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A Lingnan Exotic Flower Enters Jinling

Lingnan School is one of the fabulous branches among the contemporary Chinese painting
art history. Although the name given as "Lingnan" that points out its geographical origin;
indeed there are people all over China that model or follow the style secretly and its glory
reaches overseas. which is in a tripartite honor with "Jingpai"(school from the capital region
in the north) and "Haipai"(school from the Jiangsu and Zhejiang region) It is a common view

that is recognized by the art field.

To retrace, we can date back to Daoguang period in Qing Dynasty. Li Bingshou (Yunfu) had
taken up the post of official in Guangdong, and he respectfully invited Song Guangbao(Outang)
and Meng Guanyi (Litang). the two Jiangsu artists, to teach bird-and-flower painting in Yue
province. Song, Meng and Li Bingshou were known as the members of "The Sixteen Artists
Fellowship in Jiadao Period" and their "boneless technique" in bird-and-flower painting was
eminent. They passed on this technique to the Yue people, the brothers of Juchao (Meisheng)
and Julian (Guquan). Later the Ju brothers established an art studio to teach apprentices in
their home place and thus enhanced and glorified this steam of art. Julian had built the "Xian
Yue Qin Guan" in Geshan, and named himself as "The Geshan Old Man".He has numerous
students in Guangzhou and Fujian. Among the followers, there were two outstanding pupils,

Gao Jianfu and Chen Shuren.

During the end of Qing Dynasty and the beginning of the new republic period. Gao Jianfu,
with his younger brother Gao Qifeng and Chen Shuren, had went abroad Japan for further
studies of Western art painting technique. When they had finished their studies and returned
to China, they found that the Chinese art field was full of impassivity at that time. The artists
imitated of the paintings of the "Four Wangs" of Qing Dynasty as a prevailing trend, and
there was no room for innovation. Therefore, they advocated the "New National Painting
(xin guohua)" that promotes the revolution of art, took "Combining Chinese and Foreign;
Merging Ancient and Modern" as their creative idea, and encouraged the learning from the
Nature and giving weight to sketching. Later it is called "Two Gao and one Chen" as the

founder of the Lingnan Art School.

Within the pupils of the secondary generation of Lingnan Art School. Chao Shaoang, Szeto
Kei, Guan Shanyue, Li Xiongcai and Yang Shanshen were the prominent ones. Among all,

Szeto Kei had laid a groundwork for Western art. His oil painting "The Wife of the Artist"



had won the first prize of the nation-wide Art Exhibition in 1928, and he later established the
"Liefeng Art School". Gao Jianfu always encouraged Li Xiongcai to learn sketching from

Szeto Kel, and this reflects how Szeto Kei had earned his master's trust.

Nigel Szeto has succeeded his family's teaching since his childhood. He was close with the
masters in the art field. so that he is really exceptionally gifted. He studied abroad in Canada
when he was a teenager, and absorbed the merits of both the West and the East. He is unre-
mitting to his studies and becomes a graceful and cultivated gentleman. He follows the tradi-
tional method of outline drawing. and derives color setting from the Western art. He draws
the old tree and withered vine without vulgar, and rose and red kapok with different charms
and postures. We found the charm o fplantain courtyard overflowing in every corner of the
paper; and the wide coral (kapok) is exhibiting its spectacular grandeur. Old bamboo and
young shoots are so delicately visualized, and the peacock spread its tail with magnificence.
The drawings are like competing with each other, and the painting is so vivid and lively. He
teaches his art all around in Hong Kong with dozens of pupils. He holds his art exhibitions
over the north and the south with fame and praises. That is why Professor Au Honien, the
Lingnan Art School master, appreciates Nigel Szeto as "enhancing the tradition and glorify-
ing his family teaching, which is rare and commendable like a pure fluid of water". It is

really a fresh comment.

After viewed his work "The Spring Reds of Lingnan" and read his book "The Interpretation
of Bird-and-flower Painting of Nigel Szeto", It is clear that his art development not only
inherited from Lingnan Art School but is also enhanced by his own innovations. The compo-
sition of picture is unique; the brushwork is incomparable, and it can be said that he had

reached a fabulous accomplishment.

This time, Nigel Szeto displays his recent works to meet friends. It is a feast for the eyes by
such dazzling exhibits, and this artist from Yue (the Guangdong region) is like an exotic
flower that shows up on the top of the town that all other beauties become colorless. It is my

pleasure to write the preface.

Chairman of the Nanjing Museum, Xu Huping

15th September 2005



Preface
——— Au Ho-nien

Among the elites of Lingnan School of Chinese painting in these years, I always think
of Nigel Szeto. the representative figure that can both preserve and develop his art
field at the same time. Mr. Szeto will hold his solo exhibition in Nanjing Museum and
publish his art album. When he invited me to write a preface, | was excited in this
burning heat of August. For several years, | have savored the spectacular of Kapok
tree in his work "The Spring Reds in Lingnan", and also deeply impressed by his
devotion to his pursuit of knowledge by his work of old bamboo and young shoots as
well as the simple but profound inscriptions of this piece of work "Portraying is better
than copying eventually". Moreover, Nigel is not only virtuously filial, his painting
skills is also in succession to his father. It can be said that he is enhancing and glorify-
ing his progenitors. He is just like a scarce stream of pure water amid the turbid art

circle.

In the early years when I was in Hong Kong and Macau, I had already admired Nigel's
father, Szeto Kei (Cang-Cheng). for his moral integrity and his painting style. Among
the masters of Lingnan School, he is the one who establishes a good model for com-
bining Chinese humanity and ancient style with Western realistic sketching. The rea-
son that Nigel can achieve such great stride of painting skill at a tremendous pace is
greatly due to his family's influence. His father Szeto Kei is befriending with my teacher,
Chao Shao-an who also shared a similar approach in art, therefore Nigel not only
learnt from his family, but also benefited from other's guidance. Under his father's
recommendation, Nigel had become a pupil of Master Chao. Chao's unique spirit is
definitely influencing Nigel's painting technique and arts career. For me, it is really a
remarkable fellowship. After occasionally heard of their reminisce, 1 am already im-
pressed and aspired by those lecturing and admonitory talks. | therefore understand
that Nigel's attachment and faithfulness towards his family is a kind of preservation of
art style; whereas his innovative attempts in art is the main reason for his accomplish-

ment today.



In the past there were conservatives in the art field who mocked Lingnan School as
gibberish and scold it as violation and misbehaviors towards the old rules and norms.
However, in the recent hundred years, the three founders of the Lingnan School, Gao
Jian-fu, Gao Qi-feng and Chen Shu-ren, were advocating an art direction that merged
classic with modern style so that the artist can be free in attaching to or detaching
from the ancient masters. Though these three masters worked independently, they
were on the same direction with different styles, and then became epochal masters
finally. During these few decades, masters like Chao Shao-an, Cuan Shan-yue, Li
Xiong-lai and Yang Shan-shen were both preserving and expanding the style; both
inheriting and innovating this school of thought. They have developed their own paths
and enhanced their ideas respectively. In fact, there are various styles appeared in
Chinese painting field in recent hundred years, and the art scenes have been totally
different when there are imitating from the old masters that I have mentioned above.
Even though nowadays there are still people deriding Lingnan School as not innova-
tive enough: it is hard to rapport all opinions but need compromising when it comes to
discussion of classic and modern art criticism. I tend to ignore such trivial arguments
and endless disputes. If an artist can be faithful to himself, dare to create an unique
style and produce his own masterpieces, stands firmly without bewildered by the swing-
ing Western art climate, and rejects being as a weak grass that bends with the wind,
then this artist as an art preserver can be capable to accomplishment and become a
man with insight and courage. When a man had reached such state of mind, he will be
a master whatever he attempts to achieve or not and to follow any regulations or not.
Nigel has already reached such attainment in his prime of life; it can be predicted that
his success will be immeasurable in the future. When I know that Master Cang-Cheng
had got such qualified successor, Lingnan School's style will also stand toweringly

and open a new page in the twenty first century!
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