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Introduction to ”"Selected
Paintings by Yan Shaoxiang”

— By Yang Renkai
May 31, 1994

A few years ago I was asked to write an introduction for a selection of Professor Yan Shaoxiang's
paintings published by Rong Bao Zai Press as part of its instruction book series for Chinese paintings. In
that essay I deseribed the artist’s lengthy career spanning half a century so that readers may gain a
better understanding of his art.

I learned that the book became very popular and copies were quickly sold out. which is a sign of the
enhanced taste of the reading public and the great appeal of Yan Shaoxiang's art.

By popular demand, Rong Bao Zai Press decided to publish a new selection of Yan Shaoxiang's
paintings in large format so as to present his art in a better light to all those who have or will come to
like his paintings.

This selection is different from the previous one in its accessibility to general readers and its
expanded and enriched content, reflecting different aspects of his artistic achievement. In addition, the
plates of paintings are also printed with better quality. The selection contains aver 60 paintings arranged
in chronological order beginning from the 1950s. The first three decades were each represented by thr
paintings, the 1980s by 21 and 1990s 25 paintings. It is not difficult to discern that the artist was more
satisfied with his later works, conforming to the dictum that paintings improve with age It is necessary
to point out that paintings in the meticulous style with lavish colo re unlike ink and color paintings
They must first be meticulous while maintaining vigor, then rich in color but not gaudy. These
delineations are precisely where the line between beauty and vulgarity lies. The reader will understand
the subtlety and come to this judgement of good art for Yan's paintings after reviewing the book

What many readers may already know is that painting in the meticulous style is limited by many
constraints. The first being age. People generally experience a change in their evesight by the age of 48
and begin to suffer from presbyopia. The meticulous details in painting become unmanageable even with
the help of glasses. However in this selection most of the paintings were done by the artist in his 60s or
70s, and the finest were those painted in his early 80s which are incredible indeed for a man of such
advanced age. Professor Yan ill hard working at his art well beyond 80, In Chinese art history, there
were artists still painting in their 90s and Zhu Qizhan and Liu Haisu is and was painting over 100. But
they all painted free style paintings. which are a different story from meticulous ones. It is indeed rave for
an artist of such advanced age still painting in the meticulous style

In the previous selection, most of the paintings are of beautiful ladies while this present selection
contains landscape. portrait, flowers. pine and bamboos in addition to a number of paintings of
beauties. In addition to paintings done in the meticulous

ady

le, there are also sketches and paintings in

the free and expressive style. It is easy to appreciate the diversity of subject-matter. his wellrounded

technique and his discipline.

His paintings of the meticulous style and in lavish colors seem to have changed little over decades, A
closer examination will reveal otherwise. Individual works should be examined and compared to trace the
change and development. Otherwise the reader may miss the interesting and subtle differences

It i
his landscape and flower paintings. His portraits are often based on images from elassical poetry and
rendered with poetic beauty. Therefore, his paintings in the meticulous style are free of the clumsiness
and lifelessness common in the academic or court stock. They are full of vigor and elegance, ture to
tradition yet not lacking a contemporary feel. Vigor is essential. Since the late 1970s. he has become
prolifie in portrait paintings, hastening as it were to make up for the time lost in the previous decade.

Most of the paintings included in this selection have a poetic grace. Poetie images are rendered with
elegance and ease in such paintings as “Standing Alone among Falling Flowers”, “Listening to Zither
Playing” and “Plum Blossom in a Secluded Garden”. A Girl Reciting a Poem Alone” and “Furled Leaves
of a Banana Palm” are based on poems by Gao Shi and Qian Xu respectively. Gao's poem 1s
straightforward, yet the painting is of such subtlety and grace with the image of a girl strolling alone in a
garden at night accompanied by a bright moon and absolute quietnes
beat of hair pin tapping a bamboo block. The furled palm leaves in the other painting portrays tender

worth mentioning that the artist w

s able to integrate the formal beauty and ndtural grace in

Then the poem flows out to the




beauty in a strikingly beautiful image of furled leaves in early spring which intensifies the image of the
hbeautiful lady and gives it such life. The composition of the painting is well balanced with emphasis given
to both the lady and leaves with lightly colored background, avoiding flatness so common in earlier
paintings of its kind. This painting was created when the artist was over 80 and has grace beyond
ordinary imagination. This painting reminds me of an exhibition entitled "Paintings of the Meticulous
Style by Master Painters from both Chinese Mainland and Taiwan” held last spring at the National Art
Education Center of Taiwan Province. The exhibition catalogue contains a painting entitled “The
Portrait of Shi Xiangyun”, a figure from the classic “The Dream of the Red Mansion”, by the artist and
his protege Wu Wenbing. The painting was also used for the poster of the exhibition. It is indeed a
masterpiece of the meticulous style. Zhou Ruchang, a scholar of “The Dream of the Red Mansion”, wrote
a poetic inseription on the painting which added to it lustre and value. This painting is a fine example of
the artist's attainment in paintings of the meticulous style and his artistic strength.

The earliest portraitist in Chinese art history is thought to be Gu Kaizhi from the AD. 4th century
According to a legend, Gu once painted a portrait of a woman in his neighborhood. When Gu pinched the
image with a pin, the woman would feel actual pain. The legend may be a metaphorical statement that
excellent portraits must be life like and be true to the innate spirit of the portrayed figure. Professor Yan
apparently has adhered to this principle. His portrait paintings entitled “Qu Yuan”, “Shi Naian” and
portraits of beautiful ladies from the classic “The Dream of the Red Mansion” all have wvivid and
realistically rendered character with special attention given to the gaze of the portrayed figure. Such
vigorous works of love have a strong impact on viewers who often found them so life-like. Such effeets
can only be achieved through lifelong endeavor.

Professor Yan's landscape paintings are also rich with poetic elegance. In his painting “Watching the
Clouds Rising” based on a poem by Wang Wei from the Tang Dynasty (A.D. 618-907), the artist creates a
feeling of leisure, grace and ease with an effect of sheer beauty. Expressive and meticulous styles are
different from each other in technique and brush work. yet may be used for the same purpose of image
creation. To switch from the meticulous to free and expressive style is often easy while the reverse is
difficult. This principle may be proven again by Professor Yan's paintings. His training was in the
meticulous style, yet his “Lotus Flower”, for example, is painted in the expressive style with great ease,
and vigorous and flowing brush work, achieving a freedom that can only be guided by a free and
uninhibited mind.

My understanding and appreciation of Professor Yan's art has deepened over time. His achievements
both as an artist and art instructor are widely acknowledged. Many of his students have become
established artists. He has become more prolific since his recent retivement from teaching. He also leads
the Lake Society and works diligently despite advancing age. Painting to him is not only a way af life but
life itself. Painting in the meticulous style has to be grounded in solid training. The life of the artist so
far tells us that he started by studying the ancient masterpieces in the collection of imperial palace in
Beijing. This early training we
with reality which together have been sources of inspiration for his paintings. The artist onee worte
about his study in the Northeast China Museum (now called Liaoning Museum) of the painting entitled ”
The First Lady of the State of Guo on a Spri
of an earlier masterpiece by Zhang Xuan from the Tang Dynasty. This experience in the late 1950s was an

followed by a life long pursuit in the art of painting and his close contact

ng Outing”, painted by a Song Dynasty painter as a duplicate

enlightening one to him and his art changed direction from then, which can he seen from the chronology
of his art work contained in th

:lection.

Professor Yan as an artist has been described above and as a man he also commands respect. He is
already over 80 and has worked ce:

less

all his life teaching students of the meticulous painting and
creating art work of lasting value. Despite much adversity in his life, he has never given up painting. He
is also a generous teacher and many of his students have become well-known artists in their own light.
He is a man of humility and gentility and is never seen emotional. Beyond all this, he is upright. never
mean and always unyielding. In recent vears he also showed his organizational ability in reestablishing
and guiding the Lake Society of Liacnin.

This selection of paintings is ready for publication. I felt uneasy in completing this far-from-complete
introduction because of my constant travels both in China and oversens and
systematically reviewing the life and art of my dear old friend. If 1 should have more ve

wk of time m
to live beyond
my travels, | will write a more comprehensive account of a life spent in decades of artistic pursuit. This is
not only an obligation of mine to a long time friend. but also an imperative to make sure that the
tradition of meticulous painting will continue and endeavors of an artist who has contributed so much to
this tradition is made known. This remains an unfulfilled wish of mine
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