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This album seeks to give an authentic and comprehensive picture of the various factors
conductive to the building up of the artist’s artistic character and to explore the forms of expression
and history of development of this character from the social background, cultural atmosphere
and physical environment in which he/she lives, as well as from the genesis and intertwining
conflicts of his/her own life patterns. In this way, we hope, readers may gain a full and deep
understanding of the peculiar aesthetic pursuit of a contemporary Chinese artist and the value
of his/her artistic creations, thereby achieving a “communion” or “mutual participation” in thoughts
and feelings, between the artist and his/her readers — a communion that will help promote the
great cultural exchange now going on in the present day world. This, too, has been the goal
the editors of this album endeavour to achieve, and we would be happy if it is attained.

Our special thanks are due to Mr. Achin Tangsin (Chen Hongzhen) Chairman of the Board
of the Menam Hotel Co., Ltd. (Thailand) and other enthusiast for the promotion of Oriental
art and culture, who gave us firm support for the publishing of this album.

January 1989 Wang Wei
Chengdu, Sichuan Province, China
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My Road

Wang Yingchun
FRHI B
ESUE -3

[ was born in 1942, a time when China was ridden
with devastation and disasters. At that time the Ja-
panese aggressors occupied North China, and then
Taiyuan fell into their hands too. I was born into my
maternal grandmother’s home at Beiguan in Taiyuan.
My maternal grandmother was a widow, her husband
having died when she was only thirty, leaving her three
children: my mother who was only ten, my aunt who
was five and my uncle who was less than one year old.
She earned a living as a seamstress. Before | was born
my mother worked in a cotton mill.

The memories [ retain of my childhood are not the
brilliant colours or the beautiful world described in
fairy tales. I remember panic-stricken people with
bundles on their backs, bringing along the old and the
young to try and escape from the bombardment of the
enemy’s planes, rubbish heaps and dead bodies scat-
tered everywhere. Sometimes I would be roused from
my dream at midnight by police checking residence
registrations. [ was told that one uncle was arrested
and another one was murdered. What I saw was angry
flames, what I heard was cries and sobs.

The most beautiful memory I retain from my child-
hood is the scene of a wedding I saw when I was five.
The bride was being carried in a sedan-chair amidst
the sound of crackers and drums and gongs. I stood
by the door of the groom’s home watching the bride
—dressed in colourful clothes with flowers in her hair
—being led to the groom’s house. But I didn’t under-
stand why the bride would always cry bitterly at her
wedding. Was it because she did not want to leave her
parents? Or was it because she was not satisfied with
her marriage? It was only later that I understood.

The person I loved most in my childhood was my
maternal grandmother who used to make cloth dolls
for me. She would take a square piece of white cloth,
sew its four corners together, stuff cotton into the
middle and make a head for it, and there was a fat
white doll. Then she would tie an apron made of red
cloth round its waist, add some hair made of dark
thread to its head and then dye its cheeks red..../ The
cloth dolls were very lovable, and | took ’t%m with me
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wherever | went.

The first art exhibition | saw was when my mater-
nal grandmother pasted paper decorations onto the
windows of our house during Spring Festival. Using
coloured paper, she cut out various decorations in
different styles and different themes ... magpies alight-
ing on the branches of plum trees, rabbits eating
cabbage, mandarin ducks playing in water, Lady San-
niang teaching her son a lesson and rats getting
married. When the grey cold winter passed and spring
began, the contrast formed between these colourful
window decorations and the white snow on the ground
attracted and delighted me.

During the Dragon Boat Festival, my maternal
grandmother would use coloured thread to bind deco-
rative pyramid-shaped dumplings. Though the colour
of the thread was quite simple, the patterns she
produced varied widely. When they were filled with
spice, these pyramid-shaped dumplings became the
perfect decorations for children.

During my childhood days I often went with my
mother to see the opera, but only enjoyed the per-
formances of maids and ladies. I didn’t like the clowns
and felt scared at sight of them. As soon as the clowns
came on stage, | would cover my eyes with my hands
or hide under the table. On returning home after an
opera, | would use my bed as a stage, envelop myself
in a bed sheet and begin to imitate what I had seen in
the theatre. I believed I would become an actress when
I grew up.

When [ was at primary school | developed a liking

for art purely by chance. Once when we were having
a class, I drew a picture of our teacher on the sly,
which looked like a cartoon. The head master saw the
drawing and took me to his office, telling me to show
more respect for the teacher. At the same time he
encouraged me, saying that my drawing was not bad,
very like the teacher, and that I should do some
drawings for the school. From then on, almost all the
drawings on the school’s wall-newspapers and bulletin
board were my work. One of my drawings was even
displayed at an exhibition of primary school children’s
achievements for the whole municipality.

Besides drawing pictures, I also loved perform-
ance, physical training, gymnastics and track and field
sports. However, with no teachers to coach me, I
made little progress in these fields.

While | was at middle school, my art teacher
discovered my talent for art and gave me a special

Wang Yingchun (three years old)
and her mother
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Window decorations by her
grandmother
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Four paintings by Wang Yingchun at middle school
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Wang Yingchun at the middle
school attached to the Xi'an Aca-
demy of Fine Arts
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coach, encouraging me to enter an art school. Thanks
to his efforts, my parents were persuaded to agree to
my going to art school. In 1957, when I was fifteen, I
sat an examination and was admitted to the middle
school attached to the Xi'an Academy of Fine Arts to
receive regular training in art.

Unfortunately [ was born a woman. In the old days
women were looked down upon from the moment
they came into the world. It seemed to me that all
good things were for men. Thanks to the founding of
the People’s Republic, the policy of the equality be-
tween man and woman was carried out, and this
helped heighten my self-confidence. Once we did
physical labour in our school. The boys were carrying
two blocks of wood at a time, so | ground my teeth
and carried two blocks of wood at a time too, even
though someone sneered at me and called me a fool.

The Shaanxi painter Shi Lu has a unique under-
standing of the theory of traditional Chinese painting:
spirit is portrayed through forms. Once he came to
give a lecture at our school. The school authorities
only allowed senior students to attend the lecture. As
junior students like me were not allowed to enter the
lecture room, | stood outside in the corridor and
listened for nearly two hours.

At the school, besides basic courses like sketching
and watercolour, | also majored in two professional
courses: Chinese painting and sculpture. Two years of
study made me understand how to do framework
sculpture and monument sculpture and also how to
use sculpture to portray nature through highly con-
densed method. These studies greatly influenced my
later paintings.

When | was in the second year, my art teacher
liked one of my compositions and asked me to com-
plete it for publication. This was a tall order for a
student like me who had not finished her basic train-
ing. As [ was in an awkward position, Yang Lizhou,
one of my fellow students, came to help me on his own
initiative. Through our joint efforts, we completed the
piece and had it published. A few years later Yang
Lizhou and I got married, and since then all the large
art pieces we have completed have been our joint
work.

During my college days [ learned from Liu Wenxi,
a newly emerged star in the traditional Chinese paint-
ing field. A devoted, honest and diligent painter, he
tried to portray major themes by using traditional
Chinese painting techniques. He loved the yellow
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Sketches by Wang Yingchun at the Xi'an Aca-
demy of Fine Arts
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earth of Northern Shaanxi and its people so much that
he was almost possessed by them. I followed him to
travel on the Northwest Plateau, and thus took my
first step on the road to the art world.

The older Northern Shaanxi peasants usually wore
a white towel on their heads, draped sheepskin over-
coats over their shoulders; their faces were wrinkled
and they wore sideburns. Many artists were drawn to
paint them and | was one of them. The natural
conditions and social customs greatly interested me
and became the inexhaustible source of my artistic
creation.

Another painter who I was deeply influenced by
was the German artist Kathe Kollwitz. Like me she
was also a woman painter. Her strong humanistic
feeling, the deep gloomy colours she used and her
painting technique all impressed me, and made me
respect and admire her.

In the 1960s Chinese art took a combination of
revolutionary realism and revolutionary romanticism
as its sole method. How the traditional brushwork of
ancient Chinese painting could adapt itself to this
method was the major question in the study of
Chinese painting at the time. Many people took Jiang
Zhaohe’s painting technique as the bridge to link
with revolutionary realism, absorbing his ink-and-
wash brushwork for their own use. This opened up a
new path for figure sketching using the traditional
method. Although it is too early for historians to
assess this phenomenon, [ nevertheless put a lot of
time and energy into this field.

On graduation from college in 1966 my artistic
career truly began. This was during the “cultural revo-
lution”. To complete the political tasks assigned us, my
husband and | displayed to the full what we had
learned in the art school and jointly painted Handling
Civil and Military Affairs (an oil), Digging the Mountain
Nonstop (a painting in the traditional style), and Re-
porting (an oil). When these works were displayed at
a national art exhibition, they proved a great success
and won us fame throughout the country. In 1976,
after the downfall of the “gang of four”, we painted
another painting The Noble Spirit of the Taihang
Mountains Lasts Forever which was displayed at the
national art exhibition held in honour of the fiftieth
anniversary of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army.
The painting won acclaim and is now housed in the
National Art Gallery in Beijing.

In 1976, after we had been working for over ten
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Wang Yingchun and Yang Lizhou after
their marriage
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Wang Yingchun and her daughter
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years, my husband and I left our five-year-old daughter
and two-year-old son at home and passed the en-
trance examination for the Central Academy of Fine
Arts to do research on traditional Chinese painting.
Fortunately, we had the well-known contemporary
artists Li Keran, Ye Qianyu, Jiang Zhaohe and Liu
Lingcang as our supervisors, and under their guidance
we set up new targets for our artistic creation.

Since 1978 which was the year when China began

to open its door to the outside world.
In order to enrich my painting vocabulary, I have

taken up ancient rock carving, murals, folk art, land-
scapes, flower-and-bird painting and the Western arts
of cubism, expressionism and abstractionism. These
have been my subjects of study and research.

If our graduation work The Roaring Yellow River
won an award because of its grand magnificence and
profoundness, then the paintings The Old Gardener
and Niwa, the Goddess, Mending the Sky which we
produced later were more or less a combination of the
techniques of landscape and figure painting.

The Taihang Mountains, Impregnable Fortress,
which won a gold medal at the Sixth National Art
Exhibition, was a representative work we painted us-
ing the techniques of landscape, figure painting and
monument sculpture. In the figure paintings we pro-
duced after 1986, we tried to integrate landscape
painting technique with the theory of Western cubism,
realism and abstractionism. Examples of this are Peas-
ant Musicians and Herdsman Playing Flute.

However, | am not satisfied with the achievements
we have so far made in grafting Western art onto
Chinese painting. [ must continue to explore. It is my
belief that continuous exploration and painstaking
efforts will inevitably bring forth new art works. In the
meantime [ am also clearly aware that there is no end
to art and that no one can disclose the entire secret
of art. A real artist, like the ballet dancer wearing “the
red shoes”, will go on exploring at any expense.



Visiting ancient carvings and
sculpture in Shandong, 1989
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Treading Their Own Path

Liu Xiaochun
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As a couple, Yang Lizhou and Wang Yingchun
show many similarities in their pursuit of art. Through
thick and thin they have trodden a winding path in the
realm of art, and their rise and fall and variations
deeply reflect the difficult course of modern Chinese
art.

Turbulent School Days

Yang Lizhou and Wang Yingchun were born in the
same year, 1942, and in the same province, Shanxi.
Yang Lizhou was born in Linyi County, and Wang
Yingchun in Taiyuan, the provincial capital. One was
raised in the countryside, the other in the big city. One
lost his mother when he was still a child and was kept
by his grandmother for a time, then taken in by his
aunt, who was a pedlar; the other came from a
worker’s family. One was taciturn, simple, stubborn
and eager to learn; the other was innocent, clever,
lively and keen on dance and sports. In two different
places they began to take a liking for art, which
brought them together. In 1957 they entered the
middle school attached to the Xi'an Academy of Fine
Arts to study painting and sculpture in the same class.

The Xi'an Academy of Fine Arts was located not in
the city of Xi'an, but in the Xingguo Temple of

Yang Lizhou after grad-
uation
school
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Chang’an County, 20 kilometres from Xi'an. It was on
a yellow-earth slope, facing a river and paddy fields.
None other of the six academies of fine arts in China
at that time was situated in the countryside, where one
could hear cocks crowing and dogs barking and see
the spring sowing and autumn harvest. Moreover, a
large number of the teachers and students had some
connection with the countryside. So the Xi’an Acade-
my of Fine Arts had a rich flavour of rural life, which
deeply influenced the development of the students’ art

careers.
Soon after Yang Lizhou and Wang Yingchun en-

tered the school, the Anti-Rightist Campaign—the
first large-scale political movement after the founding
of the People’s Republic—began. Unaware of the
purpose of the campaign, Wang Yingchun sketched a
criticism meeting against the rightists. The fifteen-
year-old girl never thought the sketch would act her
into trouble, but she was sternly criticized by the
school authorities for her “erroneous” attitude to-
ward the serious political struggle. This was Wang
Yingchun'’s first political lesson.

In school both Yang Lizhou and Wang Yingchun
were diligent students at the top of their class. In their
second year Wang Yingchun executed a sketch that
was approved by her art teacher, but when it came to
turning it into a painting, she felt her ability fell short
of her vision. Just at that time a boy student ap-
proached her, first standing to one side to watch her
in silence, then giving her some ideas and finally
starting to paint with her. This was the first time Yang
Lizhou and Wang Yingchun felt a common language
in their artistic creation. This painting, entitled Four
Women, was in suite form in the style of New Year
pictures. On the recommendation of the school’s art

Wang Yingchun copying from her teacher, Liu
Wenxi
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teacher, the painting was soon published in Shaanxi
Pictorial. This success proved the beginning of a long
cooperation and sowed the seeds of their love. They
were sixteen.

When it came the time to select a major course,
Yang Lizhou chose oil painting and Wang Yingchun,
Chinese painting; both also studied sculpture. After
four years of hard work the two graduated from the
art school with flying colours in 1961 and entered the
Chinese Painting Department of the Xi'an Academy of
Fine Arts. Because Yang Lizhou excelled in oil paint-
ing, the oil department took him to study oils. Af-
ter that the two young people began their different
genres.

At that time Chinese art was described as “an army
of ten thousand crossing a single-plank bridge.” The
majority of the world’s masterpieces were to some
extent either rejected or criticized. The dominant style
was that of Soviet realism, and the main teaching task
was to improve the students’ ability to portray reali-
ty. The most important theory in teaching was that
“sketching is the foundation of all the plastic arts.”
This greatly influenced Yang Lizhou and Wang
Yingchun in their later development.

At the time Yang Lizhou and Wang Yingchun were
studying in the Xi'an Academy of Fine Arts a number
of major painters appeared who raised Shaanxi rural
art to a new, higher level. They included Shi Lu and
Zhao Wangyuan, who subtly delineated the nature of
Loess Plateau, and Liu Wenxi and Cai Liang, who
brought to light the beauty of Shaanxi peasants. One
of these veteran painters, Liu Wenxi, was their teach-
er, directly influencing them. He combined Soviet
realism with Chinese thick colour painting, New Year
pictures and freehand traditional painting and created
a new style that influenced a group of young people,
including Yang Lizhou and Wang Yingchun. Shi Lu,
who had mastered the theory of Chinese traditional
painting concerning vividness and freehand brush-
work, transformed Soviet realism onto a higher plane.
As his theory was too highbrow to be popular and
sharply contradictory to the foundation of sketching,
the authorities at the Xi'an Academy of Fine Arts did
not allow students in the lower years to attend his
lectures. Wang Yingchun thus had to listen outside the
lecture hall for a whole morning. Shi Lu’s style also
greatly influenced Yang Lizhou and Wang Yingchun
in their later development.

In 1963 a Romanian artist gave a course on oil

In Yan'an in 1964
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A sketch by Yang Lizhou in 1963
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A sketch by Yang Lizhou in 1964
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