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Foreword

Gao Jianfu was the founder and the most representative painter of the Lingnan School of Painting. As a celebrated artist, quite a
number of albums and catalogues of his paintings have been published in China and abroad. As a result Gao’s paintings are familiar
to most people. Gao’s sketches, on the other hand, are rarely seen and seldom published, despite of the fact that a massive number
of such sketches is in existence. At present, Gao Jianfu’s sketches are mainly collected by the Guangzhou Museum of Art (donated
by Weng Zhi and Gao Lijie, family members of Gao Jianfu) and Lai Ming, a disciple of Gao Jianfu. Besides, a small number is in
the collection of the Art Museum, the Chinese University of Hong Kong. In total, there are more than one thousand pieces of such
sketches. In order to carry out an in-depth research and have a comprehensive survey of Gao Jianfu’s art, the Guangzhou Museum
of Art collaborates with Mr. and Mrs. Lai Ming, and the Art Museum, the Chinese University of Hong Kong to publish an album of
selected sketches by Gao Jianfu from the collections of the three parties. In addition, a special exhibition will also be held at the

Guangzhou Museum of Art and the Art Museum, respectively.

Sketches are of great value to the study of art history. They provide a track record of the life and art of an artist and are, therefore,
significant for studying the artistic features and the personal style of the painter. A great number of masters of Western art, including
Da Vinci, Michelangelo, Raphael, Rubens, Rembrandt, Goya, Ingres, Repin and Menzel, left myriad sketches, which are rich legacies
in art history. Likewise, Gao Jianfu made a sizable number of sketches. Having survived several wars and “disasters for paintings”,I
over one thousand pieces of sketches by Gao are still available for study. Among these precious works are sketchings from nature,

outline copies of paintings done by other masters and original sketches.

The ﬁajority, about 90 per cent, of Gao’s extant sketches are sketchings from nature. Such works can be classified into three categories:
(i) scenes from Japan (1903— circa 1921), (ii) scenes from South and Southeast Asia (1930—1932), and (iii) scenes in China (first
half of the 20th century). In terms of themes and subjects, Gao did sketchings of landscape, plants, animals and people. In addition,
there is a unique genre, known as the “encyclopedic drawings” — including entire, detailed and cross-sectional depictions made from
live plants and insects or specimens so as “to acquire knowledge through analytical quests™. This wide range of themes with such a
great variety of subjects was rarely seen at Gao’s time. From the wealth of sketches by Gao, we see that he put “sketching from
nature” into practice and his stance as an advocate for “reforms in art” — “keep an open and wide perspective — paint people and

scenes of all countries; I am no respector of persons, everything in the world, no matter live or still, can be the subjects for my art”.?

Done in different tech;liques, Gao’s sketches can be classified as pencil sketches, pencil drawings, coloured pencil drawings,
monochrome watercolours, ink drawings and coloured ink drawings. The majority are pencil sketches, in which landscapes, plants
and animals are brilliantly captured and precisely outlined, recording briskly their essential features. Pencil drawings focus on the
structure and forms of the objects, defining the volume, space and texture in monochrome. To touch pencil sketches and drawings
up, either the Western watercolour or the special “Ju-School technique” is used. Coloured pencil drawings made in the latter way
have the applied Chinese pigments “washed” by water, or in the other way round, by applying water before pigments. Monochrome
watercolour is similar to the “boneless technique” seen in traditional Chinese painting, and also to Japanese “misty painting”. Among
Gao’s ink and coloured ink drawings done with a Chinese brush, there are examples of both the meticulous and expressive styles.

As a whole these works show his mastery of different painting tools and combination of art languages from the East and the West,

as well as the development and change in his painting style.

Gao Jianfu’s sketch copies of paintings are mainly outline drawings of works by his teacher Ju Lian, or free-style birds and flowers

painted with the “boneless technique” after earlier painters like Yun Shouping, Song Guangbao, Meng Litang as well as the Ju brothers.

He also copied illustrated specimens of insects from Japan publications and sketches by Japanese artists, in addition, sketches of

i



Buddhist images from murals in South Asia. From these drawings, we can see how Gao approached and studied excellent artworks
of different times and nations, how he digested and adopted these exotic artistic styles and languages. As a universal truth, masters
of art from all over the world work hard on the basic technical skills by copying works of old masters — in particular, Chinese painters
have to learn from the very beginning from imitating masterpieces of classic paintings. Similarly, Western masters, for example,
Rubens, Rembrandt and Van Gogh, all copied works of many venerable predecessors to capture the essence of their art. Therefore,

drawings of imitations are equally important for studying the artistic personality and path of an artist.

Only a small number of original sketches by Gao Jianfu exist today, which are his exercise and preparatory drawings for the final
paintings in the course of creation. In these sketches and experimental works, Gao analyzed, generalized, developed, reshaped and
formulated his ideas and artistic concepts so that his “mental pictures” (artist’s vision) would be revealed in the right composition
with the essential features to be seen in his paintings. From these original sketches, we can see how the artist used various means to

express his concepts and how he practised and sharpened his professional skills.

Gao’s sketches not only attest to how he harnessed his skill at painting, his wealth of inspirations and the cornerstone for his creation,
but also reveal his feelings about and perception of the objective world. At the same time, his character and personal style are obvious.
A good sketch is a piece of art in its own right — reflecting the artist’s feeling for aesthetics and expressing his mind and sentiments.
With only a few strokes or tints of colour, Gao livens his sketchings up to depictions full of life and passion. His “encyclopedic
drawings”, vividly drawn and original, are comparable in minute detail to microscopic illustrations for scientific studies. The original
sketches show the painter’s reflection on aesthetic expression. Even in the outline drawings, free-style paintings and watercolours,
he shows his individuality instead of slavishly copying the works of his predecessors. In Gao’s sketches, lines and colours dance freely
and result in thythmic marks, paralleling his sentiments. Many transient images and inspirations are kept in his wonderful sketches.
They are made with simple drawing tools, at times, these sketches surpass even some of his paintings in capturing transience in
response to inspirations and emotions, as well as in the artist’s spontaneity and directness in depicting his subjects and relying on

the intuition behind his art.
Shifting from Gao Jianfu’s masterpieces back to his sketches opens up an altogether new world.

December, 2006

Footnotes:

“Gao Jianfu Came Back Safe” and “Gao Jianfu in the Fallen Canton, 1930s”, see Li Weiming, “Research on Gao Jianfu’s ‘student
days’ in Japan”, Zhongguo meishu yanjiu [Study on Fine Arts in China], Beijing: People’s Fine Arts Publishing House, December
1994. In addition, Gao repeatedly mentioned the “disasters for paintings” in his manuscripts, now in the collection of the Guangzhou
Museum of Art.

Gao Jianfu, Wode xiandai huiha guan [My Views on Modern Painting], manuscript in the collection of the Lingnan School Museum.

Chen Ying:Vice-curator and Research Fellow of Guangzhou i\;lixseum of Art
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