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Introduction

by Cao Zhengfeng

The famous Song Dynasty (960-1279) poet Xin Jiji wrote a couplet fo desarioe the beautiful
countryside of southem Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces which is franquil and et full of life ofter
a bumper harvest,

Today Shuixiang County, looated in Jinshan Township in Shanghai, with its luxuriant paddy
fields, is sfil as beautiful as it was about 1,000 years ago. Yet there s something new in this
ancient counfryside — the peasont painting. Athough peasant painting has only emerged in
the past 10 years, it is dready enjoying a high reputation both at home and aoroad. Jinshan
Township has become the most outstanding among the country’s fifty “oainting townships.”

When Jnshan's peasants exhibifed their paintings for the first time in the China At Gallery
in Beijing, they were praised in the capifal’s art circles. Their peculior style showed the rural flavor
of Shuixiang County and expressed the painters’ love for life. They not only appedled fo the
cesthetic sense but also reveadled the fruth of life. The suoccessful exhibition cpened uo a new
type of art, the art of the ldbouring people, which, for hundreds ond thousands of years, had

not been acknowledged as a national art. When peasant painting overcame historical prejudice
and revedled its cham, people started to look at it with new eyes,

The development of peasant painting did not start in' Jinshon. Peasant painting developed
in Pi Township, Jiongsu Province and Hu Township, Shaanxi Province in the 1950s, while Jinshan
peasant painting starfed at the end of the 197Cs. The painters used the experiences of their
predecessors fo open up a new route for themselves ond set an example for peasant painters
in other rural arecs. Fok arts, adapted to modem life and taste, were used as a foundation in
the development of Jinshan peasant painting, creating a new type of art which is both traditional
ond modem.,

People have gradually discovered that great artistic potential lies hidden in the vast, nural
areas of China where about eighty percent of the couniry’s population live. In their daily life,
common people use various kinds of materials ond art forms to decorate their homes ond to
envich their rites and ceremonies. These beautiful objects, artistic creations honded down from



generation fo generation, are the results of the collected wisdom of the people. This art has its
own laws and systerms and is the mother of all plastic art. Therefore recognizing the value of folk
art is a very important and significont task.

Another extraordinary phenomenon resulting from peasant painting is that rural women, who
have never painted before, paint according o their own free will. Since folk art is different from
painfing, the women found painting very difficult af first. Instead of feaching them fraditional
westermn painting tfechniques, instructors i’ the cuttural center faught them fo apply their own
technigues in designing and color mixing, which they had leamed from emboroidery, printing and
poper-cutting, o painting. When the obstacles between folk art and painting are removed, the
peasants’ falent and ingenuity for artistic creation are given full play.

Jnshan peasant painters know the noms and laws of neither westem art nor Chinese
classioal art. They just paint according o their own free will. They sometimes paint chickens ond
ducks in unusual colors; they even paint the water in a pond as red and the pond as verticdl,
Sometimes the water in the pictures flows from the river 1o the sky, camying the boats and ducks
with it. Their towns, fishing ports and ships, composed of the colors of the rainbow, are very
fascinating. Very often a variety of visual impressions are included in the painfing. You may think
the paintings Not rational, the painters will answer that they are rafional because they represent
the painters’ imagination. You may say the paintings are not frue representations of life, out the
painters will tell you that theirr works are true, for they are frue representations of their feelings.

We should not forget Wu Tongzhang, who did arduous, pioneering work in the development
of Jinshan peasant painting. He is well versed in painfing human figures and seascapes in
tradifional Chinese painting style. But he stopped his own work to explore ways to develop
peasant painting and 1o coach the peasaont painters. He contriouted a great dedl to the cause.

Since the founding of the Jinshan Peasant Painting Association, more people have joined
the teaom. Jinshan peasont painting is gradually maturing. Let us hope the peasant painters
continue fo explore new artistic spheres and continue fo create works of great beauty. m|
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The Peasants’ Painting
in Jinshan

by Wu Tongzhang

Jinshan County, diso known as the “county of peasants’ painting,” is situated on the lbank of
Hongzhou Bay in the suburbs of Shanghai. Jinshan's beautiful landscape and rich natural
resources have cultivated the local people’s love for art. A great variety of fok arts are popular
in the county. Locdlly produced items such as indigoforinted cloth, woven cloth and emboroidery
work (characteristic for its primitive sinnplicity), exauisitely carved beds, uniquely designed cottages
ond bold and simple wall paintings are indispensable to the life of the people and show therr
artistic ingenuity.

Spare-time painting became popuar in Jinshan in the 197Cs, eventudlly involving more than
300 painters, including 80-year-old peasants and chilaren of 10,

Rural women in China have been falented at weaving, emioroidery and paper-cutting since
oncient times; but few knew painting. Interestingly the best painters in Jinshan are elderty women
above fifty. An unusual sfory explains this fact. When | was assigned to the cultural center in
Jnshan in 1972 to organize peasant painting and fo coach new artists, | redlized the core
members of the fine arfs circle were mostly school graduates who could mcke rapid progress
in technique, but whose works were not down-fo-earth. Their works did not appeal fo the local
peasants. Fok art is created by common people, including peasants, and is therefore closely
oconnected with people’s lives and the soil. Peasant painting can only maintain its vitality when it
develops adlong these lines. Culfivation of traditional fok art was the only way o develop peasant
painting in Jinshan. | invited some craffsmen fo the painting classes and let them proctice
painting. But the craftsmen were hampered because they were used to copying and their work
lacked originality. In my secrch to find the idedl painters among the rural people, | visifed some
old people in vilages near Zhejiong Province in 1977. During the visit many women showed us
their embbroidered works. We were deeply impressed by the strong rural themes in their beautiful
works. The embroidery was mostly of flowers, insects, fish, birds, humaon figures and landscapes.
The women did not always paint oojects in their natural colors or according to spatial rediity,
but stressed the effect of the finished product as a whole. The works nomally followed certain
pattems but were not inflexitle. They expressed the wormen’s emotion ond their love for life.

These women were highly accomplished in the art of emioroidery, using technioues handed
down to them through the generations. | wondered. whether their experience aond cesthetic
judgment, which the nural women hod accumulated through weaving, emboroidery  and
paoper-cutting, could e applied fo painting without formal fraining in westem pdinfing fechniques.
Fok arts, such as embroidery and paper-cutting are not exactly the same as painting, but they
do use smilar artistic methods. | thought that affer the right kind of training, the rural women
ocould apply the techniques they had mastered in emboroidery and paper-cutting to painfing.
Besides, since they would e free of preconceptions, their artistic credtivity could e given full
play.

| invited some women who were accomplished af emboroidery and poper-cutting to join
the study group. During their training in the study group, their originality was sfressed while some
guidance wass given on arfistic fechnigues. With the skiled guidance of the teachers, the women
fried their hand at painting, making designs and mixing colors in the same way they did for their
embroidery and paper-cutting.

Coo Jnying, the first woman to enfer the study group, painted her first work, Celelorating
the Bumper Harvest, in the style of a zhangyan (a decorative curtain hanging on the top portion
of a mosauito net). Her second painting, Fish Pond, was in the style of a piece of indigoorinted
cloth. Although her works originated in the zhangyan ond indigo-orinted cloth, they were different
from e unginals. They were not merely designs but vivid expressions of life; yet they were notf
conventional works of art because they were two dimensional and decorative. At first such works
were not acknowledged as paintings.



In fact, Jinshan peasants had their own artistic tradition and taste, Folk arts, such as ceramics,
lacquer painting, wall painting, paper-cutting, clay-moulding, brick-canving, foy -making ond
shadow puppets, were an indispensadle part of their life. Nurtured in such an atomosphere, the
peasants had cultivated a falent for decorative art. The designs of all of 84-year-old Ruan Sidi's
paintings were based on paper-cutting: Chen Dehua’s paintings of humaon figures were
influenced by the art of paper-folding: Chang Xinying's works were based on designs from blue
and white ceramics; Shen Xicomei's works were like fok toys; Zhang Fengying's resembled clay
figures and woodkcarving. Chen Furong liked to use bright colors and her paintings resembled
brides’” dowries; the colors of Yoo Zhenzhu's paintings were similar to those in her woven cloth; L
Cuying took her designs from embroidered pillow cases; ducks painted by Chen Muyun had
the boright color of folk glass painting; and Gao Fengli drew inspiration from the color of ceramics.

Jinshan's peasant painfers have never had any systematic fraining and have never been
taught perspective, therefore it is difficult for them to achieve a three-dmensional effect in their
painfings. Yet instead of just painting what they perceive, they recreate the world as it appedis
to them and go beyond the surface of an dbject fo its essence. Their paintings often combine
their perception of dbjects at different times, in different places ond from different viewpoints.
Usually there are several different visual impressions in one painting which form a peculiar pattem.
Distonce is not presented through size or shades of light, but through a conoept. For example,
when they araw a cup, they will draw a circle, which represents the round opening of the cup,
and a horizontal line, which represents the bottom of the cup, as the bottom is horizontal. In their
choice of oolors, they consider the findl effect of their combination rather than any scientific
consideration. Their work, emerging as a new type of art, is both subjective ond cbjective, the
product of their own individudiity and traditional cesthetic judgment, representing their life and
environment and also their feelings and desires.

When the Jinshan peasants’ paintings were first exhibited in the China Art Gallery in Beijing,
they were highly praised by artists. The paintings atfracted the attention of people from cultural -
circles in foreign countries as wel, and have been exhibited in more thon 10 countries and
regions, including the United States, France, Germany, Japan, Belgium, Canada, Australia, Norway,
Finlond, Switzerlond, Hongkong and Taiwan, where they were greatly appreciated. Many
museums and private collectors have started collecting the paintings. Ten painters from Jinshan
have been selected as members of the Chinese Artists’ Association and Chinese Folk Artists’
Association.

Duing the last fen years, peasant paintings from Jinshan have eamed a high reputation
Poth at home and doroad. More and more people from foreign countries and other places in
China have come to Jinshan to visit the painters and for cuttural exchanges. In order to meet
the needs of such activities and to extend the scope of the peasant painting, the Jinshan
Peasants’ Painting Association was founded in Jonuary, 1989 in Jinshan Township, which has
become a center for artistic research and for cuttural exchanges between China and foreign
oountries.

Jinshan peasant painting has just emerged. it has not vet attained maturity, but has great
potential. And | believe it will become more and more prosperous. O

Wu Tongzhang  Bom n Aol 1933, n Fengxan Township, Shanghar Groduated from the Department of Tradifional Chinese Panting. Shanghai Vooatonal Art School After
1950 worked as a stage desgner n the PLA Naval Cuttural Troupe 0 1972 sfarfed o work n Jinshan Cuitural Center At present the drector of the Department of Modem Fok
At Research at the Shanghal Voeational Art School, president of the Jnshan Peasants Art Socety. member of the Chinese Artists' Association, Chinese: Fok Artists” Assocation

and the China Fok Art Association Council Some of his works are n the National Miitery Museum and the Shenyang Paloce Museum they have aiso been exhibited in the United
States. Syria. kan and rog
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