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Homeland in Dreams

Dy Huang Miadzi A Committee member of the
All-China Federation of Literory and art circles A Council
member of the All-China association of Fine art Workers.
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It was Autumn, 1981, when I was invited to give lectures
at Stanford University; later, asa visiting scholar [ also lectured
at Harvard, Yale and Columbia University. Returning to Cali-
fornia, I unexpectedly came to know Professor Hou Beiren,
the internationally-famous scholar-painter. The reasons for our
intimate friendship were that we were Beijing-Opera enthusiasts,
that we all liked poetry, and that I had a deep-seated love for
the traditional Chinese painting of which Hou was the master.

Professor Hou'’s parents were originally from Hou’s village,
Weiguanying, Changli County in Hebei Province, China. He
was born on March 18, 1917, in Daja Hamlet, Haicheng
County, Liaoning Province, to Mr. and Mrs. Hou Lufeng. In
his youth Hou attended various schools in Haicheng, Yingkou,
Baoding and Beijing; afterwards he furthered his education
abroad, studying under Dr. Kurouochi Kajata, and was graduated
from Kyusu Imperial University in Japan, with a major in
sociology and literature.

Hou learned, in his early years, his art of painting from
the noted painter Li Zhongchang of Hebei, and then from
Huang Binhong and Zheng Shigiao. Coming to the United
States in 1956, he settled in California, making his living by
teaching the traditional Chinese paintings. And for some 27
years he has had students coming from every corner on this
globe. Very frequently he has held his one-man exhibitions of
calligraphy and paintings in numerous museums across the
country. In 1963, for instance, he had shown his works at the M.
H.de Young Memorial Museum, in San Francisco, and recently
he had his “The Retrospective 25 Years of Calligraphy and
Paintings ” at San Jose Museum of Art, California.

Professor Hou owns a spacious painting studio in Los Altos,
California, and he calls it “Old Apricot Hall.” Having made
his acquaintance, I often went to visit him, talked about poetry,
articles and drew pictures there. To answer my inquiry about
the particular name for his studio, Professor Hou ushered me
to his garden behind the house. He pointed out for me an old
tree, saying,“That’s the old apricot.” Watching that curvy, drag-
on-shaped aged tree with its “branches like bronze and roots
like stone,” I began to understand the reason that he called his
painting studio the “Old Apricot Hall.” But in his garden I also
saw some one hundred winter-plum trees (some of them were
in the pots), all in bloom, variegated red and white, that scented
the chilly air.

“With all these winter-plum trees,” I said; “you should call
your painting studio “The Winter-plum Flower Hall’.”

“But Mr. Zhu had used such name in Shanghai,” Hou
replied. “Perhaps I should call it ‘One-Hundred-Plum Hall’.”
His “Old Apricot Hall” was,then also called “One-Hundred-
Plum Hall.”

Now in his “Old Apricot Hall”, T of course first fed my
eyes on his masterpieces. I had savored all his hidden treasures
as if I were loitering through a mountain vista, too busy to
greet the oncoming attractions. I had never dreamed about
seeing so many high-pitched expressions of the traditional



Chinese paintings in a foreign country. While I was admiring
and praising his works, he came in with some of his best
paintings and urged me to write poems for them. I was put in
an awkward position because I had never thought about his
asking me for poems; besides, my uncouth verses could have
marred his refined works. Yet he would not give in, and I had
to try the task. Impossible to decline Professor Hou’s request,
impetuously I composed five poems for five of his paintings.
For his “Listening to the Stream in a Bamboo Grove” Iwrote:
I've found the pleasure in wearing my traveling shoes;
Many a hill and river I climbed and crossed at ease.
And today at your Hall, let me give away all my gold
For your works that remind me of the paintings of Fan
Kuan.
For his “Journey in the Mountains”:
For thousands of times you've dreamed about the old Cat-
hay:
Green hills and red trees glittering under your brushes;
Wiping off the dust and scrutinizing these painting pages,
You see images of your native land, all berries, all mosses.
For his “Autumn Hills”:
Like a rush-leaf, for ten thousand miles or so, I'm drifting
Along the shore, under a western sky;
With my garments and shoes undorned, simple am L.
“What’s hidden in your sleeves, Sir?” One may ask.
“Nothing but my native hills, my rivers that flow.”
And for his “Scholar-hermits in the bamboo Grove”:
The sky-piercing Mountain Hua stands high, like a stone
Column shouldering the sky;
The Cliffs entice us with many a sign;
What school do these paintings belong?

Not the school of Ni Yunlin but Huang Dachi.
Profsessor Hou’s last piece of painting depicted the scen

eries of Guilin:clustered mountains in the mist and haze. Such
a scene brought me back once again to the Lijiang, under the
gleaming Lotus Cliffs in Yangshuo. Ah, such ever-changing
light in the mountains, such crystally-clear river, such elegant,
entangling Unusual-looking mountains far and near, such leaf-
like bamboo-rafts flowing over the waves, such faint singing of
the fishermen...all these put me into a trance,a dream. Yet well
[ knew that I was a stranger in a strange land, on the other
side of the earth. I somehow felt touching the ground of my
fatherland, wandering among the streams, at the hillside, among
the banana trees and bamboo groves. I was profoundly moved
by the artist’s thoughts of home that seemed to leap off the
pages. This particular painting was entitled “A Sprinkle of the
Pear-Blossom Rain Makes Guilin Hills a Little Wet,”and under
it was the note: “In the year of Ding Wei, summer, Hou Bei-
ren at Old Apricot Hall.” In the upper middle of the painting
there was an inscription from Zhang Daqian; it was a poemn:

The Guilin sceneries come about my night-dreams,

As I search for the Seven Star Hills or so it seems,

but the Li River cares little about our parting woe;



Toward the southwestern skies I let my tears flow.

And the footnote said, “It has been 30 years since [ last saw
Guilin. How time flies! What sorrow!”No doubt, Hou’s land-
scapes had also touched Master Zhang’s heart and had aroused
his thoughts of home. Hou's painting became evenmore valu-
able witha poem from Zhang. Yet Professor Hou pressed me™
for an aditional poem for the same painting.Unable to refuse
him, I fashioned a few lines after Master Zhang’s poem:

For forty years I've been dreaming about Master Zhang,

And now in this painting I see his face divine;

I was, too,once sailing upon the Li River,

And today I'm sailing into the delicate sceneries of Hou.
And I wrote below the poem: “A verse requested by Professor
Hou Beiren for his Guilin landscapes, along with my remini-
scence of the respected Zhang Dagian.”

Hou’s works have left with me deep impressions. His
achievement in the traditional Chinese paintings, to me, is re-
markably unique, his style being that of the master’s. His paint-
ings, as | see them, have at least three outstanding character-
istics: first, the composition; second, the conception, and third,
the color treatment. The art of composition,in the traditional
Chinese landscape-paintings,is very difficult to obtain, difficult
in the proper arrangement of the far-or-near objects, the order
of the primary-or-secondary images, and the actual and the im-

plied. Compositions in Chinese landscape-paintings helong to
the “looking-down” method. The onlooker’s position must be

above the ground level at the mountainside. Therefore, he may
have a panoramic view of all mountains far and near. If he
stands below the mountain’s foot, he sees only the mountain in
front of him, nothing more, because the nearby hills, although
flat and low, will obscure a thousand cliffs in the distance.
When you visit Mountain Hua in the West, you may not see
the three Tai Hua summits at the mountain’s gate. But after
some 20 miles of travel on foot, and after you have reached
the Qing Ke Plateau and left the nearby hills behind, you will
certainly see, on some higher slopes, the cloud-piercing three
summits. Observing Hou’s works this way, one marvels at his
unrivaled craftsmanship and his appropriate treatment for his
subjects. Why, his appropriateness lies in the inartificiality of
his works. Studying his paintings, one feels that his landscapes
are not done by human hand or by any mechanical device; on
the contrary, one is looking at the sceneries in our real world.
Master Huang Shangu once wrote a verse for the paintings of
Zheng Fang, saying;

Hui Chong paints about the misty rain and homing geese,

and he sails upon the waves of Dong Ting;

Could that small boat take me home, but my friend says

that this is only a picture of Hui Chong.

The quoted poem depicts well my impressions on Hou’s
paintings. It is quite difficult, as we all know, to avoid the same-
ness of composition in landscape paintings and to stay away
from the well-trodden path. If a painter paints too often and too
much, he may easily limit himself to some monotonous forms.



