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BEITME I, /wetEnE (EXFELTRE) . £
£ A BT FIM. BRIRE. (1972 KR#S)

Chen Yanning is collaborating with Luo Gongliu and Tang Xiaoming on

a painting, at the Taiyuan Airport, China, 1972
From left: Tang Xiaoming, Chen Yanning, Luo Gongliu, and Chen

Zhenxin.

BETTE5XWA (). MM () EEREEE (RXIKED .
(1976)
Chen Yanning is collaborating with Guang Shanyue (right) and Lin

Yong (middle) on the large-scaled Chinese ink painting. China, 1976
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AEAEREANBT. A KR BT IR B
WA, (1972 PERAE JEXR)

In front of the National Art Museum of China, from right: Chen Yifei,
Chen Yanning, Sun [ingbo, and Tang Xiaohe. Beijing, 1972
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As early as in the 1970s Chen Yanning was already
a well-known name in the art circles of’ China. His
works appeared time and again in national art shows,
and at the 1974 National Art Exhibition his oil painting
Fisherman Doctor (plate 91) was widely praised. People
had found that Chen Yanning was an "all-rounder”,
mainly doing oil painting but also Chinese ink painting
and even picture-story books. Armed with an excellent
talent in composition and modelling, and using his sharp
eyes and a pure heart, he was good at revealing beauty
in common things and could ingeniously refine ordinary
life into touching artistic images. I believe Fisherman
Doctor (plate 91) was the first work that brought him
his standing. The painting that had stirred China's
oil painting circles was sent by the China Artists’
Association to France and was put on display at the Salon
in Paris and also caught the French artists’ eye. Born
in the 40’s, Chen Yanning, as one of the representatives
of the fourth generation of artists in modern China, was
prominent in the mid-70’s and became the outstanding
one among them. The mission that the times bestowed
on that generation was to perfect realist oil painting in
China, to thoroughly assimilate both the spirit and the
techniques from Western classic oil painting so as to
make them healthily rooted and developed in the soil of
China, as the ideals of generations of Chinese artists in
the 20th century have been ruthlessly frustrated and
destroyed in the wars and catastrophes that China has
gone through. The first generation, represented by Xu
Beihong and Lin Fengmian, passed away in great regret
For lack of a chance to fulfill their lifelong- wish to create
their oil magnum opuses; the second generation or oil
artists, represented by Dong Xiwen and wang Shikuo,
were unable to bring into full play their artistic talents;
and the third generation, having lost the most precious
ten years, began to show the ebb or their creative vigour
and innovative drive although they energetically tried
to catch lip afterwards. The times call for the fourth and
fifth generations of oil artists, and up arise a group of
new gifted artists such as Chen Yanning, Chen Yifei,
Cheng Conglin and Luo Zhongli, who have brought
boundless vitality to China’s oil painting- circles.

Oil painting is already an old artistic category in

Europe. From the artistic standpoint of the Western

avant-garde, it would be out of the present needs to
specially discuss the topic of the Creation of Oil Painting.
Under such circumstances, does China need to develop oil
painting, realistic oil painting- in particular? There were
controversies in China’s art circles in the early and mid-
80’s, in which most people, despite the strong objection
of avant-garde warriors, held that oil painting, the
realistic-styled oil puinting included, should be fostered
and cherished in China. The reason why art is needed
in human society mainly lies in the fact that the visual
conception and pattern that artistic creation reflects are
good for the development of public aesthetic standards
and thought, thus valuable to social changes. In the
actual situation in China, the conception embodied in and
the technique of éxpression adopted in oil painting, the
realist style included, can still widen the view and open
the conception in the aesthetic field to the majority of the
Chinese people, including the intellectual talents, and
can probably lead to the innovation of the traditional art
in China. Not only are the original Western oil paintings
needed to be studied directly, but also the oil works by
native artists are ‘wanted in China, because the Chinese
artists, while creating their oil works by introducing the
techniques originated from the Europeans, will, upon
their native cultural understanding, their traditional
aesthetic conception and their experience in real life, add
fresh oriental colors to the oil painting art characteristic
of the strong Western features. That is the re-creation in
the process of transplanting Western art. And that kind
of re-creation has revealed our nation's wisdom, ability,
broadmindedness and self confidence, and also enriched
the art treasury or our nation and made contributions
to the greater magnificence of world art and to the
enlarger\nent or the oil painting medium.

If we have observed in the works by the first
three generations of Chinese oil artists their initial but
commendable achievements in the artistic search, we will
have found in the realist oil creation by the artists of the
fourth generation such as Chen Yanning, Chen Yifei,
and Chen Danging their more conscious pursuit. While
absorbing the essence and technique in the Western
realist oil painting, they have tried to merge into it the
charm of oriental art. Needless to say, they have gained

a lot from the search made by their seniors, so they have



started on a higher point. Without seeing the original
Western classic oil paintings, they ve already reached
a rather high level in oil technique; once they go abroad
viewing many Originals, they will handle and use the
oil painting media more skillfully, and thus the oriental
charm under their brushes will be more intense.

Chen Yanning's artistic career shows that the
early period of the 80's marked a turning point of his
oil painting. Since then, he has gradually freed himself
from the literariness and the descriptiveness of painting
and paid greater attention to the potentialities of the
0il painting medium; and also he has gradually parted
himself from the formulas of ideal beauty and paid greater
attention to the real beauty in real life. In his works
Green Harmony, Mother and Child, Contemplation, one
can read the artist’s sincere and honest affection for life
and for the subjects he has described, the artist's passion
for oil painting’s modelling and colors, and his artistic
viewpoint on the unity of the true, the good and the
beautiful. which he has always advocated and worked for.
His works, with their simplicity and sincerity, appear
before your eyes just as a fresh breeze stroking your faces.
The progress Chen Yanning has made in oil painting is
one part of the results in the transformation of China’s
oil painting. He is a steady pioneer in the transformation.
Out from his understanding of art, his accomplishments
and quality, he has taken the path of gradual progress,
perfecting his realist oil painting by solid work. Even
in the process of handling the principal medium of oil
painting and focusing on the artistic appeal of the images
themselves, he is still cautions not to follow the trend of
"pure painting”. Quite a few of his works often quietly
retain some traces implying the identity, experience and
temperament of the subjects, which shows that he hasn’t
totally got rid of the literariness and the descriptiveness
of painting, but has embodied them in the image language
of painting. That, I think, is an aesthetic choice which
conforms with Chen Yannings artistic individuality, and
is one of the stylistic features in his portrait painting.
And his new paintings in recent years have always borne
that feature.

Chen Yanning has been studying, working and
executing art exchange abroad since the mid? 80's. His

contact with overseas art expanded, his field of vision

EFNRREBEHHIF, BERNECHERIUBIRLESERM, &
i, EiE. XEAL. BB, RRkI. FH¥. KT FEL
i, (1969)

In Guangzhou Peasants Movement Institute, the painters also worked as models

themselves in the pictures taken as historical painting materials.
8

MOANFRRR AR KAW. BRETT. BRE. HEF, (1963)

Four good friends. Fromt left: Zhang shaochen, Chen Yanning, Zhaochiting, Wu
Qizhong. China., 1963

FUREEEE . T, BB BXE mF 0 G
B, BETT. FHI.  (1973)
Sketching at the fishing port of Shanwei. China, 1973

BRMEHFE—KALE (1968)

I and My First historical-themed painting. China., 1968
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widened; especially since his art of portraiture was
recognized in the U K and The USA and met with great
success, he has cherished greater ideals and insights.
It is probably in this period that he has got a better
understanding of the famous remark” Accumulate
more knowledge than can be applied and keep wider
observation than may be needed”, which he has long since
kept as his motto. In his recent oil painting creation,
while portraying the vividness of figures, he has further
intensified his style and more consciously sought both
the atmosphere and the significance; thus his paintings
have presented greater loftiness and unity. Now Chen
Yanning becomes more and more self-confident in
painting and paints more and more freely, and it seems
much more precious that that self-confidence and freedom
have been gained in his experience in international art
activities. He has accepted many commissions, yet his
artistic individuality still stands clear in those kinds of
work. Living overseas he misses his native land. Many of
his new works depict the people, things and landscapes in
his memories, which reveals his strong Chinese culture.
Under his brush, the females From South China are
always gentle, render, and full of internal charm. He
hasn't been stilled in the commercialized art market, but
has been trying to win over the people under the strong
commercial atmosphere with his art. So he deserves
admiration for his consistent enthusiasm for art.

Chen Yanning has spared no pains for his gains. He
has always been nicknamed Painting Buffalo. Through
several decades’ practice, he has laid a solid Foundation
in modelling, His drawings, accurate and vivid, contain
his own ideas; the contours and structure in his works are
so enchanting that viewers can't help appreciating them.
He has worked the hardest in respect of colors, using
palette knives, instead of brushes, to scrape, scumble,
impasto and drag colors for some special effects, He can
skillfully and freely handle colors, achieving rich color
effects by using fewer colors. He emphasizes the nice
effect of brush stroke and brushwork, the harmony and
the elegance of tones, and the creation of tableaux. His
oil painting has undoubtedly benefited From his mastery
of traditional Chinese painting. Chen Yanning has paid
much attention to the perfection of” painting technique

and skill, regarding it as the most important condition

for artistic creation - and that may be one of the secrets of
his success and an important reason why he can make a
breakthrough in Western portrait-art circles. Throwing
a calm look at modern Western art, and marvelling at
the open consciousness and conception of avant-garde
artists and their courage and insight in their search for
novelty, we can not ignore the fact that many of them
have landed themselves in an impasse as a result or
their adherence to their own conception and action. The
cause of that situation is quite complicated; however, the
negligence of technique and skill is one of the undeniable
reasons. How can an artist create art if” he only depends
on his conception without mastering technique or skill?
And how is it possible that the mastery of technique and
skill can be achieved in one move? The drawbacks caused
by the separation between conception and technique,
between mind and hand, have been thoroughly exposed
in Western art circles, which, I believe, is not irrelevant
to the reason why the West “favours” Chen Yanning's
oil painting so much, and why Chen Yanning can give

full play to his talent "so unrestrainedly”.

April 10, 1995, at the Central Academy of Fine

Arts, Beijing
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The Queen poses at a portrait session as Chen Yanning paints an oil sketch of her, in the Buckingham Palace. U.K., May 1999
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BerT 5RLAETRATAHARERIBRILLER (2002 ZKELR)
Chen Yanning and Queen Elizabeth II at the unveiling of Chen’s portrait of The Queen, in London. U.K., 2002
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Mr. Robert A. Hefner 111, Chen Yanning and his wife [iagi at the opening
of Chen Yanning’s solo exhibition, at the Hefner Gallery. New York, 1989
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