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The Virgin Soil of One’s Soul

Foreword to
Li Zhigiang’s
A Collection of Paintings

Feng Ji—cai

The following lines are taken from a poem by the great Indian poet Tagore:
“The bird would like to be a cloud, and the cloud would like to be a bird.”

Between town and country in the contemporary world, such a marvellous state of mind is being strongly expressed. Large numbers
of peasants are pouring into cities. They not only want to obtain jobs paid in cash, but are more yearning for the dazzling glories of the
city, the various kinds of strange and novel goods that will tantalize their shopping desire, and the ubiquitous opportunities.

On the contrary, for those who have lived in cities for a long time, their souls are wistfully thinking of open country, mountains
and rivers far away from the hubbub of cities. They are confined all day within a space partitioned by cement—cut slabs, and as to
sunshine, moonlight, the sense of greenness and gentle breeze, they can only enjoy a little, The numerous and complicated pieces of
information like rain drops have made it hard for the lake of their heart to have a short while of the calming down of the stormy waves.
In the mutual competition between overmaay people, trust hecomes less and less, and alertness, exclusion crd shrewdness to the point of
racking one's brains become more and more. where then is the place that can set one’s mind at rest? Consequently, they want to be back
to nature and back to the primitive to seek a virgin land unsoilded by contemporary society. This is the depression of contemporaries,
and also their fond dream. However monotonous, poor and desolate the living there may be, it will be all right, so long as one can be
really honest and unsophiscated, and do as one pleases as if in the region of heaven and earth unfolded before our eyes by the painter Li
Zhigiang.

This world is full of sunshine. and eyerywhere is the flowing unpolluted and meich — oxygen ir, vast stretches of fertile green land,
flourishing plants, deep and quiet pools, and inverted reflection of floating clouds in water. Besidcs, those village cottages are sending
forth the fragrance of thatch and wood. The figurcs in the paintings and the mode of life are archaic without any modern vestige in the
least. The naked girl fast asleep in th tree shade, the leisurely —sitting village women, and the men playing Chinese wind and
percussion instruments are all leisurely carefree. Their faces show very little expressions, even some like those of the bulls on the
tableau, so perfectly quiet as if in a trance. Probably it is exactly due to this state, they look without the least bit of nervousness and a
trace of pressure. The heart rhythn of the figures, and nature's rhythn are equally mild and leisurely, just like the enchanting pastoral
song in the Middle Ages. Neither is this a cherished memory of the past, nor a restoration to ancient ways, but it is just the consolation
the contemporaries are yearning for.

Perhaps what the painter is in pursuit of is so excessively distinct that his language including style, form, method and colour is
very clear and obvious. Very few of the details on the general appearance of a picture are found of no importance, the scenery
approaches simplicity, and most colours are primary colours, and sometimes a large patch of primary colour is put on, like a folk song
without accompaniment. It is all a call of the heart. His heavy and awkward touches in Chinese paintings avoid any smack of
smartness. Everything is simple and unadorned, and what the painter is after is the pure of the purest. In the painting of ~Mother and
Son”, the two faces of mother and son kissing each other is simply a patch of pure white. Can't there be any ocher love more pure and
fawless than this ever found in the world? Except for some slight exaggeration and deformation, the figures under the painter’s brush
are all round, thick, sturdy, muscular, and full of vitality. The painter has done his utmost to publicize the strength of the human body,
0 much 50 that the emotional expressions of the figures are excluded. Is it not that the purity of the life itself should be regarded as the
social ideal symbol?

Art is the mode of life of artists, and is also his own mental heaven. As artists live among the people in the world, he breaths, cats,
and shares weal and woo together with the people, and his most self - expressing general appearance of his paintings can become the
image of the contemporary souls, Therefore, no matter how much realistic composition is involved in the method, the mental essence of
the works in this Collection is pure idealism. This ideal belongs to both the painter himself and the contemporaries. It does not detest,
reject, and hate bitterly the contemporary life. Instead, it is pursuit and dream of keeping perfocting the mode of human existence.

This is the value of these works by Li Zhigiang. In addition, there is another phase of value in regard to his paintings, that is, he
has managed to make hi in combining the Western y painting post - impressionism, such asGauguin
and Matisse with Chinese folk culture (such as folk song, New Year picture, and paper cutting). I halieve our readers can get from it
some brilliant views. Now I put down my pen and together with the painter listen to their opinions atientively.

August, 1992
Sanlezhai, Tianjin
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Sincerity

Li Zhigiang: The Person and His Paintings Hou Jun

1

Once when Li Zhigiang went to Xishuangbana in south China to draw wild
life, he was in high spirits when leaving, but when returning, he said to me, "It
didn't work. I couldn't find the feeling. I didn’t finish a single paintin

After some days, he went to the northwest region on business. Originally he
hadn’t planned to draw any painting, but this time after returning home, he was
in quite a different mood. He said to me, “Hey! This time I found the feeling and
painted a batch of paintings.

1 laughed saying, “You truly are a child of the vellow soill” A Chinese
couplet of old times goes: “Across the northern plains run fine horses and
autumn winds. Across the southern deltas fall apricot petals and spring rains.”
On the surface, the poem describes the different scenery of China's northern
and southern regions. Actually, it reveals the common source but different
currents of Chinese cultureIn embodying the aesthetic concept.the former
esteems shining might, and the latter values misty gentleness; the former shows
robust beauty, and the latter delicate beauty; the former is like strong wine, and
the latter like weak tea. Li Zhigiang was born in the northern plains of Hebei
Province and grew up near a salty coastal river. He was steeped in the
traditional, simple and honest straightforwardness peculia to north China. His
veins and bones unknowingly are imbued with the nourishment of the Yellow
River culture. That is why he seems to have an innate sentiment for the desert
of yellow soil north of the Yellow River. For the mighty, uninihibited and wild
beauty, with which that land is pregnant, he could do nothing but fall in love
with it at first sight. Although the picturesque mountains and beautiful waters,
mythical creatures and beautiful maidens, apricot petals and spring rains of the
south have undoubtedly been natural subject matters worth drawing for no end
of times by artists, yet they are unable to arouse Li Zhigiang's creative
inspirati i vulgar seductive-

He resists

ness, and even the gracefulness and charm of a female form. he likes to draw
the human figure, He regards it as nature’s most outstanding and most
unrivalled creation. He is unwilling to endow his subjects with such morbid
curves as thinness, weakness and coquetry.

In spite of the fact that Jia Boyu said, “Women are all made of water”, and
that water and women both have been commonly regarded as the epitome of the
feminine beauty from ancient times, under Li zhigiang’s brush they look as if
filled with inexhaustible vitality, so strong and so plentiful. Their muscles seem
to contain full inner tension. Add to this, the uninhibited lines, the bold and
fowing touches, and the criss—cross daubs of colors in large area make the
females in his paintings overflow with the proud strength of character, heroic
spirit and manliness peculiar to the area north of the Changjiang River. Even
in the Xishuangbana series of paintings with the Dai nationality women as
main themes, Li Zhigiang has poured into the figures a certain coarse and
masculine atmosphere, thus making the Dai girls famous for being as gentle and
lovely as water have a few more factors of beauty. But that is precisely the
ideal beauty in his eyes.

He has natural instincts for the sound of autumn winds across that vast
land; for the intensity of those hurricane winds; for the pure and simple and
yellow soil and the men and women like the pure and simple soil. He creates
their images, makes their likenesses, and sketches without touching up lines.
By spreading and daubing the pirgments without mixing, he wants to paint
their true, original and special characteristics, and traces out their expressions,
charms and marrow. However, no matter how he endeavors to paint or sketch,
in the end there is only one hero left on the canvas, and that is the artist
himself.

His paintings are like himself. His paintings are unusually unaffected, that'
« because of his unusual unaffectedness. In his paintings, the contrast between
colors is very great—black and white; red, yellow and blue—all clearly
delinated and almost without any intermediate tone. This is due to the fact that
in his life the contrast between colors is great, His happiness, anger, grief and
joy are visibly expressed on his face, and never covered up. His paintings are
always permeated with a pure and childlike naivete as if they were a
wide— open window on a child's heart, because up to now he has still retained a
child's innocence. Although there is no alertness nor cunningness lacking in his
eyes, every time he winks at you naughtily, you can see to the bottom of his
deep crystal - clear heart spring.

Li Zhiqiang is fond of painting bulls, a symbol of power and grandeur and
mighty force. His paintings of “Mother Earth”, “Woman, Child and Buffalo®
and “Happy When The Sun Rising” all have bulls, However, though the bulls
under his brush are bold and strong, vet they are also rather docile,
good— natured and full of tender feeling. No wonder he often says, “These bulls
all look like me!”

2

Li Zhiqiang graduated from the Chinese Painting Department of Tiajin
Academy of Fine Arts in 1982, But since then there was a long gap of time in
his art antecedents, just like a musical rest which should not have occurred in
the middle of singing.

In 1984, Li Zhigiang, then aged 29, was appointed president of the
well - known Yangliuging Publishing House, and later was concurrently chief
editor, During his leadership for some seven years at a stretch, he became able
to temper the acuteness of his thinking, to be decisive in making decissions, and
strict in analyzing problems all ~sidely. However, the strenuous forced him to
put down his brush. After a considerable lapse of time, people almost forgot that
he could paint, and only knew he was an astute and experienced leader. He
could not help but suppress the intense emotion of creation surging up
frequently, and apply his energies to the work of the Publishing House.

If it weren’t for an accidental occurrence, which strongly affected him, he
might have followed the course of “driving in a light carriage on a familiar
road” to do a lifetime of administrative work and given up painting forever. But
what is worth rejoicing is that at the critical juncture. fate brought upon him a
neither great nor small humiliation, which gave him a new life. At an annual
meeting of a certain national association, he, as President of the
Publishing House, was invited to attend it. But just before the meeting began.
looking at the admission form produced by him, an usher very rudely said,
“This is an artists meeting. You are an administrator, and not a painter. How
can you attend it ~ Li Zhigiang was struck speechless. Without making any
explanation, he went away in silence. He wandered aimlessly on the streets.
feeling unutterably depressed and humiliated, During his absence from the
meeting. the other representative chose him director, but this could in no way
make up for the affront inflicted upon him. On getting home. his face all pale.
he said to his wife, “Form now on, | will take up my drawing again.” Like a
volcanic eruption and the rushing down of lava, the greater the pressure build
~ up, the greater the force of explosion. He was like a wild bull, having been
imprisoned for many years, and once when it suddenly sucesded in throwing off
its fetters, it would run about all the more widly. His drawing really gave him a
hard time—nobody can tell how many sleepless nights he went through, and
nobody knows how he had to make repeated calculations in order to squeeze
what little time he could find for his painting. From then, people often noticed



'

an easel stand on the bike he rode to work, and more and more of his paintings
appearing in various galleries and art publications. They also often saw him,
rain of shine, riding to school for on duty advanced training in oil painting for
three years so that he might open up a new artistic ground. The result was that
in management and decision —making, his field of vision was wider, his sight
keener, his plans more carefully laid out, and his ability redoubled.

Gradually, people's idea about him began to change. No longer did they
regard him as merely an administrator, or an “official”. In the end, with
suprising tenacity and much blood and sweet, he made a big stride forward on
the artistic road, by the thought of which he had been obsessed for years.

3

The first stride of Li Zhigiang’s art was toward the Loess Plateau, the
country people, the west wind ancient road, and the rolling northern desert.
More than ten years ago when he was just a young art student, he was
captivated by the murals of Yongle Monastery erected on the high yellow soil
slope in the Ruicheng County, Shanxi Province, In that large dime hall, piously
facing the murals, he tried to copy a true likeness with his brush. Those flying
lines and those streaming hairs so aroused his admiration and so intoxicated
him that he completely forgot to eat and sleep, and everything around him. It
was the murals of Yongle Monastery that made him realize the essence of the
traditional Chinese brush technique, and taught him a perfect mastery of the
art of lines, What was more important is that murals of Yongle Monastery
brought him very early into the artistic atmosphere of the Yellow River culture,
and enabled him to have a preliminary recognition of and worship the strong,
rugged, “northern” beauty contained in Chinese art. This was like an art seed
taking root in the furrowed mound of yellow soil among the masses of the
country people,

Lying even further to the west than Yongle Monastery, Dunhuang is
another sacred spot of art in Li Zhiqiang's eyes. Ten years ago, he hiked into the
desert and spent more than a month near Mingsha Mountain. There, he bathed
in the spirit of beauty passed down from far and wide by his ancestors. He saw
for himself how the true beauty had been melted into the glorious colors, and
grotesque and fantastic shapes. Once he curled himself up in a narrow cave,
which barely had room for him, and with the help of feeble rays of light, he
copied flying Apsaras on the wall. Once he braved the danger to scale a high
cliff, and burrowed into a small cave which showed little trace of human
habitation to search for artifacts left behind from old times. Once he was ill
with hunger, and “ran short of ammunition and food supplies.” Under this
condition, he sent a telegram to a female friend, asking for a few sheets of Xuan
paper and a few tubes of pigment, These things he has seldom mentioned to
anybody. However, when people saw the Dunhuang colored drawings sheet after
sheet meticulously reproduced by him, they suddenly realized that it was not
aceidental why Li Zhigiang rose up again so quickly after putting aside his
brush for so many years.

Like a thirsty eagle and a hungry tiger, Li Zhigiang took in the
nourishment of the Chinese people’s traditional art from the billowing Yellow
River and vast rolling desert and plains of yellow soil. Thus he has built up his
artistic concept. He doesn't fawn on the vulgar and seek favor. Neither is he
afraid of people sneering at his being rustic, ugly, silly or stupid. Instead, he
regards unsophistication and nature as a higher beauty, In order to seek this
beauty, he has rejected i isi and
ingenuity. He would rather be crude, clumsy, choppy, or even ugly. It is exactly
these qualities that have made it possible for his art to break new ground and

to be quite different from others. An inkling of simplicity and elegance has
begun to show in some of his works.

In the same vein, he especially likes folk art. Besides his special expertise
in New Year Pictures, he is so delighted with all popular folk arts from paper
cutting, clay sculpture, knitting, embroidery, wood carving, brick carving down
to folk toys and clay modelling that he can hardly put them down. Many of his
colorful and strongly - brushed paintings. such as “Husband and Wife Amusing
Each Other”, "Lan Hua Hua®, “Watching Yangko Dancing” and “Jasmine
Flowers™ are all branded with the mark of folk —art influence. Having this
aesthetic preference, when he stretched out his artistic antennas toward
painting from the East to the West, he naturally sought the company of those
great painters as far as two generations back of similar spirits possessing a
more Eastern temperament and primitive style, He preferred Cazanne's childlike
feeling and sense of quality, Van Gogh's frantic enthusiasm and explosive
temperament, Gauguin's wild and primitive styly, Matisse’s Eastern-style
tracings and evenlyspread colours, Munch's intuitive expression and dreamlike
absurdity. In short, he was using the containers of great masters to cast the
ramparts in his own mind. With a strong and healthy sense of taste, he greedily
swallowed evervthing useful, no matter Eastern or Western, ancient or
contemporary, coarse or refined, easily accepted or difficult to accept, all were
taken in and then digested. Although there was some food difficult to chew and
digest, yet there was always some nourishment his blood could take in. As a
result, in his works appears a multitude of colors and styles: the brush—work of
oil painting in the midst of Chinese painting, such as the partiality to a

in © i i “, or the style of a Chinese painting
kneaded into an oil painting, such as " Drama Characters *, which is just like
a mutation of the free-hand brush word of Chinese painting. The work
“ Reading " shows a use of some brush technique from the Dunhuang murals. A
work with the same theme  White Flowers " clearly displays a use of
Cezanne * 5 * cylindrical * theory.

Li Zhigiang is like a tall vigorous tree, its roots firmly planted in the rich
soil of folk art, its branches spreading out and taking in sunlight, rain, dew, and
wind of contemporary art from all directions. Now he has made a selection of
his first batch of fruits for this album, Some are already ripe, form and color
just right and tasting sweet; some are just becoming fragrant, vet @ bit green
and harsh, still needing a little more time; and some appear not vet ripe.
However, I firmly believe that after having gone through a careful selection and
choice breeding, these fruits will produce excellent and high— quality seeds for
still better yield. After all, Li Zhigiang is still young. His vitality and creativity
still have far to go before they reach their peak, his truly plentiful season, a
future for us to look forward to.

4

One day as I was looking over the photos of Li Zhiqiang’s paintings, I asked
him, “You were born in the city and brought up in the city too. Why don't you
paint city lifer *

He thought for a moment and replied, Cities are man-made, but the
wilderness is nature—made. I prefer nature!”

T asked again, “But as for your painting a human body, why must you sit
her in the wildr " At this, he said, “In the city the intercourse between people
is liable to hypocrisy, slickness and shyness while in the wild the intercourse
between people and nature is easy to be pure and sincere. I love sincerity.! ~

1 said not a word, and went on to enjoy his paintings. The title of the one |
was glancing at was “Sacred Purity”. The simple and unadorned Mother Earth,



trees. mountains and rivers merging and copulating with the simple and
unadorned people, the formation of the intimacy between nature and mankind,
the revelation of the deep affection between mankind and nature- this is the
eternal love of makind, the eternity of nature's love. In the most sincere and
pure river of love, we together with the passionate mother and daughter in the
painting bow low and jump into the water piously to receive the nature’s
“baptism”. Thus we obtain consolation for our souls and the filth is cleansed
from our bodies and souls. Now I understand what is meant by “Sacred Purity”.

At last it dawned on me why Li Zhigiang liked this yellow — toned painting

%0 much that he insisted on putting it on the front cover of the album.
He never reproduces any theory in painting. He only relies on his intuition and
uses his brush to pour his heart-felt wishes. Erery time he locks himself naded
in his studio before a sheet of snow-white Xuan paper or canvas, it seems that
he is facing the eternity of nature. His soul becomes completely free of all
wordly shackles, so empty, tranquil, pure and absolutely sincere. The brush in
his hand is transformed into the fingers of a master musician while the
colors lines and forms are like flowing music notes: now grief, now anger, now
happiness, now excitation and indignation-all burst at once the floodgate of
intellect, rushing, roaring and scattering across the painting. At this time, all
techniques, norms, concretes, abstracts and anything must give way. He needs
only to abide by the call of life and let all the joy, anger, sorrow, fear, hate and
desive pour ort freely from his heart without let-up. This indeed a true
* unconstrained " style of genuine emotion. Completing a painting in this kind
of environment is just like playing a musical movement of life. Whennever Li
Zhiqiang is immersed in such an environment, he is so happy as to forget to
return. According to him, only at such an occasion does he truly feel that to
him, painting is an instinct of life rather than a mission or a cause.

The Chinese pai
instinet.” He's exactly right. Only when a painter has abandoned his desire for
all material gains, and only when he instictively describes how he felt while his
soul was linking up and in harmony with nature, can he really “spread his
wings and fly”. Then he can speak straight from the heart and receive nature’s
divine inspiration. What Li Zhigiang is seeking is an superb and climactic
environment. | believe he will succeed because | have clearly seen his sincerity
in his paintings.

ing master, Li Keran, once said, “Turn ability into

August 21, 1992
Jiquanzhai, Tia
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AR R R &
A(1992)
JHI ], 150 X 150cm

Two Cooking Women of the Dai
Nationlity (1992)
0il on Canvas, 150 % 150cm







2. KHh(1992)
JH1 i, 150 X 150cm

Mother Earth (1992)
Oil on Canvas, 150X 150cm
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