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PAINTINGD Y AU BEON:

TRADITIONAL CHINESE PAINTINGS:
BIRDS AND BEASTS

Compiled by the Xu Beihong Museum
and the Beijing Publishing House

PUBLISHED BY BEIJING PUBLISHING HOUSE

EDITOR’S NOTE

Xu Beihong, China’s outstanding modern artist and teacher of
fine arts, was a prolific painter. His works, original in form and
content, have had a profound impact on Chinese painting. As a
general introduction to his achievements we have compiled this
series of albums to be published in three volumes — traditional
Chinese paintings, sketches and oil paintings. The reproductions
are from the more than 1200 paintings now kept in the Xu Bei-
hong Museum.

We gratefully acknowledge the help and support we have
received from many organizations and well-known artists in the
course of compiling these albums.

Beijing Publishing House
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P RE F AC E Xu Beihong’s traditional paintings of birds and
beasts make up a sizable proportion of his entire
works. From the artistic point of view, they not only

— A Brief Introduction vividly depict nature but, more important still, his

to x_". Beihong's subjects are often personified and take on deep sig-
Traditional Paintings

_ nificance. This is in accord with his creative principle
of Birds and Beasts

of depicting primarily human figures.
Everyone admires Xu Beihong’s paintings of
' horses, but to him horses were not mere animals.
Al Zhongxin They embodied his own emotions and ideas, reflecting
his views of life, of society, of his country and of the
whole world. In other words, his world outlook ex-
pressed itself through his art. This social function of
art is one of the marked characteristics of traditional
Chinese painting. The artistic value of such beasts and
birds depends to a large degree on the painter’s
conception of them and the meaning conveyed by
each work. Of course skill and technique are very
important, too.

As an illustration, let me take his drawing of
sparrows, for it was precisely these little birds of his
that aroused my interest in his works when I was
young and led me to study art under him.

Sparrows are not uncommon in traditional
Chinese painting. Song-dynasty works of the acad-
emic school were meticulously done with empha-
sis on detail. After the Yuan Dynasty, the xie-yi
school (characterised by bold, vigorous outlines in
the impressionistic manner) of rendering birds and
flowers developed and so emerged the xie-yi sparrow.
Xu Beithong was very fond of Ren Bonian’s painting
of sparrows, but I prefer Xu Beithong’s. There are
countless birds with beautiful plumage and lovely
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song. To my mind, the sparrow is the most plain and humble with its drab russet-
grey feathers devoid of any bright colouring. Even its gait is undignified: it hops
along, fluttering from bush to grass, unable to soar or glide. Compared to the
high-flying skylark, it really seems most commonplace. In his Morning Song, Xu
Beihong has aptly pictured their confused medley of chirping, which can only be
described as ‘“‘plebeian” yet is lovable because unsophisticated.

Xu Beihong’s portrayal of the sparrow is one of his best creations: Round and
plump, with a short tail, its head is so black that even the eyes are invisible.
Anything else would have been too far removed from real life. Yet the sparrow,
in spite of its plainness, has a special appeal on account of its rather silly naiveté.
Xu Beihong liked to paint sparrows fluttering among windblown reeds, or
perched on chilly spring boughs, or on the snowy ground under a big tree. This
is far closer to real life than showing them sitting on the branches of the flower-
ing crabapple or next to hibiscus blossoms. When assessing traditional paintings
of birds and beasts, we must not only observe the skill in the use of brush and
ink but, more important still, try to grasp the artist’s meaning. For example,
Morning Song is a work showing an ordinary, simple everyday scene in the
countryside, and it gives us a feeling of calm, quiet loveliness.

From Xu Beihong’s sparrows, we can easily see how he used imagination
and symbolism to create works that inspire people to press forward. Against the
Wind is an example. Xu Beihong used this theme for many paintings. Once,
when I watched him working on one, he said to me, “I like painting eagles, but
I don’t always like eagles. When one chooses a subject, one must have an
emotional basis and my feelings often find their best expression in the little
sparrow. Fish may swim against the current, but birds don’t necessarily fly

gamst the wind...”” There he broke off. At the time I just thought it rather
original to depict sparrows in a head wind as 1 didn’t quite grasp what he meant

by an ‘“‘emotional basis”. It was only when I watched him paint an eagle once
and saw him add the inscription “Why so proud and overbearing ?”’ that I came
to understand why he sometimes did not like the eagle but preferred the sparrow.
In Against the Wind, he was praising the spirit of revolt of the ordinary people
and trying to urge them to move forward and fight. Comrade Mao Zedong
felt that Against the Wind had deep meaning. The first one was done in 1935;




succeeding ones were painted at different times, under different circumstances
and their meaning varied correspondingly. |

Now let us examine his cocks. This fowl 1s often seen in traditional
Chinese painting, but Xu Beihong’s cocks are different in both colouring and
attitude from previous painters’. White, with a grey breast, black tail, upright
red comb and poised yellow feet, they are handsome birds full of energy and
pride. He also painted black cocks to express a different kind of vigour.

Xu Beihong painted more cocks than sparrows, and in them he portrayed
an even more positive spirit. In 1934 he painted Cock Crowing in the Rain, to
which he put a quotation from the ancient classic Shijing (The Book of Songs),
“Wind and rain darken the skies, the cocks crow interminably. Now that I have
seen you, how can I be unhappy?” Behind the quotation he added, ‘“Unfortu-
nately I have not seen anything” which amply expressed his disappointment and
dissatisfaction with the situation at that time. In 1932 he had painted a picture
with the same subject and the inscription, “At the crow of the cock, the skies
turn bright”, praising the 19th Route Army’s resistance to the Japanese invaders

in Shanghai. In 1937, he painted Recalling Past Valour and another Cock Crowing
in the Rain, which can be considered one of his best cock paintings. At the time,

the Sino-Japanese War was raging. Xu Bethong painted a cock crowing at the
top of its voice, as if singing the praises of the entire Chinese people valiantly
resisting the enemy. Quoting from a poem in Shijing where a young maiden
thought of her lover to express his great excitement and exhilaration, he implied
that the “lover” so ardently awaited was the Communist Party of China which
was leading the struggle against Japanese aggression. |

This painting has another original trait, for under ordinary circumstances
a cock will not crow in the rain. But here we see just that. This painting is one
of the best first examples of revolutionary romanticism in traditional Chinese
painting, one which Comrade Zhou Enlai particularly liked.

Xu Beihong very much liked to paint lions and some of the ones in this
collection were created as early as 1930. Vigorous with New Life done in 1934 is
another masterpiece of romanticism. It shows a lion leaping over the mountain-
tops and originally had the inscription ““The General bears down from heaven”,
expressing his fervent desire that the nation would arise. In 1938, he created



