.

There Gong Qige discovered the marvels of the ancient Chinese
Buddhist mural painting that reached their peak during the Northern Qi
and Tang Dynasties. Touched, he meticulously studied these over-
1000-year-old murals till he also managed to fully assimilate their

teachings.

As it was the case with his saving of the Han Dynasty tomb murals at
Helinger, this was an extraordinary opportunity that would allow Gong

Qige to make a meaningful contribution to the understanding of ancient



Chinese Buddhist mural painting and that would also enrich once
again his own color palette with the patina of ancient art.

At Qiuci, Gong Qige spent most of his time at the soft sandstone cave
temples of Kizil,“the Thousand-Buddha Caves” that were the cradle of
Chinese Buddhism in Xinjiang.Notwithstanding heavy human depre-
dation and natural deterioration,those extremely important Chinese
Buddhist mural fragments of high artistic value had survived in the
cave. He concentrated to copy them to absolute perfection.Devided
into three sections,the mural described the elegant gods of music
chatting in a flowery Pure Land.Their auras glared the light of jade, red
coral and lapis lazuli, the talismans of fortune, blessings and divinity
that tastefully ornate their bodies and give substance to their garments
and their ethereal surroundings. They both enioy the wisdom of the
third eye and bear the symbols of movement and harmony. The
interwoven colors of their skins and garments underline the dialectics
of human and spiritual life. These graceful Music deities suggest a
sensual path to divinity, just as the earthly heroes and heroines
immortalized in the Han murals previously assimilated by Gong Qige
playfully brave their Way to heaven.Both Han and Chinese Buddhist
art converge in splendor at the supreme flourishing moments of the
ancient Silk Road, subtly Leading to human joy and enlightenment as

the sublime realization of life.

By the time Gong Qige finished rounding up his research at the
Dunhuang and Qiuci grottoes, he had fully imbued into his art the spirit
of both Han Dynasty and ancient Chinese Buddhist mural painting,
truly becoming a modern ancient master who is playful, sensual, in

harmony with nature and creation.

Shocked by Gong Qige artworks themed in China’s Han Dynasty and
Chiese Buddhism,yesrs later the renowned Japanes art critic and au-
thor Ryotaro Shiba commented: “Mr. Gong is the most suitable artist
as a successor of Dunhuang art. He was born on the wide-open range
of the Inner Mongolian grassland where his heart was nurtured by the
fantasy-like quality of the grassland. On top of that, the formal

education he received in Beijing gave him a strong foundation to his

style of art. Most impressively, he is the spiritual descendant of the
ancient Dunhuang artists”.

Painting the people and the landscapes of the Chinese Silk Road

Gong Qige research at Dunhuang and Qiuci brought him a fortunate
additional outcome. At the magical lands of the Uygur, Kazak, Kirgiz
and the other peoples from Mongolian and Turkic and even Persian and
Russian origin that were nurtured and brought together by the ancient
Chinese Silk Road, he got fascinated with the human beauty and the
diversity and intensity of the colors of the skies and landscapes that
cascade from the snows of the towering Tianshan mountains into the
lush grasslands of the Yili River Valley at its north, the deserts and
oases of the Tarim and Junggar basins at its south and northeast and the

burning oasis of the Turpan basin, the lowest point of China, at its east.

During the summers of 1980 and 1981, carrying with him a wooden box
handmade by a friend, containing only paper of medium size, colors
and brushes, he would keep coming back to Xinjiang not only to keep
researching ancient Chinese Buddhist murals but mostly to paint these

legendary souls and lands of the one thousand and one nights.

He painted close to one hundred pieces. They portray the contrasting
peoples and landscapes of Xinjiang, capturing their rich palette of

colors and feelings at its fullest. Gong Qige sums it up. “---what I saw

and painted in Xinjiang was a new light---".

In the summer of 1980 he visited first Turpan, at the bifurcation of the
Northern and Central Routes of the Chinese Silk Road, and then
explored Qiuci(antiquely Kucha)and Kashi, the teeming oases at the
Central Route of the Chinese Silk Road, bordering the southern flank
of the Tianshan mountains and the northern edge of the Taklimakan

desert[map].

In Turpan, the burning oasis of grapes and muskmelons, at 45 Celsius
degrees, he relied on his mastery of color and composition to encapsu-

late the light of the desert in mystifying images depicting the landmarks

13



of this millenarian crossroad: Camel, Ancient Buddhist city of Jianho
and Emin Minaret are illuminated hallucinations, in perfect tempera-
ture and balance. He also painted the first two of his many sensitive
portraits of the diverse peoples of Xinjiang: Uygur lady in the vineyard

and Black Muslim woman.

At the oasis of Qiuci, the capital city of the Western Lands(currently
Xinjiang)in the East Han and Tang Dynasties, Gong Qige further
researched the ancient Chinese Buddhist murals nested at the close-by
Kizil grotto temples and, inspired by this second visit, he painted a
seminal piece: Goddess serving water, in which he transcends his
realistic renderings of these ancient murals into an imaginative, per-
sonal recreation.Also, at the city proper, a Muslim Uygur stronghold
since the one thousand year old historical collapse of Buddhism in
Xinjiang, he painted inspired portraits, scouting his models on the
dusty roads or in the shadows of the vine trellis or at the bazaar. One of
them, Qiuci old Man, was painted on a bridge, surrounded by a curious
crowd that blocked the traffic for a while. The rest of them are realistic
portraits of Muslim Uygur women wearing traditional dresses and
scarves. Few of them, like Woman in the bazaar and Seated beauty are
stylized to almost symbolic status. All of them are delicate master-
pieces of color. Beautiful girl died of a fulminating disease one week
after beillg portrayed. While painting her, Gong Qige had learnt that
she was as old as his own daughter and he felt very close to her. We Pay

homage to her, our beautiful friend.

In the two thousand year old Kashi, the large city oasis at the foot of the
Pamir Mountains that commands the access to the high glacial passes
of the Chinese Silk Road into Central Asia, India and Persia, a
strategic post that for one thousand years has been the most important
Muslim Uygur stronghold in China, he painted wonderful, sensitive
portraits: three of bearded and strong-featured old men at the grand
baazar, six of women in traditional dresses and scarves, one of a
striking couple made by an old man and a beautiful virgin, and one,
Kashi beauty, of a marvelous lady gazing at us behind her cover in a

wonderfully fleeting moment in front of a largest mosque in China. Her
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eyes are haunting, her mood trepid, the background is mysterious and
contrasting: it is a composition full of energy and expression, in

exquisite tension, alive.

One year later, during the summer of 1982, he took the Northern Route
of the ancient Chinese Silk Road, at the northern flank of the Tianshan
mountains, and discovered the lush grasslands of the Yili River Valley,
so different from the arid Central and South Routes of the Silk Road and
so similar to the grasslands of Inner Mongolia, his homeland. There he
explored Yili, the multicultural capital of the Kazak Autonomous
Prefecture, and the wonderful mountainous grasslands of Kaxi at its

north. In both places he painted at an exhilarating pace.

Four landscapes, painted at Kaxi, set the tone: in their vivid colors one
can feel the breath of life, the vitality of nature so happily embraced by
the Kazak people. Kaxi forests and valleys I-III are grandiose depic-
tions of the Yili River Valley beauty, where the heavenly steed of the

Han Dynasty was born and the Dragon spruce finds its natural habitat.

There, in the midst of charm, Gong Qige captured two intimate scenes
of Kazak nomadic life, around the yurt: Women at homemaking and
Motherhood. He rounded this insight with three superb portraits:
Musicians, Old man and Kazak beauty. In the last two the light

.

reverberates in ecstasy.

At Kaxi he also painted four splendid realistic portraits, in which he
freely played with color to express the mood and personality of the
models; three red impressions of nature at sunset and dusk, in the reality
of hallucination;and exploring further into the realm of imagination,
Women in Yurt, in the stylization of Mongolian wrestlers, and the

delicate Kazak beauty with horse.

Beyond Kaxi, at Yili and its surroundings, he kept painting at full
bloom, with absolute creative freedom. Inspired, he painted more than
forty masterpieces, mostly portraits. The variety and quality of his

creations is astonishing, both in thrust and expressiveness, portraying



the inner feelings of women and men with sensitivity and mastery of
color. He indeed painted intimate portraits, many at the homes of the
models, some in the roads, or in the woods or the grasslands, at ease.
In his paintings we can appreciate the different racial roots, cultural
traits and psychological demeanors of the people that blend at the Yili
River Valley, mostly from Mongolian and Turkic background, such as
Uygurs and Kazaks. A deep, heart-felt humanism embraces all of them.
Carrying water and Washing clothes are touching recreations of

grasslands home-making, along the imaginative path that Gong Qige

started in Kaxi. So is the case of Girl in the woods, a beauty of dreams.

Lady in yellow and Lady in red are confident stylizations, with the
strength of icons. The use of color and contrast in Dark woman and in

Old woman is daring.

On the realistic path, he paints with gusto the beauty and charm of the
women of the lands as in The so-called most beautiful girl of Yili. Or
he paints women observing us, as in Mirror, or in a wide range of
introspective or sensual moods, sometimes illuminated in backlight or
delicate white hues, with few touches of color, as in Beautiful girl, In
the woods and Red ribbon. In full diversity, his portraits of other
women and men are also quite appealing and meaningful. It is of no use
to try to classify or summarize the paintings of this period: each one of
them is unique, wonderful, as the exhilarating creative momems that
Gong Qige passionately enjoyed painting the peoples and the land-

scapes of the perennial Chinese Silk Road.

Few months later, crowning those years of artistic bliss at the Silk
Road, Gong Qige paints Kazak Goddess. A work of synthesis, this
rather large format oil painting masterpiece transcends the discoveries
and breakthroughs achieved at the Chinese Silk Road, distilling them
into a new, amazing light springing from his mastery of composition
and color. The Goddess delicate yet imperious presence gives depth to
her femininity and sensuality and the elegance of her demeanor and
discretion heightens her spirituality and refinement. She is glorious in

her magnificent feathered hat that rules the wind. The baby sheep in her

lap, beautifully painted into innocence and awe, symbolizes her divine
creative power and her natural wisdom. Observing us, inscrutable, she
rests and blossoms in the midst of a herd of goats, her improbable male
adorers. The inner tension of the hypernatural scene is rendered by
cleverly filtering contrasting lines and masses of colors through per-
spectives fmely multi-layered into realist and abstract space bits. The
unity of life and energy is illuminated by the bluish eyes of the Goddess
and her creatures, and by the iridescence connecting the flaming
earthen landscape with the ethereal pink Sun of the Inner Mongolian
and the Kazak golden grasslands. The whole allegory is a hypnotic
lyrical hymn to womanhood, nature and beauty, in the unique glorify-

ing voice of Gong Qige, now fully enlightened.

6. Solo exhibition at the China National Art Museum and Beijing

synthesis works (1982-1985)

In 1982 Gong Qige hold his first and to date only solo exhibition at the
China National Museum of Art. It was a resounding success: Academy
and University colleagues and art critics were impressed and many of
his masterworks were immediately bought by enthusiastic Japanese

collectors.

Fully confident, in the next few years Gong Qige goes from master-
piece to masterpiece, at his peak. It was a period of artistic synthesis,
masterly heralded by Kazak Goddess, in which the purposeful use of
allegories will allow Gong Qige to give full freedom to his imagination,

transcending his previous artistic achievements.

In 1983 he paints Buddha and deer. 1t is Gong Qige’s first grand
recreation of the essence of ancient Chinese Buddhist mural painting.
In the land of the flowered, watchful Dragon spruces, illuminated by
the dark starry sky, a sensual, amazingly beautiful Buddha languidly
observes herself feeding berries to a hypnotized, greedy male deer. Her
soft head-dress is held by a ring of jade and red coral, heralding fortune
and blessings. She is lightly attired with soft ribbons that flow with the

chi of life, softly touching her almost naked body. She enjoys the
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