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1 talk about my painting — preface

1 was bomn during a time of great turmoil and unrest. Because my parents had to make a living
away from home when I was little, I was entrusted to live with my matemal grandparents. The family
was large and life was unruly with no regularity, not even in the daily meals. Naturally, my upbringing
suffered. Even at the old-fashioned private school whete I was enrolled, I often had to skip classes. In
1939, I followed my parents, crossing the ocean to Taiwan, Despite much hardship, we were able to
maintain the basics of our lives. The happy part was that our family was reunited together until 1950
when 1 finished my schooling,

To me, painting comes from interest and aspiration. As a child, T already liked to scribble. but
sadly did not have the opportunity to learn properly. T remember when [ was in elementary school, one
of my fatlier’s friends saw that T enjoyed playing with brush and ink, and gave me a lithograph copy
of The Mustard Seed Garden Collection of Landscape Painting and a copy of Yen Chen-ch’ing’s Ma-
ku-shan Hsien-t’an-chi calligraphy model book. At the time, it was truly like being given a treasure.
Morning and night I copied and traced from these books, finding joy in doing so. One could say that
the self-teaching stage of my life began. By the time I entered middle school, my calligraphy and
landscape painting were admired and praised by my teachers and classmates, as I gradually showed
some promise. However, that was a time when life was difficult for every family, and everyone was
frugally saving for food and daily necessities. It was not easy to just keep warm and be fed. The older
generation believed that art, such as “painting” was not a distinguished profession. Certainly, it was
out of the question to be allowed to study painting, Despite this, “to paint” remained huoyant in my
heart. At that time, because I did not have enough money to spend, I often went to bookstores to browse
for volumes on paintings by famous artists; or 1 would go to shops where paintings were mounted to

enjoy tlie works of calligraphy and paintings there. I always looked out for paintings that were

in papers and ines so that I could collect the clippings in an album whicb I still
have today. If T found a painting composition that was fresh,I wouid copy and study it. This was how
1 quenched the thirst in my heart for more than 20 years.

During the spring of 1972, an unplanned opportunity arose. My middle school teacher Mr. Lin

T'ai-hsi introduced me to the renowned painter from Chiang-nan, Mr. Wu Tz'u-shen. I was very
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fortunate to be uccepted as one of his pupils. Regrettably though, our relationship was cut short by
Master Wu’s death three months later. Although our teacher-pupil association was far too short, it
influenced me deeply. Because I bad spent over 20 years seeking answers on my own to many difficult
issues in painting, lollowing the guidance of a master was like filling a flask to the top with knowledge.
Tn a flash, 1 realized many solutions to my questions. That is why a number of well-known painters of
the time, including Mr. Ma Shou-hua, Mr. Chen Ting-shan, Mr. Yao Meng-chu, and Mr. Chin Ch'in-
po, all thought that [ had absorbed the essence of the Wu style. Later, when Mr, Chang Dai-ch'ien saw
my paintings, he too thought that my emerging individual style was firmly based on the Wu approach.
He counseled that I continue to conscientiously develop it.

Thave copied and studied The Mustard Seed Garden for close to 50 years now. Probably because
of my limited ability, I have not achieved any great successes nor made any artistic discoveries worth
commenting about. But since I have traveled this “art road” for a long time, I have inevitably gained
enough understanding to share with my students and future generations for their reference. I belicve
tbat one must be “focused” in whatever one does. Human life is short and it cannot do or understand
everything. For example the great painter Chao Meng-fu of the Yuan dynasty and the modern master
Chang Dai-ch'ien are internationally recognized as being good in every aspect of painting and
calligraphy. They were the rarest of the rare, and as far as we can see now, there are no successors for
pethaps another 500 years. Being good in one area of painting and practicing it for a long time naturally
bring skill and understanding. Art must follow a focus though it also must have the pre-requisite
“interest” along with determination, concentration, and perseverance. Of course there must also be
time set aside for practicing and for z‘:reating. ‘With a bit of unexpected opportunity, success will not
he far away! An ancient saying notes that “3 parts is human effort and 7 parts is natural talent.”
However, Chang Dai-ch’ien's artistic achievements are “7 parts human effort and 3 parts natural
talent.” Talent s not enough if one does not work bard. Most of the so-called young geniuses of the

world quietly fade imto oblivion whben they grow up. Why is tba

? It is all because they received too
much attention, became too self-ahsorhed, and thought too highly of themselves at a young age.

Consequently, they felt no need to work hard. Finally, they faded away and were never heard of again.



It is a natural tendency for things to regress if it does not progress. If one wants to succeed in Chinese
painting, I believe that one must copy famous ancient paintings as a start, so to understand the
refinement, line, shape, color, and composition, etc. At the same time, one must evaluate the “Six
Principles” of Hsich Ho from the Southern Ch’i period. With this beginning, one will have a rich
grounding in tradition. After this, one can leave the painting studio and face Nature. The ancient
saying, “Read 10.000 books, walk 10,000 miles,” indicates a wide knowledge complemented hy
practical personal experience. One must compare book knowledge with real encounters, so that
together, famous mountains and rivers, rare flowers and plants, uncommon animals and birds, will all
be deeply imprinted in the mind. This is what Shitao called “thoroughly searching the strange peaks
1o create a rough draft.” This way, the mind with its valleys and peaks has mental drafts that will guidc
the brush naturally in painting. Personal experience provides good resnlts because it is not only the
source for painting, but is also a glimpse inio everything in the universe. Personal experience also
cultivates an expansive mind. When a successful painter's art reaches the most refined stage of
development, he cannot be contained or controlled! This is the so-called “bending down to pick up
the ten-thousand things” so that “one can achieve what the mind desires.” One will then find
paintings everything in Nature.

Finally, I would like to talk ahout how I look at creating art. At times, it begins from within and
responds to exterior elements such as the depth of knowledge, the expanse of experience, the

cultivation of expression, and the skill in position. Conversely, i the creative process

is affected by exterior elements such as talent, connot ip, form, and ion. Following these
processcs. inspiration can be sparked by imagination, making the concept casier to grasp and translate
into a painting. If the concept is not yet clear, instantaneous inspiration can help reveal it. Hence, no
matter whether the process begins from within or without, the will to create must first be present at the
tip of the brush. The form is already composed in the mind before the other determinations of size of
the painting, width and breadth, broadness and narrowness, big and small, colors and the method to
express it. Beginning with a draft to explore all sorts of compositions and expressions, one must revise

it several times, just as in the ancient saying “stopping only after nine (numerous) failings. ” In this
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way the best and most harmonious expression is reached. I believe this is the most significant and
solemn creative method. Tt must push for new expression, Sometimes it is tempting to copy someone
else’s beautiful work that is greatly affecting. But one must still have a concept before emulating others.
Inspiration must be accompanied by hard work before the concept can be expressed. I have never taken
any short cuts in my approach 1o painting. So Ihave never thought that a good painting can be instantly
composed as soon as the brush touches paper. | have always thought that improvements can be made,
deeply believing that a successful artist must be well-read, observant, thoughtful, knowledgeable, in

order to enter the realm of creating new concepts. Time has rushed by and 1 am already 72 years of age.

Still, I continue to follow iny ideal until the day I die.
Liu Po-nong notes this in Lung-hua Studio, Shanghai, October 23, 2006
This preface is translated by Ms. June Li, Curator of Chinese Garden at
Huntington Libary. She has also worked at the Los Angeles County Museum
of Art for 14 years. Library thanks towards Ms. Li's translation endeavor

and for her invaluable suppport as always.
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