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For years, Professor Liu Dahong and Huang Qihou from the Art Institute of the Shanghai
Normal University have assigned the subject "A Mosaic of Mores in New Shanghai" to students
for their graduation creations and have given timely instructions in their practices from which
an abundance of experience has been accumulated . Much to my delight, the two professors
have recently compiled and published an album of students' paintings on this subject, on which
I'm only too pleosed to present my congratulations. It is rather rare and laudable to foreground
student's works to the public in the form of album, since art schools have long been lopsided
in balancing the relationship between the basic skill training on closs and thematic creation
on the subjects originating from life. Yet teachers from the art schools may find it especially
more difficult to fully display their abilities and direct their students in coordinating this relationship
nowadays when art is developing pluralistically, and accordingly, few people are interested in
the subject-assigned creation. So A Mosaic of Mores in New Shanghai, a book to be presented
to the eyes of readers soon, is nothing but a treasure since it is o product of concerted efforts
by teachers from the Art Institute of the Shanghai Normal University, who are compelled by
their precious sense of responsibility and never-failing perseverance, and more pleasingly, it is
a product guaranteed by the favorable teaching ambience of the Shanghai Normal University
and the free and harmonious social climate. Otherwise, there would be absolutely no chance
for this book.

During the eighties of last century, | created a cluster of paintings on the theme of "A Mosaic
of New Pictures about Shanghai’, @ name naturalized from the book A Mosaic of Hymns about
Shanghai written by Wu Yanren, a famous novelist af the end of the Qing Dynasty. | myself have
once lived in the Shanghai described by Mr. Wu which had reduced to a grotesque and dissipated
semi-colonial, semi-feudal business world since 1840 where the social nature is more solidified
and new developing opportunities seldom emerged. So since my childhood, the Shanghai in
my memory had been almost the some in all aspects as the one described by Mr. Wu ot his
time. The only change of wave after wave of social revolutions is the disappearance of men's

burdensome queues, but all the eccentric and abnormal phenomenon of the old Shanghai are
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far from being a match to the present Shanghai's healthy and prosperous developments that
find expressions in the re-creation of the subject "A Mosaic of Mores in New Shanghai® by
students from the Shanghai Normal University. Today's Shanghai, with its swift changes on each
passing doy after the open-policy was implemented, has become an inviting and vigorous
metropolis of the whole world. However, the present thriving Shanghai is to some extent an
extension of the deformed former one, where the sludge and filth together with the incompatibly
negative traces left of the old society will frequently stage a comeback to which we should never
turn a blind eye or get accustomed though it is inevitable at the epochal moment of reforms.
Look, from the imperceptible realities and the negligibly tiny interludes of life, these young art
students, with their unique and acute insights, have captured propeliing, waming and introspectively
profound subjects and contents on which they have created new pictures assisting people to
get rid of the long-deposited sludge and filth; with the intention and defermination of remedying
a chronic disease, these students have refilled the art of painting with the instructive significance.
And | was much moved by their absolute sincerity and hearty devotions. The sacred vocation
of art is to offer instructions in recreation, and generations of artists have always been enjoying
faboring in this field. | believe firmly that there will be no lack of successors for the project of

"A Mosaic of Mores in New Shanghai', who will surely continue to inject into it fresh connotations.

The fact that pupils always excel their masters and the present is constantly superior to the
past implicate the law of development and there is a poem right in point:
Beside the sunken wrecks thousands of boats sailed past,

By the dead tree a luxuriantly green spring is forecast.

Dai Dunbang
3/29/2001
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EXPERIENCE, ABILITY AND FREEDOM

---- A Ramble about A Mosaic of Mores in New Shanghai

Chen Danging

&iu Dahong and Huang Qihou, two professors at the Art Institute of the Shanghai Normal
University have turned out in recent years a good number of students, who have presented their
graduation works under the general title of "A Mosaic of Mores in New Shanghai'. The collection
of paintings was sent to me, about which | was asked to say something by way of comments. |
admire Dahong's unique style characterized by the crowds of figures in his paintings, and equally
do | admire the works of Qihou, my old painting mate during the "cultural revolution." Qihou
has ingeniously blended the traditional skills of picture-story books with those of oil painting. Under
the joint instruction of both masters, the students have literally done an amazing job. Viewing

their paintings, | can express nothing other than admiration.

Pictures such as narrative, episodic, dramatic, secular, multitudinous, roughly realistic and
slightly exaggerated ones are increasingly few today. The reason is simple: the prevalence of TV
series have resulted in the decline of picture-story books, while a variety of modernist styles have
led to the diminishment of realistic and concrete figure paintings. Simply following their own bents
ond thoughts, however, Dahong and Qihou adhere to their own way. They have dug out a tiny
yet hectic and pungent portion out of the plot of present-day diverse and contusing picture creation.
We cannot but feel increasingly animated when viewing each of the students' pictures, continually
discovering something laughable, detestable, gratifying, pitiable, likable and lamentable. Looking
back at our present daily life, we recognize the same something os revealed in those pictures.
That might be part of the charm of art, though that part of the charm has long since been

overlooked so much so that pecple have virtually turned a blind eye to it.

However, they both won’t throw in the sponge; instead, they require that the students should

make a good job of their graduation works. So, can it be otherwise than good?

A the end of last year, | was invited to meet with the art students of the Shanghai Normal
University. During the meeting, someone passed a slip of paper to me, wondering whether it was
necessary for students to be assigned a topic now in the 21th century. At that time, facing me

were lots of students seated in the hall, and next to me sat several of their teachers. In this situation,



I had to be very tactful lest | should offend both the teachers and the students; if so, what should
I do? But then | just told what was in my mind straight out---on what to peint and how to paint.
Originally, there were no Dos and Don'ts concerning what to paint and how to paint. It's not wrong
to advocate "free creation'. But as a matter of fact, whoever does the painting realizes that a
fledgling painter might have litte amount of confidence as to what to paint and how to paint. |
have been privileged to take in doctoral students in my studio since last year. Over 30 of them
were so itching fo have a go, waiting for me to give them a topic. But | said they could paint
whatever they liked---without an assigned topic! Then what was the result? Later on, seven or
eight out of ten complained to me, "Oh, you really gave us a hard time! Without a given topic,

we are totally at o loss!"

At is not free, nor is life. Take an extreme example. it's well known that America is counted the
most free place on earth. But on one occasion, a friend of mine took me to the Nude Beach,
say, to broaden my horizon. When | got there, | was stunned by the scene before me: men and
women were coming and going on the beach, all in the nude, some lying, some running, and
still others playing basketball. Oh, what a freedom! Crozyl A living Mosaic of Nudes! Nearing
them, about 50 meters away, | was all of a sudden pushed by my friend from behind ond urged
to take off my clothes as not an eye would be turned in my direction. | was so scared that | turned
away immediately. How come? First, | really felt embarrassed; secondly, in a place where no one
has a stitch on, you have virtually offended all Adams and Eves if you are still dressed. Ht's rather
rude and shameful not to take off your clothes. You'll feel very embarrassed to walk alone with
clothes on among the naked crowd of people, however cheeky you are! Apparently, you're not
entitled to the freedom of being clothed among the naked people. Why is that so? The reason is
quite simple: If you have the audacity to walk stark naked on the Fifth Avenue, the most thriving
street in New York, you are bound to be handcuffed in no time by the police because you have

offended all decently dressed people on the street.

Freedom, in the true sense of the word, implies rules, without which there is no freedom. To
dress or to undress? Everyone can do that. But, art is quite another thing, o hard job beyond the

common run.

bk is, indeed, something inconceivable that such a painstaking task as "A Mosaic of Mores in
New Shanghai” could have been accomplished by the young art students from the Shanghai
Normal University, much to my amazement. Why did | say so2 The pictures depicting New Shanghai
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are too many for me to praise the individual painters concerned. Therefore, all | can do is to
share with them my feelings in terms of "free creation". At 19, ! finished my first picture-story book.
I still remember that it was such o hard job, because at first, | had to conceive each head, each
action, each scene, each prop, and even each page, and then to work them out stroke by stroke.
That, actually, was the way it all was done! The picture-story book entails efforts, more so does
the oil-painting. Because | have done a few picture-story books, so when | turned to oil-painting
later on, | wos able to handle a picture with dozens of people in it. Thanks to that experience, |
have gradually acquired a feel of “freedom" in creating works, just because | have gained some
experience therein. Therefore, experience, is indispensable to painting. The so-called form, color,
composition, observation, selection and concept---all this falls into the category of experience in
painting. The more experience you obtain, the greater ability you'll have; and the greater ability
you have, the more freedom you'll enjoy. Then how to make use of your experience and ability
in the days ahead depends on your talent, your temperament and your aspiration. All of these,
coupled with your rich experience, are sure to be a real treasure which can be neither learnt
nor taken away by others. | have painted everything, including a cinerary casket during the "cultural
revolution”; in short, nine out of ten were done not from choice but from necessity. But, without
such experience, my manifold abilities could not have been improved, and naturally, there would
have been no progress and maturity in the subsequent days. As such, | owe much to my past
experience. Experience and ability can be likened to your deposits at the bank; it lies with you

where to spend the money, and how to spend it; that is your freedom--- if only you had the money.

'oday, under the pressing urge of Dahong and Qihou, the students of the Shanghai Normal
University have finally accomplished the colorful collection of A Mosaic of Mores in New Shanghai.
I assume that each one of them must have acquired experience of some kind and proportionate
abilities. Then one day in the foreseeable future when they have succeeded ond feel free to create
any works of painting, they will certainly remember this meaningful collection of A Mosaic of Mores
in New Shanghai. Finally, I'd like to conclude my ramble with a firm belief that whoever sees the
collection will be immersed in delight, as he or she, especially a native of Shanghai gladly thumbs

through its pages.

4/1/2001
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