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Twelve Poems for '
Peng Xiancheng’ s Paintings

Wan QingTi -

Over the last twenty years, you might have seen Peng Xiancheng’ s works abroad and in Hong Kong.
The majority are small works such as hand scrolls and album leaves. His paintings are unsurpassed, naturally
favored by the world of collecting. I first saw Peng’ s large—scale shanshui in 2003, at the opening of the
Beijing International Art Biennale, in the middle of the National Art Museum of China rotunda. From a
distance, the work was impressive, and up close the painting contained not one careless stroke. This work
shows that “truth is found in the subtleties.” Many masters of painting have come from Sichuan. Huang
Quan of the Five Dynasties period and his sons Ju Cai and Ju Bao invented the bird and flower paintings so
precious to the imperial painting academy that it has lasted for one thousand years. Sichuan monks Guanxiu,
Shige, and Muxi painted the arhat Guan Yin in a wild and serene manner that spread throughout East Asia;
theirs is truly a lost art. There are also numerous more recent famous Sichuanese painters. Dagian Jushi
became famous the world over during his lifetime and Shi Hu became well—known after his death, but I
only have space here to discuss one or two such luminaries. Peng emerged later in life, but he has a profound
natural strength. He is indifferent to fame or profit and he does not curry favor. Thus, no self—promoter can
even begin to approach Peng’ s outstanding public reputation.

Peng’ s has overcome many difficulties and relied on his own hard work to realize his present
achievements. He has never had a teacher or been to art school, as his family was rather poor. His younger
brothers and sisters were unable to go to school from a young age. However, art is the central focus of
Peng’ s life, so he can disregard the temptations of fame and fortune. He worked hard, persevered, and he
has met with considerable success as he has gotten older.

Peng’ s figures and horses are unique, lively and splendid; he is as skilled as the ancient painters. In his
works, the ancient and modern elements are very distinct, clear at a glance. Under his brush, all of the things
in the universe are full of interest and charm. People, animals, birds, and flowers are modeled accurately,
using numerous simple contrasts, such that the viewer often sees sparseness amid density and density

amid sparseness. He especially excels in using simplicity to triumph over complexity. He uses very few
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brushstrokes, and each is full of implicit charm. The depth of his work inspires intense admiration.
Peng’ s brushwork is lovely: before he paints, he calms his mind and does breathing exercises. Once
he starts painting, the brush moves as he pleases. He lifts and presses the brush with smooth motions.
Therefore, he can forget appearances and penetrate the spirit of the work, such that the pictures often
contain unexpected and inspired elements that entrance the viewer. His use of water and ink has
been highly praised for its incisive artistic quality. Peng especially excels at a style of loose brushwork
of his own invention. There are often splatters and drips on his pictures. His style is extremely
unrestrained, and almost when it seems it cannot be stopped, suddenly a few strokes of dry and coarse
ink will appear. Black ink and dark colors such as cinnabar red and forest green, parched and split by
an autumn wind, are resounding, penetrating, and sudden like the beat of the kettle drum. After the
drumbeats, the lingering sound echoes endlessly, as in The Night Journey of the Lady of Guo.

The ancients painted countless picture scrolls of Zhao Jun departing for the frontier, so it is
difficult to create a unique concept that is different from those of the ancients. However, Peng’ s
Zhao Jun Departs for the Frontier is original because he chose not to depict Zhao Jun. Rather, he
used a method akin to vocal accompaniment in Sichuan opera; he created a hazy atmosphere and
placed Zhao Jun faintly within the mosquito net in the carriage. The accompanying caravan and
figures are enveloped in sand and evening mist, such that it is difficult to clearly recognize the figures
through the haziness of the picture. As a result, the viewer starts guessing, immersing himself in
associations outside the painting.

Peng Xianchen’ s paintings employ the spontaneous principles of Chinese paintings, poetry,
and traditional opera. He replaces generalized descriptions with meaningful hints, leading the viewer
to participate in creation as he appreciates the work. Peng is a complete painter. Apart from figures
and landscape, his pictures of birds and flowers are astounding; his small works, including fruits,
vegetables, and vases of flowers, are extraordinary in that they break new ground. They seemed
accidental, but upon reflection, they were very intentional masterworks that viewers cannot help* but
admire. Hawthorn Fruit (1999) and Water Immortal (2002) specifically are excellent works that will
certainly become family heirlooms.

China is an artistic superpower with numerous generations of notable painters. Today, the

number of painters is even greater, to the point of being overwhelming. However, time is merciless,




