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The General Preface to
Lingnan Artists Series

By Liu Sifen

Guangdong painting has a long history. Zhang Xun of Tang
Dynasty and Bai Yuchan of Song Dynasty set a precedent for
Guangdong painting. Since then, talented painters emerged one
generation after another. Yan Zong of early Ming Dynasty and
court painters namely Lin Liang and He Hao were well known
in mainstream painting circles. From the late Ming to early Qing
Dynasty, famous painters gathered in Guangdong, each with his
own stunt: Mi’s landscape with cloud and mist of Yuan Dengdao;
eagle and horse of Zhang Mu, landscape of Gao Yan, Lai Jing, Li
Guoji and Wang Houlai; flowers of Wu Ruilong and Zhao Chunfu;
as well as orchid and bamboo of Peng Ruiguan. They are not only
glorious in Lingnan area, but also made a mark in Chinese Painting
History. After the reign period of Qianlong and Jiaging in Qing
Dynasty, a literati artists group, including Li Jian, Xie Lansheng,
Gan Tianchong, Feng Minchang, Zhang Jinfang, Wu Rongguang,
Huang Danshu, Liang Airu etc., emerged. Their fame lies in the
combination of poetry, painting and calligraphy in one and they
integrated their scholarly character and interest into the works, which
make the group stand out at that time. On top of them, Su Liupeng
and Su Renshan in the reign period of Daoguang and Xianfeng
gained prominence with their figure paintings and turned a new
chapter in Lingnan Painting.

In late Qing Dynasty and early Min Guo (Republic of China)
period, the mainstream paintings in Lingnan were featured by Ju
Chao and Ju Lian with their flower and bird paintings. Later, the
disciples of Ju Lian, Gao Jianfu, Chen Shuren, and Gao Qifeng
(Gao Jianfu’s brother) founded the “Lingnan School of Painting”,
characterized by its blending of East and West. The emergence of
the School shed a new light in the art circle and drew great attention
from the northern painters. Their successors, such as Guan Shanyue,

Li Xiongcai, Zhao Shao’ang, and Yang Shanshen kept on passing

the torch and their influence continues today. In the meantime,
another group of painters, including Pan He, Zhao Haogong, Yao
Suruo, Huang Banruo, Deng Fen, Li Yaoping, Lu Zhenhuan,
Huang Junbi, Huang Shaomei, Zhang Guzhi, He Guanwu, Lu
Zishu, etc., with “Chinese Painting Research Society” as the main
body, took tradition protection as their responsibility and worked
against Lingnan School of Painting. As a result, the interaction and
competition within these two groups filled this period with vigor,
creativity and great productivity.

Guangdong, as the first and only port open to the outside
world, has long been influenced by the Western Paintings. Paintings
made in Guangdong targeted for export in late Qing Dynasty
brought peculiarity to the history of Chinese painting and still has
an important aesthetic value. In the meantime, a group of painters
went abroad to learn Western painting techniques, and became
the pioneers of China’s early oil painting. Li Tiefu, Chen Baoyi, Li
Chaoshi, Feng Gangbai, Tan Huamu, Guan Jin’ao, Hu Gentian, Situ
Qiao, Wu Zifu, Wang Daoyuan, Li Bing, Yu Ben, Chen Fushan,
Yang Qiuren, Wang Shaoling, Zhao Shou, Liang Xihong, Su Tianci,
etc. are outstanding painters among them.

Guangdong is also one of the birthplaces of China’s modern
prints, comic books, and watercolor paintings. Promoted by the
times and tides, large numbers of famous painters emerged, such as
Liao Bingxiong, Xie Hairuo, Lai Shaoqi, Luo Qingzhen, Li Hua, Mei
Jianying, Hu Yichuan, Chen Zhuokun, Chen Yangiao, Yang Newei,
Hu Qizao, Gu Honggan, Tang Yingwei, Zhang Zaimin, Zhang Ying,
Luo Yingqiu, Huang Xinbo, Gu Yuan, Huang Yan, Wang Li, Zhou
Jinhai, Wen Tao, Liang Yongtai, Zhang Hui, Wang Zhaomin, Chen
Wang and Yu Suoya, to name just a few. They created abundant
works with great historical and social significance.

Now China is experiencing a great rejuvenation and the



sustained prosperity cultural construction on an important position.
To promote our traditional culture, to learn from the past and to
boost the present development, under the guidance and support of
the Propaganda Department, the CPC Guangdong Committee and
the Guangdong Federation of Literary and Art Circles, Guangdong
Humanities and Arts Association then decided to compile the
Lingnan Artists Series. We selected the representative artists and
works of different periods in accordance within the historical

context of Lingnan Painting, invited experts and scholars to conduct

/?ﬁ '(§7 _’\%— /—\f? * 1';'\ ’i’;

in-depth research on them, and published them in a succession with
graphic and articles, in order to provide a comprehensive display
and reference to the readers to understand the development and
achievements of Lingnan Painting.

To review and edit the art documents for our own native land,
we are bestowed with great sense of responsibility; faced with the
new trial, we strongly feel that we are lack of experiences. To better
complete and perfect the compilation, we are looking forward to
your suggestions and comments.

Guangzhou, January 5th, 2011
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Abstract

Su Renshan, a native of Xingtan Town, Shunde County,
Guangdong Province, was born in the 19th year of the Reign of
Emperor Jia Qing of Qing Dynasty(1814). His last works handed

down was painted in the 29th year during the Reign of Emperor Dao

Guang (January of 1850), so it is estimated that he died shortly after

he turned 37. Su Renshan’s time nurtured great changes, and the
coeval great revolutionists Hong Xiuquan(1814—1864) and the later
Sun Yat-sen (1866—1925) were all from Guangdong.

Su Renshan was a genius in the history of Chinese painting,
and his painting techniques were said to be extraordinary as early
as he was 14 years old. Unfortunately, rough life led to his distorted
behaviors, and he was regarded as a mania in his time. Su’s painting
style, with a bizarre mood, and deeply reflected of the injustice and
lonely heart of the painter, was far from traditional restraints. This
genius had a bitter life of no more than 40 years, and his exact death
date were uncertain; he was not taken seriously when alive, and was
obscured for a long time after his death. Until the early 20th century,
Suma Yakichiro(1892—1970), the Japanese consul in Canton,
collected a large number of Su Renshan’s works, which drew the
attention of the domestic art circle, and Su’s art was gradually
disclosed to the world. During 1970s, Su Ren-shan, Eccentric
Genius of Kwantung: His Life & Art by Guangdong scholar Jian
Youwen(1896—1978) and The Life and Work of Su Renshan 1814—
18492, Rebel, Painter & Madman by the Belgian scholar Pierre
Ryckmans (1935—) were published simultaneously, which laid an
important foundation for the study of Su Renshan. After years of
efforts, Su’s works were gradually revealed at home and abroad,
scattered in different collectors’ collection with a considerable
number of 200 pieces.

Su Renshan, formerly known as Changchun, alias Jing
Fu; later renamed himself Renshan. In his childhood, his father
Su Yinshou(1788—1862) guided him to read, write and paint by
duplicating the Jieziyuan Huazhuan (Mustard Seed Manual).

He made his fame far and wide in his home area, and won praise
among peers of his father. However, he failed in the two imperial
examinations at the provincial level at 19 and 22, and cracks appeared
in his relationship with his family. Consequently, he left home and
took a one-year tour in Guangxi, which transformed him. The unique
landscape of Guilin cave geomorphology rekindled the creative
motivation of Su Renshan, and injected rich inspirations into Su’s
painting. His travel experiences in Guilin brought profound impact
on his heart. This great impact could find its proof, in his spectacular
work painted in 1843, Spring Out of the Mountain-foot (collected by
Art Museum, Institute of Chinese Studies, The Chinese University of
Hong Kong), a majestic landscape in a 3.5 meter long scroll.
However, the inscription on Su’s works often showed a strong
cynical feeling and mercilessly curse on Confucian ethics, which
stirred up uneasiness in his family. The formation of his character
was certainly a result of his failure in the civil examinations. It
is said that Su Renshan once got married, but did not enjoy the
happiness brought by marriage because his wife was against the
arranged marriage and lived with her own family after wedding.
Also, according to folk stories collected by our earlier scholars, Su,
accused by his father with disobedience and unfilialty, was sent to
prison because of his conflict with his family. If it was the fact, it
would result from his accustomed satirical speeches. Undoubtedly,
this misfortune filled his whole life with great regrets. Su Renshan’s
art is unique in that his paintings were mostly painted with pure-
lines without usage of cun (a typical Chinese texturing method
in painting) and colour washes, whether on human figures or on
landscapes. This was especially true to his painting finished after his
travel in Guilin at the age of 25, and his painting style became sparse
and simple. Su’s pure-line technique is very similar to woodblock
printed painting manuals like Jieziyuan Huazhuan (Mustard Seed
Manual), and origins of this style could be traced back to his early

painting years at the age of 14. In the earliest works of Su Renshan,
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Landscape Drawings (1827, collected by Kyoto National Museum)
with nine paintings as a series, the landscape and pavilions were
very similar to the effect of woodcut, and the building styles of the
pavilions could also find the corresponding references in Jieziyuan
Huazhuan (Mustard Seed Manual) one by one. Su’s imitation of
Jieziyuan Huazhuan(Mustard Seed Manual) was long-lasting
during his painting career and the influence left by the Manual
would be found in many of his works finished at different times of
his life, including Landscape with Willows(1846, Art Museum,
Institute of Chinese Studies, The Chinese University of Hong
Kong) painted at the age of 33, and the latest existent painting
Imitating Landscape of Li Sixun(1850, Art Museum, Institute of
Chinese Studies, The Chinese University of Hong Kong). In fact, Su

Renshan’s own resourcefulness and creativity made him enough to

RS

find artistic inspiration and nutrients from the dull and stiff woodcut,
and established his highly personalized painting style even in an
environment of lacking ancient master pieces to imitate, and famous
mentor to learn from.

From Suma Yakichiro’s love on the first sight to Pierre
Ryckmans’ depth research, Su Renshan’s painting has been fully
proved to be with extraordinary characteristics attracting attention at
home and abroad. However, until now, there is a huge gap between
Su’s achievements and the world's understanding of him. The art of
the eminent painter deserves a higher ranking, and if his value can
be revealed to more people, more significant and profundity would
be exposed to the world. It would be of great help to the study of
Su Renshan and his works, and enrich and deepen the content of

Chinese painting history.
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