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THE PREFACE © Yifeng L

In ancient discussions on painting, much was written on landscape but few on plant, birds and insects, as these
were considered the lesser creations of nature. However, the essence of the Five Elements (Wu Xing) is found
at its best between heaven and earth; with the breathing rhythm of nature, the seasonal changes are reflected
in the bloom of flowers and flourishing of plants, and are found in all different kinds of vegetables, fruits,
insects and fishes, and therefore touching the heart of painters and scholars now and before and thus become
the subjects of their depiction. Painters devote themselves to the art of capturing the forms of these enchanting
features and express their feelings in the ink and brushwork, by which a spiritual connection with nature is
established and the tradition of bird-and-flower painting has taken shape.

Huang Quan of the Xishu Academy set the tone for luxuriant style, while Xu Xi of Southern Tang dynasty
led the tradition of untrammeled style. It was a trend since Song and Yuan dynasties for Scholars to develop
a habit of painting, and express themselves in the description of blooming plum, orchid, bamboo and
chrysanthemum the emotions of ridicule, laughter and anger; the depiction of vegetables, fruits, flowers and
plants reflected the mentality and disposition of painters; in outline and color, in free hand description, are
the liveliness. When it came to Wen Zhengming and Shen Shitian, who delved into the order of nature and
focused on such that reached the prime of capturing spirit and structure of objects. Ba Da and Nan Tian
continued to excel and take the art to another height. It was then generally recognized that only scholars and
educated people were capable of embodying personal emotions in artworks of bird and flower painting. Once it
is understood, the audience will further contemplate the multiplicity of its meaning, and refresh one’s sublime
ambitions.

The city of Tianjin is home to great talents. Artist Wang Beiqiu started to learn calligraphy and painting since
childhood. He specialized in landscape when he grew up, and favored flowers and plants most. He once said,
the description of flowers and plants depends on affection. Paintings are made when he feels like it, and it
turns out to be lively and similar to the object and everything is just to the painter’s liking. The intention goes
before the hand and directs the hand by the heart, the image is completed with the mindful of the intention.
It can be a couple of vegetables or a handful of weeds, a bunch of flowers and a family of birds, all are in the

prime spirits of nature which is inspiring to the spectators. The difficulty of painting lies not in representation



but in inspiration, while the inspiration is achieved and made explicit, the order of nature will be contained
in the art work. It is said, between heaven and earth, there is life and order in everything. Wherever there is
life, there is spirit, and this is where the essence of nature lies. It is difficult to describe, but when it is truly
captured, it will be found beyond the likeness of the form delivered by the ink-and-brush.

The flowers and fruits of plants, flock of birds and animals take different shapes in four seasons. It is by nature
that some prefer sunlight, some prefer shade; they look different from morning to twilight, from month to
month. While there are tens of thousands of insects and birds, in different colors and sounds, in different
shapes and attitudes while eating and drinking, some build their nests in the wild, some sleep in sands, some
underwater, some play around in larger areas and depths. Some live close to human dwellings, some would sing
in the spring as if they know the annual changes, and some buzz in the evening as if they know the cycling of
day and night. Therefore, in order to capture their external shapes, one must observe with eyes and experience
with the heart to capture the spirit. Yi Yuanji used to enter the Jing Lake and Mnt Wan Shou area of hundreds
of miles to peep into the environment where monkeys and deer belong, taking sketches of the forests and
stones of the landscape. When Han Gan used to paint horses, he learned from the horses, observing it day and
night, and taking sketches. When Zeng Yunchao painted insects, he kept them in the cages and observed them
throughout the day, unless he can capture the spirit he would not start to paint. This is what Emperor Hui
Zong referred to as pursuing perfection in picturing the spirit of things. When it comes to insects and creatures,
Beigiu often raises them in cages or keeps them in his backyard. Small as crickets and locust, large as hunting
dogs and eagles, chicks and ducks, wild geese and cranes, bees and butterflies, fish and cicada, are all objects of
his observation and depiction. As time goes, he has been busying painting like this for years and has achieved
today’s perfection. Modern artist Huang Zhou used to say that sketching from nature is a lifelong homework
of painters, as one has to always delve deep into life so as to make artworks lively.

To review Beigiu’s artwork, one can find a number of delicacies. For one thing, the subject of his work depicts
flowers and plants of various species, the shapes and colors of which are captured with his own sentiments
towards the objects. Flowers take their own shapes; species have specific orders to follow; the posture and

texture of which are all made by nature’s hand. Once perceived, they are impressively borne in the mind of the
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beholder. By pondering the features, the rules and magnificence of nature will dawn on the beholder, which is
the second delicacy. Being dynamic is the ultimate value of flower painting. Once dynamic force is attained,
despite the various directions the flowers may face, each single bloom would elaborate on its own extension;
while leaves are postured in patterns, they may cross one another in densities of high and low, it is never
chaotic. Flourishing flowers and leaves found unity in dynamic forces, which is the third delicacy. Fourthly, the
insects are captured in flight, in jumps and singing, as if the flattering of the wings are heard with the creaking
sound of the knuckles. The feet of bees are about to bounce, wings of butterflies are in the colors of spring, all
of which are made as if in the casual washes of paint, in blue, yellow, red and green, alternated in black and
white, vividly in motion. In ancient Chinese painting, it is said that it takes both the brushwork and ink to
make good paintings. Jiang Baishi once said, greater virtue of the painter results in better artwork. It takes the
brushworlk and ink to determine the degree of brightness in washes of paint, the spirit it contains, as well as the
transient moment captured in movement or in flight. Objects in Beiqiu’s works are presented in brushworks
of strengths and beauty, as if in a living creature where there is flesh and bone, an intrinsic integrity, with ups
and downs, which has a living charm with its forces and repose. While the expression of spirit is dependent
on the employment of both ink and color, the use of one does not hinder the other. Some are thinly covered
in washes of paint, some are in abundant colors, all are presented naturally with vividness. And this makes the
fifth delicacy. A gentleman in Tianjin, Xiang Jun once commented, Beiqiu’s works of plant and insects are done
with a heart for landscape, where freechand brushwork is found in Gongbi (traditional Chinese realist painting)
technique. It takes years of hard work to achieve this level of realism and vividness, which is indeed the case.
Some has observed that each and every plant and insect is delicate, but it is not suffice to fully express his
aspirations, that is why he continues to make inscriptions onto the painting. Ancient Chinese believe that
poetry is for articulation of aspirations. Beiqiu’s works tend to record the original state of objects. He is also a
skillful writer. The painting and inscriptions complement each other. The calligraphy of the inscription adds to
the strengths and spirit resonance of the work as a whole.

Beiqiu seeks wisdom and artistic conception in painting. He believes that painting can cultivate one’s
disposition, as commented by ancient Chinese that it can expel irritation, loneliness, uneasiness, and restore
tranquility to the mind. He says that the ignorant and the audacious are reckless in deeds. Ignorance leads to
disrespect of rules, which results in disorder in painting. That is why a painter should prioritize sketching from

nature. By learning from nature, the art work can be lively and then capture the true spirit. In observation of



everything from nature, the spirit comes first. If a painter hastens to start painting without maintaining the
spirit at first in his or her mind, the brushwork is doomed to miss the point. As to the spirit, the spirit in the
mind goes before the one which can be contained and then delivered by the brushwork. Only by capturing the
spirit of object, can it be made lively and naturally.

Talking about sketching from life, Beiqiu says, to paint, one has to learn from nature, and nature is the
disposition and emotion of heaven and earth. By sketching from life, one’s brushwork becomes skillful, and the
spirit will resonate with nature. For instance, in the depiction of mantis, the characteristics are represented in
the larges eyes on a small head, thing neck in a long body, axe-like arms with an air of a general, and moving
fast as if flying. Its color should be green as grass, shading should be the technique for coloring, and some
powder can be applied to create relief effect. When he talks about conveying the inherent nature of subjects,
he comments that although there may be a different scale of conceptualization, the conveying of conception
always goes first. In ancient times, painting plum trees, bamboos, or orchids is referred to as describing or to
bring out the inherent nature of these plants. Why? To describe the fragrance of flowers, it is more important
to convey the conception of fragrance rather than the external shape of a flower. A Song Dynasty poet Chen
Qufei once said in his poem, “as long as conception is captured, it does not necessarily have to appear in the
same color; so is it true with the way ancient talent horse scout Jiu Fanggao works.”

Generally speaking, today’s paintings are mostly made artificially and hastily, appearing to be dull and heavy.
There is nowhere to find character or spirit consonance. While in Beiqiu’s plant and insect painting, there is
gift and talent in details, life can be found everywhere. It was made clear by Fang Xun in Qing Dynasty: to
learn to paint, one has to focus on things other than the exterior appearance, with due diligence, the secret of
painting will dawn on the learner, who will be the same as those who are bone gifted for painting.

As it is in the full swing of summer, all different kinds of sound form an interesting melody. Insects and birds
sing under the starry sky; frogs croak in the pond, cicadas bray in the tree branches. Grasshoppers fight like
generals, crickets flap their wings and compete in singing. You can’t help wondering the vastness of the world,
and the mountains far and wide. In Beiqiu’s many works of plants and insects, the spring comes with the
end of the winter, yellow flowers wither in the chilly wind. Year in, year out, plant will grow and flourish. We
sincerely hope that Beigiu will continue to develop his painting techniques, to express the spirit of the time and
revive the craft of national treasure in the modern time. Can we indeed compare Beigiu’s wisdom, character,

determination and heroic spirit to that of the eagle soaring in the sky!
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All in One World:
An Introduction to the Paintings of Plants and Insects ¢ scau was

In the long process of human development, human existence has always been closely related to Mother Nature and the animal
world. In the early days of human society, our ancestors either lived in trees in southern China or took habitats in caves in
northern China; both ways of living were highly dependent of nature. Grinding tools and colored pottery appeared in the
Neolithic Period, where people employed simple tools to make a living. Later on, farming of cattle, lambs, deer and fishes
started, and people tended to hold feelings of surprise and fear towards crocodiles, tigers and snakes, which developed into
worship. By then, animals and insects became an important part of the primitive society.

Colored pottery excavated from Banpo, such as "the bowl decorated with four deer on the inside", "container with human face
and fish pattern" and etc., employs geometry patterns to demonstrate the co-existence of our ancestors and nature, to praise
life and beauty passionately, and appreciate animals and insects. From here has grown primitive art, which interprets the
understanding of life by the ancient people. The simplistic art form, is a media to express to God wishes of harvest, of more
hunted prey, and a desire to be kept away from disaster, for a better condition of existence and development.

Insects can be found in all corners of the world. Our ancestors fought hard for a living in nature, and had to take insects for
food. The expression of “Chi Hai” recorded in THE RITES OF ZHOU refers to the jam made from ant eggs. It is noted in
RITES that,“sparrows, quails, cicadas and bees” were made into food to serve the king. Our ancestors not only made use of
resources that can be reached easily to produce food, but also used their mind to skillfully capture ants, locust, cicada, moth,
damselfly, grub, lethocerus indicus, dragonflies, diving beetle, and etc. to maximize the food resources. The insect images, be it.
drawings in the caves, on the rocks, or the insect patterns on the colored pottery, they reflect the living conditions that human
ancestors depended on, patterns they used for decorations, and an expression of pursuit for beauty, which might serve as the
beginning of the art of plant and insect

In the beginning, plant and insects served as food for humans, and fell into the category of materials. Later on, they entered
human life as artistic images, and became metaphors and objects of worship. In Sang and Zhou dynasties, bronze wares were
often decorated with metaphoric cicada patterns. The jade cicada in Han dynasty could be used in three ways: it could be worn
as accessories, could be put on the hat, or put in the mouth of the dead. There were various different representations of insects
in the ancient rock paintings. By way of the medium of insects, human ancestors admired the nature and amused themselves,
and thus revealing the role of insects in people's lives.

The first Chinese painting of insects is found in Guo Pu’s illustration of Er YA , in the Wei and Jin period. Lu Chen in Jin period
once wrote in a prose describing the living habits of cricket, “Buzzing and blabbering, dancing gracefully, as if it is aware of the
change of season and time.” The Book of Songs also had a lot of depiction of insects such as caterpillars, locusts, Mosquitos and
flies, spiders and crickets. Insects had then been developed into the subject of representation, and later on became the symbol
of fertility. For instance, long-horned grasshopper, has long been a symbol of having numerous offspring, and it is still today. In
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the north of Beijing, there is a gate called the "gate of hundred sons," just opposite the “gate of long-horned grasshopper”, as an
expectation of the flourishing of the family in people and in wealth, and is adored by both aristocrats and ordinary civilians.
It reads in the“Preface to Cricket”of THE LATEST ANTHOLOGY OF INSECTS published in the late 16th and early 17th
century: “Small as it is, it has always caught the attention and even favor of ancient people, why? In summer days it is found
in the wild, while in winter days it takes shelter close to humans; by listening to its songs people can tell the time (of the year).
Apart from these, it buzzes with the flap of wings and has an air of eagles, later on, people tend to capture them and keep them
in containers, and make them fight each other in games and gambles to kill time.” In the Preface to “Ode to Cicada,” Lu Yun
of Western Jin Period elaborated that cicada has six virtues: “With tassels on the head, it looks gentle; taking in only air and
morning dew, it is very pure; having no grains or corns for food, it is really clean; where it lives does not make any nest, it has a
simple way of life; as it echoes the seasonal changes, it is trustworthy; if it takes on hats, it will look smart. ” It spoke very highly
of cicada’s virtue, literally the “most virtuous insect which embodies the harmonious energies of heaven and earth, it is as clear
and bright as the sky, and thus is born of a fair nature.” It praises its sublime character in the fact that the cicada “does not take
the grain or corn despite its inviting fragrance, and piously maintains an ascetic state of mind.” Tang dynasty poet Luo Binwang
used to employ the image of cicada as a metaphor to express himself.

In mid eighth century in Tang dynasty, it became highly popular to raise crickets in expensive containers and gamble in the
cricket fight, some would throw thousands and thousands of dollars into the gambling. Emperor Xuan Zong of Tang dynasty
enjoyed the game tremendously, and would raise crickets on his own. Soon, the game thrived in the Palace and upper class. In
the art works, insects do have a role of its own. The royal clan of the Tang dynasty, Li Yuanying, was famous for painting cicada,
birds flowers. Butterflies and bees were his favorite subjects for painting, among which a “brush-footed butterflies” was known
as the best. Zhu Jinxuan praised him as being “not only skillful but also elaborate in detail.” In early Tang dynasty, Xue Ji was
famous for painting cranes on six-piece folding screens, with original compositions. Feng Shaozheng, who was good at painting
eagles, pigeons, corks and pheasant. The creatures he painted captured both the representation and spirit of subjects, the beaks,
eyes, claws, feathers were colorfully and skillfully presented. He used to paint dragons in the royal palace, where the dragons
appeared to break off from walls and bring down the cloud and rain. Jiang Jiao’s eagles and birds were presented vividly. Li Ti
was famous for painting flies, butterflies, bees and cicadas. In late Tang dynasty, Bian Luan’s plants and birds, bees, butterflies,
sparrows, cicadas were captured lively in posture, exquisite in color; flowers and branches swayed in the wind, the insects were
elaborated in great detail, butterflies flapped their wings, grass leaves bent over strong wind, making a scene full of life and vigor.
In the first half of the seventh century, Silla once presented peacocks to Tang dynasty, Emperor Dezong asked Bian Luan to
make sketches at Xuanwu Gate. Luan painted two peacocks, one in the face, the other in the back, both in vivid colors of greens,
colors of the feather change beautifully, as if dancing to a melody, in welcoming guests, which was indeed a superb work of art.
When it comes to the tenth century, plant and birds painting gradually developed into a separate genre, where all kinds of
flowers and insects appeared in artworks. Mei Xingsi, an official of Southern Tang dynasty was good at painting roosters,
which were referred to as “Mei’s rooster”. Prime Minister of Liang, Yu Jing was famous for painting peony. He was diligent in
conception, and each time he painted, there would be new surprises. A complete edition of his sketches “Zhe Zhi (Branches)”
was known to the world. Artist Guo Qianhui of Southern Tang dynasty who was good at painting raptors and birds, was known
as “General Guo.” He chose to live in suburban areas to raise livestock and birds and observe them in daily life. Painters of the
same prestige include Shi Qiong, who was famous for pheasants, rabbits, bamboos and rocks; Cheng Ling’s crane and bamboo;
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