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Spring gullies

FOREWORD

By Liu Yushan

It is more than three years since the exhibition of landscape
paintings by Zhang Shengyuan was held in China Art Gallery in
1988, but my impressions of those works remain fresh and fine
['heir refined and serene style, vast and dynamic scenes and pro-
found and poetic conception seem to compose a surnng ensemble
without music accompaniment

Soon after the publication of a collection of his paintings i
cluding “A realm of springs” by the Peaple’s Fine Arts Publishing
mk and wash paintings cap-

House, his second set of thematic

tioned “Mountain seenes” was unfolded in front of out eves. Two

vears later, his third set of senal works “Heavenly scenes” was

hrought into being D deeply admire the painter’s strong emaotion
[ even can feel his courage to negate
The

and fiery creative energy

alm of

and dig into himsell  constantly paintings A

springs’ present an ntegral and  trangul atmosphere. while

“Mountain scenes” portray vast and hazy sights from which one
1= irving to

feels a light bitter taste. In the "Heavenly scenes” he

express a dignified disposition and a tranguil realme Although the

three sets of pamtings, typucal of the painter’s artiste style, all

tain imphed solemmity and tranguillity, a careful observation will

find much difference in the sentiments and conceptions contained

theremn. Tudging from the forms of expression, we can see clearly

that the second and third sets of works are charactenzed by grea

ter simplicity and suecmetness, and, therefore, by more modern
flavaur

I'his reminds me of “how o transcend”, & question referred 1o

by many painters quite often nowadays. Chinese pamting 15 a um
que form of traditional are. With the woting brush and ink as the

key elements of s special tools and matenals, the tradinonal

Chinese painting reached full matornty during the Qing [Dynasty
The :

ments of G Baishi and Huang Binhang, two modern masters, indi-

after more than two thousand vears of evolution mplish-

T

cate that the traditional Chinese painting has nearly reached the

t= tradiional evolunon. [t seems that hardly

One can

peak of

transcend them even if he tnes havd all has life. Xo Bethong and
Lin Fengmian whao practised the fusion of Chinese and Western
approaches opened another avenue combining their solid founda
Western with the form of traditional Chinese

tion of painting

painting. They managed to do so after a profound retrospect of
the difference between Chinese culture and Western culture. It is
also difficult to trenscend them. This s why some painters are

often puzzled From the works of Zhang Shengvuan we can find

that he has made pamnstaking efforts to study traditional painting
from its artistic theory to forms of expression. He respects the
tradition, but not in the general sense. Instead, he tries 1o compre-
hend and follow the tradition from the high plane of dialectical
approach. He holds that “it 15 only the spirit of art that can be
handed down and unified, whereas the formal language and ex
pressive techniques can he handed down but can never he uni-

fied.” Basing himself on this understanding, he has shown no

he-

tatton and puzelement with regard to the question of how 1w
ihent the tradition and transcend the predecessors. With courage

and strength he 1s confidently taking his own road with hus firm

- has just finished a paintng, he

steps. When often stamps a seal

on it with the inseription “Prase or belittle 1t as you like”, demon

strating his self-confidence and  personaliny. “Self-confidence is

miaost able for an artist, and it 15 essential not 1o have blind

farth.” Sell confidence can be generated only when one has expli
cit faith and full understanding of himself One can keep himseld

away from blind faith only when he takes a calm and sensible

approach of learning

“The way faintly mdicates things. 1t s out of faintness that
images emerge, and all things emerge in the same way” The crea-

ton of “Mountam scenes”, “Heavenly scenes” and other paintings

s hased on his profound understanding of the relatonships be
tween the way and the images and things, and between the spirit

of art and the forms of art_ln the tradinonal painting, white has

always been applied as black to portray unreality, which is charac
teristic of the tradiional form of Chinese painting. On the con-
trary, Zhang Shengyuan usually applies black as white 1o portray

unreality in his painting. This 15 a substantial and undoubtedly an

unreal form. Such o way of composition produces execptional

effects in featuring profound and poetic scenes and conceptions

This can be found from his works. Drawing lines is the major

means of expression in the traditional painting. In his “Pietores of
Yishan Mountains” and other works where hines are deawn to out

line the objects, the lines seem o shape bone structures whick

ire
thick and solid enough to represent masculine heauty.  “Moun-

tain scennes", “Heavenly scenes” and many other works, however




lines are set within the objects. These lines are not superficially
evident, but their existence and rhythmic movement can be felt
apparently. In his painting he proceeds from “the need of art, the
need of pursuance, not the need of the socalled traditional charac-
teristics of Chinese painting”. This is a kind of flexible practice.
He is not a naturalistic painter, always painting things in a
way true to nature. He portrays things to seek the inner spirit of
natural objects and observe and find sustenance in his own spirit
as well. As a worshipper of nature. he pays reverence to all the

mountains, waters, rocks and trees he is going to depict. In fact.
his worship is hased on a more profound conception. His works
result from his emotional exchanges with mountains, waters and
other aspects of nature and imply his attitude towards life, his
spiritual pursuits and his world outlook. If one does not “quietly

hend” these ingful el ts ined in the painter’s

P

works, he can only see “piles and piles of mountain rocks”.

A historical review of his creations indicates that he has gra-
duslly narrowed his range of subjects, starting from big mountains
and rivers and then focussing on rocks and trees. Step by step he
has added more individual character and symbolic depiction to his
painting. Currently many painters are following the way of “exten-
sive cultivation”, always travelling from south to north. or from
east to west. Un the contrary, he has taken root at one place for
“intensive cultivation”, digging deeper and deeper in the field of
art. From a scientific point of view. he has given himself all-round
freedom with regard to the forms of expression and even the tools
and materials, but he has purposely restricted himself in the area
of subjects. His practice gives one much food for thought, because
he has integrated inheritance with creation in a dialectical and
practical way. That is why he has managed to maké progress in
his creation from year to year, effecting constant changes in the
forms of expression, adding more and more grandeur to the artis-
tic scenes and making the conception of his painting profoundly
philosophical.

The spirit of art reflected from his works is traditional, but
their forms of expression and conception are modern. It is worth-
while for us to carefully observe and draw on such a unity of the
modern and classic, the profound and apparent, the general char-
acter and individual character. similar experience can be found
from other contemporary Chinese painters who have remarkable
accomplishments to their credit. Jia Youfu, for example, owes his
success to his exploration in the Taihang Mountains working
diligently on ordinary themes and simple forms for several years.

As a painter who is not content with his own success, Zhang
Shengyuan is digging into himself. From his digging we can per-
ceive the beauty he has created and gain veluable enlightenment.
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