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Guowei's painting has shown a new exploration since he going to the United States. Originally, he possessed a very strong basic skill in describing natural objects realistically. Presently,
he has broken up previous bandage and opened up a broader view in shape and space in his painting, which is beneficial to his art.

Our responsibility is to learn the strength from American and European art, in which we need to experience from various aspects. I wish Guowei a great success in the future.

QianShaowu Summer, 2001
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This is the calligraphy that Mr. Qian Shaowu wrote after he saw my pastel figurative drawings in 2001. He was passionate writing his expectation to me on the rice
paper. I have it here by his permeation.
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Guowei Zhao

Born in 1994, in Tianjin, China.Sculptor and Painter.

Guowei Zhao Graduated from the Center Academy
of Fine Art Affiliated High School in1962, Five years
later, he graduated from the Center Academy of Fin Art
in Beijing China. In 1974, as a stage designer, he em-
ployed at Wuhan Opera House for eight years.

In 1982, Guowei Zhao immigrated to the United
States.

As a professional sculptor. he worked for Seagull
Fine Art making a series of sculptures, which were shown
at major galleries in the Unite States. Also, the pieces
were exhibited at Art Expo in Los Angeles, New York,
and other major cities in the United States. Then, as
master sculptor he was employed at Mattel Toy, Inc.
During those years he created four pieces of bronze sculp-
tures for a classical castle at Seattle. Washington. To-
gether with Mr. Ting Shaokuang, they created huge sculp-
tures- "Harmony" for Shanghai Grant Opera Hall.
Recently, Guowei Zhao has produced 300 pieces figura-
tive drawings and ink paintings, some of which were

published and reviewed in the Beijing "art " magazine in
2006. Same year, his two pieces huge cupper sculptures
series, "Universe", along with five ink drawings were
selected by Novotel Citygate Hotel in Hong Kong,
(Through a world wide betting). As a major master
designer, he designed "Barbie" doll and her boy friend
"Ken" for Mattel Toy, Inc. In 2008, his sculpture piece
"Universe" was selected and participated at 2008 Beijing
International Bi-annul Art Exhibition in China National

Museum.
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Irresistible Charm

Review on Zhao Guowei's Modern Line Drawing

Jia De Jiang

Some irresistible charms are blowing on my face at the time when I'm enjoying the
masterpieces of modern line drawings by Zhao Guowei, an artist from the United States. 1
think all fellow artists share the same feeling with me, surprised, excited and agitated. The
surprise comes from his language for the lines radiating a strong tension, and the excitement
is based on-his creation of a new aesthetic form in line drawing, while the agitation is due to
a kind of indescribable shock and psychological penetration. Those black-white figurative
line drawings on rice paper are freestyle in pure ink, passionate and boorish, powerful and
surging. Some are conglomeration twisted in thin line and others are shapes within the
disarray, to express an infinite vital force. The shape and the character of the lines are no
longer as the lines from western artists, neither with the outline of the shape as of the
traditional, tight, inward as of "Wu zone when the wind," or "Cao cloth out of water"I.
Masterworks of combination of abstract and concrete, of marriage between western and
eastern, are of graft by modern and tradition.

Zhao Guowei creates with open mind and in free style for expression. He seems to have
an extreme curiosity for Kokoschka, an expressionist genius, with his strong dynamic strokes
and distorted objects. He admires with penchant for Matisse leader of Fauvism, who raised
the form into an independent level, and with the unvarnished character of African art, pen-
etrated with romantic Eastern rhyme. He is obsessed with the disorder and agitative lines
from Argonne Hill; and at the same time, he is greatly inebriated by Lucian Freud, who, full
of creative passion and strong psychological sense, explored the ingenious combination of
human body in the concrete world with art imagination. However Zhao Guowei has told
me that he is mostly inspired by Cezanne, father of the Western contemporary arts.

Prior to Cezanne, the art was basically an art of reproduction or imitation of nature.
Even since, artists have been no longer emphasizing on the reproduction on nature, but
rather, focus to express subjective impression on the basis of personal reception for objec-
tive nature, and focus to express the concretion, stability and internal structure of the mate-
rial so as to establish his personal artistic specialty of structuralism. This great contempo-
rary art master advocated that painting should break away with the sense of plot and literary,
and that the artist should try intensively to get known of the objectives and should oppose to
treat the nature in a careless manner, and extremely emphasis the importance of personal
sensation and advocated to make full display of the expression ability in the painting. With
the concepts, he promoted the popularity "art for art's sake" and the development of formal-
ism in Europe. To Zhao Guowei, Cezanne's innovation spirits in painting is the brightest
shinning point in the Western modern art, and the coincidence with the spirit of Chinese
freestyle painting.

From the High School affiliated to Central Academy of Fine Art to the Academy's
Sculpture Department, Zhao Guowei received nine-year training in "Chinese Academic
Education", which provided him a solid foundation of western modeling. However deep in
his heart, he was marked with the national tradition. Maybe due to the influence by Profes-
sor Qian Shaowu, Zhao Guowei had been growing day by day the fascination and interest in
"shaping by line". Zhao had gone through various schools in Chinese history: Gu Kaizhi of

Eastern Jin Dynasty with his beautiful curving and graceful lines, just as silkworm spinning

silk-threat; Wu Daozhi of Tong Dynasty with his "Lan Yi Miao"2; Li Gongli of North Song
Dynasty for his style of simple lines as "Dan Hao Qing Mo"3; and Chen Hongshou from
late Ming Dynasty with his brushes for old plain style of thin and strong lines with exag-
geration and deformation. However, as a student, calm and inward in personality but pas-
sionate inside, Zhao Guowei was more in favor of Xu Wei of Ming Dynasty for his wild and
odd personality by means of "paint with flying brush" style; and of Liang Kai of Song
Dynasty with his vigorous and concise bold brush works. And he was even more fascinated
with flamboyant Chinese calligraphy in cursive, whether Zhang Xu "drawing with hair", or
Huai Su who calligraphed so swiftly as "with seconds of cries, thousand of characters done".
Zhao Guowei was tremendously affected in his art direction by the unpreventable and un-
controllable ecstasy and excitement of those cursive creators at the time when their emotion
was pouring. He was no longer satistied using a pencil as an old monk to detail the objects
calmly and meticulously. He was no longer interested in slovenly and unclear fuzzy con-
tour with the pastels. In combination of boldness by Xu Wei with his free style and in
pursuit of Liang Kai's sharp, pungent simple brush works, Zhao Guowei started his unique
maverick art journey, by painting in wild brush style contemporary figures with Chinese
rice paper and brushes.

Years following 1967 when he graduated from Sculpture Department at the Central
Academic of Fine Art, the only thing Zhao Guowei can never give up is his art of line, no
matter whether in the army as a training student, or in Wuhan Opera House as a stage
designer, and no matter in the United States where he suffered so much hardship in his new
career, or how up-and-down by the density and emotionally. His line drawing mainly ex-
presses human figures and portraits, on Chinese rice paper with two different kinds of pen-
-Western mark pen and Chinese brush. If I am not mistaken, the idea he had chosen these
two tools were based on revolution of Western painting material and the re-creation of
traditional art. Shaping human figures with markers was Mr.Zhao Guowei's new explora-
tion after he went to The United States.

Marker pen is a special pen that enables one to draw lines in the same thickness with
less variety. It is the tool that Western artists like to use for the line drawing. We often say
that line is a main method in Chinese traditional painting, while actually it isn't Chinese
patent. We can't say that Angell's line drawing was not for shaping and didn't express linear
beauty. Neither we can say that Aubrey Beardsley didn't show formation in his black-
white-gray relation of lines. In the same way, we can see that Van Gogh had absorbed the
nutrition from Eastern to find the lines to express his motions, and Matisse woke up enabled
to use line to wake up the viewers' mood by specific changes of lines. What I like to say
here is that the lines in Western paintings lack a spirit, emotion, and interest in Chinese
counterparts, which we call the rhythm. With the same lively rhythm, Mr. Zhao Guowei has
conveyed the "live" spirit and interest in his lines.

Farther more, he is pursuing of varying degrees of deformation, which are "connective
but belonging", "continuously in spirit" of a moving line, which is never relied on the others.
He left "dots" casually on rice paper like suspending beads and jades full of special sentiments,

at pauses and joints of lines. His artworks of this kind have stepped from a natural reproduc-



tion into a free art realm; it is digestion of the essence of art and individualization. The
outlines combine square with round shapes, powerful and straight, fluency and stretch, fo-
cusing in force control; the emphasis lays on the conciseness of the shapes. As for the inner
structures, the winding lines mix around, the seemingly chaos contain narration of light and
shadow, brightness and darkness, layers and volumes, and texture. It's aesthetic value lays
in the power of expression derived from linear dynamic move and re-formation instead of
the beauty of structure of the natural objects and spirit bravely, Zhao Guowei exerted some
concepts and observation \formation methods from foreign contemporary art, in the
meanwhile, he was not superficially imitating Western modern art. In his art works, which
imply a strong contemporary odor and oriental artistic spirit, his elastic and powerful lines
full of strong vitality not only show the ability of the oriental artist to control Western tools,
but also present a new aesthetic quality across the Western esthetes.

As a matter of fact, Zhao Guowei is interested most in the pure ink freehand brushwork,
which, as an artistic form, he has considered, emphasized and worked most during his stay
of more than 20 years in the United States. Looking back its history, the Chinese painting
stressed most with the pen and ink to be gentle, elegant and graceful and to express moods
as if smoke, clouds or quiet woods in a glen and bending gully. However as the pioneer of
frechand brushwork in the late Ming Dynasty, Xu Wei, like a fiery horse breaking into the
woods and the gully, presented a visual effect of flying spirit mixed with whirling dance in
a way that seemed between like and dislike, intentional and unintentional, controllable and
uncontrollable, and to express his enthusiasm of 'exploiting the minds of the ancient’. As
Zhao Guowei understood Xu Wei as the maestro, his art style of wrathful rising and falling,
his brushworks "with emphasis in spirits, not in appearance”, and his masterworks of inspir-
ing and implausible beautiful scenes fully-dotted on rice paper, all are the most splendid
part in the long history of Chinese painting, sharing the same marvelous with Cézanne, the
father of western contemporary art, though with different approaches.

For figurative drawing, this kind of freehand brushwork style had once appeared be-
fore Xu Wei. Liang Kai in the Song Dynasty had expressed his attempt with his bold, rough
and startling freehand brushwork. Unfortunately, his art value was never appreciated and
inherited by the ancient people. Zhao Guowei and his generation alike had to obtain invol-
untarily a traditional education in stylization and a basic training in western drawing and
color once he was admitted to the institution for higher education. And as the result of the
bi-directional nurturing education, almost everybody was forced to drive on a "realistic"
way, but lack of freehand style formed by line. They assumed that only the figurative ink
drawing with light and shadow plus the Chinese ink painting was the unique mode for
Chinese figurative painting,

The United States is not the paradise for Chinese artists; however, it allows artists to
develop their thought in the loneliness. Perhaps it is because of his insight or because of his
spirit of encouragement and innovation that enabled Zhao Guoweli, to get inspired by Xu
Wei and Liang Kai, the two great ancient masters, and to open a new way of thinking, which
helped him find out from the historical vacancy and blindness a form to create modern
figurative painting with line, thus bringing a new light to his art development. Through his
work, Zhao made this way of thinking further constantly developed and stressed. With the
respect and practice of self-discipline for the lines, Zhao abandoned the light ink as the way
of expression, which, as a divine, dominated the whole painting, and took a great risk by
setting up a form with pure black ink as the domination, thus portraiture with the pure ink
free brushwork drawing was emerging. Nevertheless, choosing pure ink is a valuable courage,
resolute decision and as well a powerful explosion from accumulation of sensibility and an
extremely positive answer to a promise. The burnt ink, as a way of life, is a spiritual realm
of thick and heavy transcendence; and as an aesthetic category, is clear, definite and vast
and scorching, representing the sharp contract of simplicity with nobility, brave with
domination, and heaviness and oppression.

Zhao Guowei chooses the sketch of modern figures or human bodies as his artistic

range, neither the traditional Southern School, nor the flowers and birds, nor the landscape,
and this artistic expression is pretty easy to be transferred into modern art since there is
some kind of relationship within. With the burnt ink sketch drawing, Zhao Guowei finds in
itself a spiritual point of agreement for the Chinese art and the Western art, and bears the
spirits with rice paper, ink and brush. With the freehand brushwork, Zhao melts both arts
together and creates a new artistic realm with modern sense. He draws in a very bold and
prompt way: heavy ink, bold lines, to make his paintings with sense of power. With thor-
ough study and profound master of the muscle, bone and the facial expression of the figures,
Zhao pays attention not only to the high point (the highlight), but more to the low point (the
shadow), with lines set off by the surface, while the light revealed by the dark; with a state
of the intention from the heart, while the brush moving according to the intention, but the
formation forgotten by the intention. His brush strokes are either jerky and choppy, or heavy
and thick, or broke but the expression continues, or corniness and indulger, creating a beauty
of density and withering in a status of formless ink and exhibiting the wonder of refinement.
This kind of extemporization, similar to the great freehand brushwork of flower and bird
paintings, makes the elements of dots and lines, "totally casting away any attempt of expla-
nation to become a symbolical icon of the internal sensibility" (quote from Kandinsky).
Non-descriptive style of painting, exaggerative body postures, grace from the flexible and
beautiful brushwork, status of neither combination nor separation in the same construction,
painting with imagination, all these come to one word: Movement, and quiet movement
with full of energy.

Zhao Guowei doesn't think that the trace and ink appeared on rice paper will be mean-
ingful only if the brushworks are calligraphic, but believes that the meaning lies in the
inseparableness of the importance of the brushworks with sensibility, and the latter has
played a key role in helping establish Zhao Guowei's artistic style. Zhao's burnt ink free-
hand brushwork is an art of abstract and recapitulation, the advantage of which is of strong
subjectivity. Abstract is the specific characteristic of the Chinese brush and ink, with very
clear nationality while recapitulation is a summary of complicated patterns and phenomena,
need to be built on the basis of rich education and cultivation. As particular to any piece of
art, the artist's personal interests must be involved definitely. In this sense, the works by
Zhao Guowei are more artistic, more intense and more impactive. The absorption of West-
ern painting skills hidden in his works is not mainly on technically, but of the same structure
of concepts and spirits, for the spirits are not the characteristic of classical European painting,
but that of the expressionism of modern western arts.

Obviously, it is the unique artistic creation by Zhao Guowei from the fine line drawing
with marker pen to the line drawing of freehand brushwork with brush as the result of his
study of the painting languages from master painters of China and abroad, and it is his true
love. If we say that his marker pen line drawing doesn't perish nationality in the pursuit of
modernity, we can then say that his burnt ink freehand brushwork will not perish his global-
ization because he is developing the nationality. Zhao absorbs the essence of the Chinese
traditional formation with line drawing with that of the modern western art, in these works
of human bodies or portraitures, and blends them together as one. And he uses modern
concept and line drawing skill freely to record with ease the life progress of a painter, which
is the materialization of the painter's inner world and also shows rational respect to the
creative conscious by modern people and the deep feeling of the abstract shape and the form
of modern line drawing. And it is also the blending of sense and philosophy through the
frames with his unique soul. We cannot resist the charms by Zhao Guowei and his works,
nor can we deny that he has created a new way of painting, in spite of the time required for
true understanding. Zhao's artistic spirit will definitely ir.‘}ﬂuence many artists both from the

East and the West. His effort is worldwide.

Beijing Palace Garden
Dawn of December 7, 2009
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Preface

Guowei Zhao

"A painting reflects the personality of the artist" usually describes the relationship be-
tween artist and artwork, which also allows for the deepest expectation for art.

Writing a preface for my book, as well as talking about my own paintings, are no easy
tasks and even seem superfluous. Chinese artists prefer to create their works by will, and
with personal feelings, which makes it extremely difficult to express the reasons behind the
creation of an artwork. However, it is relatively much easier to write about myself.

Our generation, for almost half a century, has experienced enormous social changes.
Every one of us may have a lot to say. An artist should be able to expresses his feelings
through his artwork, which should be judged by the viewers, and not by what the artist
himself says, or by the outpouring of his own sensations.

We were taught in idealized collectivism at a time when we were under the type of
education emphasizing generality. The people became similar, in what to wear, o say, or to
paint, and as the result, all paintings looked similar in style; therefore, arose the explanation:
"a painting reflects the personality of the artist".

With a major upheaval sweeping across the nation, we drifted with the tides and de-
voted ourselves heart and soul. For years, we would just waste our precious time, doing
nothing meaningful, and of course, without a touch of painting. In the years to follow, we
were driven to remote regions and totally deprived of the right to paint. Having been as-
signed to a new job in Wuhan, I was provided with an opportunity to paint at Three Gorges
of Yangzi River. With passion and enthusiasm, I painted numerous beautiful landscapes,
which I have hidden as my treasure up to now, hanging in my room to arouse my precious
memories all by myself.

With China opened to the world, T came to the United States in 1982. And it is really
heartbreaking to recall the bitterness of that time. With as little as $50 in my pocket, I felt
like a homeless dog, wandering. However, the surviving and the spirit are in co-existence.
Suffering the loneliness was the greatest hardship. To live all by one self is a great chal-
lenge and subversion to my previous life. From time to time, I was deeply moved when [
heard, "From the New World" symphony by Devoshack, a melody for new immigrants. Not
long ago when I recalled those years, I wrote a calligraphy, which said "Facing the wall for
twenty years". The personal experience for survival based on the Western principle of
personal value, to me, a Chinese man, is really a challenge.

Ideology (thought) comes from loneliness. In the face of various modern and contem-
porary art schools of the West, I started with the academic style of painting the objects
realistically. As a starting point, I delved more deeply to understand Cezanne and modern-
ism at its early stage. Actually, long before that Duchamp appeared in the West as a van-
guard against the visual arts. However, by no way could I be moved (inspired) a bit by the
theory that, "art must be dead" as advocated by Duchamp and his followers in modern
China. I know that Cezanne and early modernism is what really drives me psychologically,
which is the intersection of the Western art and traditional Chinese art. It seems that the
western trend has been on the lam after meeting eastern art. From the viewpoint of Chinese
Doctrine of the Mean, it has gone too far (mad). For over twenty years, I have racked my
brain, but without any conclusion. Do as I feel right and I would not be forced to do any-
thing I could not accept emotionally. Keeping in line with a great esteem of art (faith in art);
I expect to paint, and to paint in my own style.

Pain and joyousness are parallel. I feel grateful to have move away from traditional art

and to free myself through the process of art development, which also eases the pain result-
ing from a gearing to return to my homeland.

Painting and writing have a lot in common, since without experiencing hardship, it is
impossible to accumulate the abundance and connotation required to be a master in either.

Actually, I created these paintings with chances. The opportunity brought me the possi-
bility of success with my accumulation over the years. With these advantages, I could draw
models twice a week, which lasted for six or seven years. At the beginning, I simply drew
models as a sculptor of the human body. But soon I realized it was an appropriate platform
for me to break off from tradition in order to achieve my goal of fundamental change in my
art style. By completely throwing out the traditional criterion of life -sketching, which is
non-utilitarian, "Courage is valuable" became my strong point before I realized it. 1. at last,
released myself among the ever-changing objects, caught all the sprung-at-will inspirations,
and made drastic developments, until I formed my own style.

In addition to the occasional opportunities, there was something special. when a Chi-
nese artist draws western models on rice paper, it might be strange to even Chinese people.
Irrespective of art connoisseurs being either Asians or Westerners, a model is just a medium
in which, I can express my feelings for the objects and for the human beings.

Chinese people often sum up the concept of "Sense" as ideographic. This is typically
personal accumulation through natural outpouring, which ought to be very personal. What
do the objects look like in the eyes of an artist? Like it or not or at any point in between that
range, it is hard to tell. In addition, if an artist uses the objects as a medium, what you can
feel is the visual tension on the paper (or other mediums) through the basic elements, such
as, point, line, shape and space... This concept has been categorized as visual perception in
Western modernism theory, and also been discussed in traditional Chinese art theory. The
reasons for discussing such are to show the specific characteristics of both.

My paintings take on the style of realism, but are not as the traditional. The style and
method to paint human figures with a Chinese medium such as rice paper and brush, which
was criticized as non-descript, revealed the struggle within myself, my love for traditional
art and my expectation to be innovative. As a touchstone, Duchamp painted the mustache
on Mona Lisa, which completely broke away from the traditional concept. This is the
Westerner's way of thinking and is it acceptable to us? I have doubts about it. But in any
case, either with support for or against, or somewhere in between, all of it comes from one's
feeling (heart), and not from blind follow-up nor by force.

My drawing differs form traditional Chinese ink painting in two different ways. I hope
to express art through both line and ink. "Line" is what I use to describe as "Bi". Dry ink is
what T use to describe as "mo". 1love the expression of the line. The works of Henry
Matisse and Pablo Picasso have truly inspired me. Their works are both lucid and succinct.
Now I have come to the realization that the ancient Chinese painting and calligraphy have
long utilized the expression of "line", which can be traced back to thousands of years ago. It
also suggested the earliest form of human literacy. As early as during the reformation of
Chinese characters during the Qin and Han dynasty, our ancestors have used the shape of
"silk worm's head and swallow's tail" to characterize Beginning stokes, carrying slrbkcs.
and ending strokes. Thus, this created the foundation of Chinese calligraphy. Through
years of evolution, Chinese characters have evolved into a divine and lively combination of

calligraphy and picture.



My lines are drawn with complete competency; yet they are unconscious, or perhaps
free-minded. Lines can be drawn through my subconscious mind, even with my eyes half-
closed. I emphasize on the unknown nature of the line. Through its essence, I liberate
myself. [ have once read an interesting story of Mr. Huang Bin Hong. He had eye disease
at the age of eighty, but it didn't stop him from painting. Once cured from the eye disease,
he realized that the paintings he had drawn during those days had an unexpected effect.
What a remarkable enlightenment - to search the essence of the "unknown"

In recent years, I have found " dry ink" to be my newest favorite medium. I found that
"dry ink" possesses a more powerful expression. The transition between "line" and "dry
ink" resembles both linguistic and psychological relief. Furthermore, I have perceived
Western Expressionism's "black painting” to be influenced by Chinese calligraphy. I often
ask myself; "why is it when Western painters use oil on canvas, it suggests a much stronger
visual tension?" Once I realized that the difference is not within the tools or medium, I have
developed an enormous sense of curiosity to explore the possibility of using ink on rice

paper to express objects.

Some Western critics believe that Chinese paintings are rather repetitive, invariable, and
inelastic. 1 think there are both pros and cons in the Western and Eastern art. It is wise to take
the best of both worlds and apply it to a unified effort to pursue the true essence of art.

My dry ink drawings suggest visual tension. I purposely apply ink on the rice paper to
produce a sense of rhythm within its shape. My paintings, whether complicated or simple,
imply a relief of my spiritual self. They also have the desire to communicate with its view-
ers through its own language. I am anxious to entertain viewers' critiques. Thus, many
friends have come to describe them as lyrical. My father in-law once said; "It's hard to
compliment”. My wife says that she can sense my ambition. My son feels that my paintings
are too depressing.

This album is produced with my 50 years of experience of sketching, drawing and
painting. Although it is a bit late, I feel that it is just the beginning.

Guowei Zhao November 2009

Beijing & Los Angeles
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A Distant View

James Todd

Mann Zhao, my former painting student at the University of Montana, has asked me to
comment on the drawings of her husband Guowei Zhao. I have never met Guowei, and have
only seen his works recently on the Web site, so my observations about his art should be
understood in that limited context.

As a sculpture graduate of the Central Academy in Beijing, China, Guowei received
an exceptionally high level of education as an artist. In the United States, entrance require-
ments for college art majors at state universities and colleges are lenient to say the least in
comparison to those of China where several days of entrance exams are required for art
applicants, and only the most gifted are selected for higher art education. Following the
1949 revolution, Communist China inherited the Soviet system of art training described as
Socialist Realism. Western critics often described the content of Socialist Realism as mere
state propaganda, but the painting and sculpting techniques taught in Communist art acad-
emies were "classical" in the Western sense meaning that artists were expected to master the
most advanced forms of descriptive realism that had developed in Europe during and after
the Renaissance. Consequently, when China began opening its doors to the West in the
1980s, and despite the fact that many schools had been shut down during the Cultural
Revolution, we learned that Chinese artists were often much more technically competent
than their western counterparts, and it takes only a brief survey of Guowei's sculptures and
drawings to see that he was one of these noteworthy graduates.

A good art education in descriptive realism not only gives artists the knowledge of how
to create illusions of reality, but also a wider base of skills with which to adapt their work to
different styles and techniques. I taught several Chinese mainland artists in the 1980s, and
when they asked me to introduce them to different forms of "Modernism" I was amazed at
how quickly they mastered these styles and the high artistic quality of their interpretations.
The pictures I saw of Guowei's sculpture commissions demonstrate this same versatility.
He has utilized idealized realism as well as neo-gothic and abstract styles but whatever his
approach we see the hand of a master artist.

I, however, have been asked to comment primarily on Guowei's black and white brush
and pen drawings that are a series of studies of the human figure that emphasize the artist's
freedom of movement. The distortions of his figures are extensions of his knowledge of the
human form which, like a jazz musician's improvisations on a familiar melody, remind us
that his effortless departures from correct anatomy are neither mistakes nor oversights but
acts of creative freedom and embellishment.

To accomplish this, Guowei uses what is called a "contour drawing” technique, and it
might be good at this point to explain what this means. There are variations of contour
drawing, but in general it is the use of a continuous and unhesitating line. It is a difficult
technique because once the artist sets brush, pen or pencil to paper he or she must keep the
line continuously moving until the image is complete. In the case of the human body, artists
often keep their visual attention on the subject while imagining that the line they are making
1s actually tracing the contours and outline of the figure. Watching artists use this technique
leaves one with the impression that they are hypnotically staring at the subject while the
drawing hand is independently going about some other business.

The particular contour pen technique use by Guowei involves periodic pressure points
that are made without lifting the hand from the paper producing a peculiar pattern of dots
which are scattered along the flowing line like beads on a string. The shading of the figures

is done by a rapid circular contour line that spins like an egg beater. This spinning move-
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ment determines the degree of light and dark shadowing without sacrificing Guowei's
spontaneity, and it can also create decorative illusions of a third dimensional surface. But
the key point of the contour line whether graceful, scribbled, slow or fast, is that it gives the
artist a sensation of unhesitating freedom, and what keeps this freedom from being mere
chaotic doodling is Guowei's thorough and instinctive knowledge of the human figure just
as the forms and styles of human handwriting are for most people usually spontaneous and
intuitive. But whether handwriting is beautiful or ugly, awkward or graceful, depends on
how much care the writer initially gave to the early slow and tedious practice of learning to
copy the alphabet just as the beauty of a contour line drawing of the figure is determined by
how carefully the artist first studied the human body.

In contrast to the delicate line studies, Guowei's brush drawings are done with heavy
expressive patches of black, and his brush work, like that of traditional Oriental calligraphy,
is spontaneous and characterized by "one time only" applications. As with handwriting, the
immediacy and beauty of the brushwork comes from the writer's or artist's earlier discipline
of tedious and repetitious practice that eventually culminates in work that is free, intuitive,
and seemingly done without effort. It is at this stage that consciousness and unconscious-
ness are wed in the creative act.

Guowei's characterizations of the human face and figure are reminiscent of the early
20th century Art Nouveau movement and the drawings of the Austrian artist Gustav Klimt.
Art Nouveau was known for its expressive and ornamental use of flowing line and the
subjects of Klimt's drawings often had expressively humorous cartoon like faces. Guowei's
drawings are similar in this respect, and it would be interesting to know how his job as a
Barbie Doll designer may or may not have influenced his art. His wife Mann tells us that
when Guowei returned from his daily sixty-mile trips between home and work his drawings
were a form of release from the tensions of his job and the adjustments to life in the United
States.

Earlier I mentioned the high level of art training I saw in the students who came from
Communist China, but what they often lacked was the self confidence to develop a personal
mode of expression. My experience with them dates back some twenty years and more so
this may no longer be the case, but during the 1980s, my Mainland Chinese graduate stu-
dents expected me to dictate their theses, and I had a terrible time convincing them that a
thesis was their responsibility. They were simply not accustomed to that kind of freedom
and self-direction, so I find it interesting that what Mann emphasizes about her husband's
Guowei's art is his need to be free, and that they both believe freedom is the core of great art.
Mann says that what she and Guowei discovered together in their travels to the museums of
the world was that the essence of art is achieved "when the artist is free to depict whatever
is in his mind, in a style of his/her choosing, without regard for what was fashionable at the
time." I think that explains best what Guowei finds so important in his expressively free and
spontaneous use of pen and brush.

Again Mann expresses it best. She says when Zhao draws:

"He takes a line for a walk. It is leisurely one moment, exciting the next, and finally

perhaps even exasperating." %

James G. Todd, jr. RE*
Professor Emeritus of Art and Humanities.
The University of Montana. Missoula, U.S.A
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Visual Tension on Rice paper
Ye Wu Lin

This is an album that represents a fifty-year body of work.

Zhao Guowei has immersed himself in the world of art since his childhood. In 1959, he
was admitted to the High School Affiliated with the Central Academy of Fine Art in Beijing,
China. There he formally began his career in art. Ten years later, having majored in sculpture,
he received his diploma from the Central Academy of Fine Art. During those years of study
he was self mocker: "In fact, after a long period of studying, I don't really know what
sculpture is." Which was true, in that, the art education Guowei and his generation experi-
enced was a long period of unspeakable frustration. Back then much of an artist's time was
wasted on themes of government political correctness. For almost two decades the artist's
ability to follow his inner passion and creativity took a back seat to the production of works
of patriotic propaganda.

Fortunately political reform in the early nineteen eighties allowed Guowei to go abroad
to study and to follow his dreams. Simply put, he was looking for art opportunities abroad.
At the airport on his departure I saw the panic and fear in his eyes and realized how much he
had sacrificed emotionally and financially to pay for this journey. But the past thirty years
in the United States haven't exactly been a paradise. During that time in order to pursue his
childhood dream he has experienced many frustrations and suffered many setbacks. Still in
recalling the past he values all the reverses and expresses no regret.

To Zhao Guowei it is not a question of whether life in the United States is happy or
whether there is suffering, gain or loss. The point is that he has changed his condition of
being manipulated by others. From one who had no self- confident and he has become an
independent thinker, charting his own artistic destiny.

Even though he lives in a country, which advocates human rights, no one gives you a
road map to follow which lets you easily shed your previous inhibitions. It is a rude shock,
which is extremely off-putting for any artist. Maintaining one's sense of balance and artistic
purity is difficult under most circumstances but especially so in a foreign land. Guowei
eschewed many opportunities to sell his work and chose to make his living outside the art
world. His choice allowed him to create art at his own pace, in accordance with his own
sensibilities and passion.

Over the years he was employed at a major toy company in Los Angeles and became a
professional sculptor. For sixteen years he had created many successful products for the
company. His earnings provided a stable life for him and his family. While working at his
sculpting job he was able to stay abreast of developments in the world of academia and
contemporary sculpture. Recently, he has been probing the possibilities of combining the
components of Western sculpture with the principles of Chinese calligraphy. The person
who professed, "that he didn't know what sculpture was" is now applying new concepts to
an ancient art form. His way of searching and experimenting spans a half century. One
might say that it is the pursuit of knowledge in a typically Chinese way.

From China to United States Zhao Guowei's living space has dramatically changed but
his Chinese nature has not changed at all. With his help I came to the United States and
lived with him for a period of time. We had talked amiably in Tianjin where we both
attended the Central Academic of Fine Art and then we joked that "After came to U.S., our
English has not improved but the Tianjin dialog has been improved quite bit." The kid of
affectionate homesick is not only showing in language but also expressed on the typical
penchant with rice paper and brush. He started expressing his emotion and loneliness in
calligraphy long before. Frequently, studying the calligraphy model and observing painting,

he forms a distinctive idea in Chinese painting and calligraphy. Cross the ocean, he view
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the new and old Chinese paintings with cool detachment, consider it as weighted on brush
and ink but ignoring shape and strength, therefore, it has a defect that is weak on visual
tension of wallop. This is a topic to directly point at the dead spot of Chinese scholar's
painting. Luckily he is an outsider, no one care what he had said. But he attempts to try for
change and show his tricks.

Life is so unpredictable. Zhao Guowei had searched everywhere for an opportunity to
paint. Then he started attending live-model workshops, where he could draw twice a week.
It was a turning point where Zhao Guowei formed a sense of independence and an artistic
identity. It shaped a Chinese artist who has an unbreakable connection with rice paper and
ink-brush.

These are paintings, which express great tension and visual impact. They contain the
spirit of a man who exhibits a free and confident personality. His efforts are totally different
from his previous work. The paintings appearing in front of me are astonishing in their
candor and their simplicity.

Zhao Guowei's figurative drawings are done with a sculptor's eye. His style, in terms
of volume and space, is clearly a departure from his previous work, which was executed in
a more traditional fashion. Instead, he utilizes heavy ink at the high point of the object to
deal with bulk. The dry ink accumulates in thick layers. The protruding bulk rises above the
paper and the negative space sinks into the paper to produce a great tension.

The purpose of choosing rice paper (xuan), brush and ink to paint the human figure is
to express the Chinese aesthetic in using traditional Chinese painting materials. It also ex-
presses bulk and space, which used to be esteemed in Western Art. It allows the artist to use
Chinese artistic language to convey an aesthetic essence from a Western point of view.
Zhao Guowei has been enlightened by the concept of brushwork in Chinese freestyle painting.
Each stroke is not used to describe realistic shapes. Each stroke, bold and contrasting, moves
and forms a seamless unity. Guowei is indifferent to what is called wrong or failed strokes.
Or what is called extractive and fine strokes. All his strokes are connected and complementary.
All of them are as sound as a falling stone or the rhythm of a waterfall. Even in the accumu-
lated dense ink, you can still find a sense of emptiness within.

Foresight makes it possible to create abstract creatures with brush and ink on rice paper,
with the unique characteristic that the image cannot be modified once created. Only then
and there, Guowei obtains his greatest spiritual delight. He said "when painting with his
eyes closed and with his head turned he would make a mess on paper". That may be the state
of mastery, which Zhuangzi called "Dao". With a consciousness of personality and unique
artistic styles, artists have broken from the cultural confinement of the past. Chinese con-
temporary art has freed itself from the chains of the past.

Though fate has never been generous in giving Zhao many opportunities, that unfair-
ness has fundamentally awakened his true personality, which had been sublimated during
his earlier years. Now it is clearly evident in his distinctive artistic vocabulary. I feel that
this is the most significant characteristic of this album. You can hardly express with a few
words deep meaning for "Fifty Years to Polish a Sword'. Fortunately the album itself is a
sharp sword---a masterpiece--- that can be proudly displayed. I look forward to even more
thoughtful and brilliantly executed pieces in the future.

Oct. 2009, at Cao Si Peng Garden

Ye Wulin, Professor in The Academy of Film in Beijing. Professional artist in oil

painting and mural. Exhibited in United, France, and many countries around the world.
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The Reverie of line and ink

Mann Meng

Viewing Guowei's drawings, I am stunned. The floating lines spiral into a strange
conglomeration, and shapes evolve into other peculiar forms. The black and white colors
meander to and fro, creating an illusion which is hard to comprehend and difficult to describe.
It is at the same time a floating cloud, a decayed petal, a piece of cloth, a solid rock, and an
ancient tree trunk... All in all, it contains a reverie of an unknown world and a resignation
to the unpredictability of human life.

Guowei possesses a strong ability to describe natural objects realistically. Going be-
yond that ability permits him to enter new realms. He handles shapes and lines with ease in
a powerful, unconstrained manner. He never attempts to imitate any artist, either contem-
porary or classical. Things just happen naturally. We sense his loneliness-in-a-foreign-
land within the contained space of the drawing paper and are privy to his personal inner
world. Viewing Guowei's painting is to stroll leisurely in the idyllic scenery, or perhaps
listen to a melodic symphony-cozy and free but full of twists and turns--- without hesitation
and wandering. His lines are spontaneous and seem to amble across the paper, moving
amid appearance and emptiness, black and white, interacting within his drawing and himself.
1t looks like a photo emerging out of developer--- gradually, continuously, until the whole
is exposed. He takes a line for a walk. It is leisurely one moment, exciting the next, and
finally perhaps even exasperating.

Whether it is a traditional concept or modernism, realistic or abstract, color or black
and white, the exquisite caliber of his work conveys not only the visible, superficial image
on the paper, but a sense of unlimited imagination, allowing the viewer to visit an imagi-
nary world which is totally different from the one you can see in the drawing. Who associ-
ates the human body with flower petals? Perhaps the artist himself has no understanding of
what is happening to his painting; still his work is infused with both the conscious and
subconscious. With the movement of his pen point, the artist has created an art that also
reflects an outpouring of the unconscious. We can be enlightened by the artwork itself.
Furthermore, the artist, while presenting a view of nature to us allows his mind to follow his
beating heart.

An ancient Chinese artist once said that the idea occurs before the brush strokes. Per-
haps it is more proper to say as that the idea occurs throughout the process. The ancient
Chinese artist Shi Tao said: "The way to set up a basic rule is to use the "no rule" to develop
the universal regulation." We study it in order to transcend it. There are no immutable
restrictions in art. Change is the high standard of art. "There were no principles in the
distant past due to the chaos, the standards were established when the chaos disappeared.
How are the standards established? They are universal principles that are innate to artists:
no ordinary people can understand them. (Shi Tao)

Guowei uses his own distinguished lines to create his unique, enjoyable forms. He
worked on his line drawings for years. In total he has successfully produced over 300
pieces of line drawing. However, he suddenly jumps from it to black brush strokes and dry
ink on rice paper---from nervous, meandering lines to strong black and white forms.
Nonetheless, his free and unconstrained style is even stronger than before. Facing his new
drawings, I am taken aback and emotionally impacted by his new paintings. Some of them
are so oppressive that it is hard to breathe. Others are so exuberant that they absolutely
dazzle. Some drawings are hard as rock and seem to break through the paper; some exhibit

the distress of a decaying ancient tree.
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The calligraphy in his drawing is neither the explanation nor is it the poetry of classical
Chinese painting. It is thinking as writing. The words pass from his hand to the paper
imbued with feeling. Lines form shapes, which converge to create forms some of which
appear preposterous, adding a touch of humor to the paintings. Clearly the calligraphy is
line and shape, combining to form unified images that call for introspection and lead to
insight.

Guowei is a quiet and rather unsociable being. Over twenty years he lived a life that
physically took him on a straight line between two spots---driving daily 60 miles from
home to work. But no matter how his life unfolded, he always kept working at his art. At
Mattel, he was a master designer of the Barbie Doll, which required the sculpting in detail
of small-sized models. In the evening, he attended model-drawing workshops. Art served
as his release from the pressures of the job and the tribulations of modern life in a foreign
land. He enjoyed the leisure of line drawing and often got home after 10pm. Frequently he
laid his drawings on the floor and talked with me about his experiences at the workshop. His
excitement showed clearly in his words and mannerisms. I was so happy for him that he
could work independently. Often I was touched by his work, and we talked until past midnight.

There is nothing that compares with creating your own work. Guowei was born to
create art and to live for art. He can live without talking, without sleep, without going
anywhere, but never without art. His entire existence is about art. He expresses his inner
world through a uniquely sublime artistic language, untroubled by what is commonplace
and current. He observes the object with care and then steps away from the object to cap-
ture its dynamic momentum. He is not bounded by academic technique, but uses it uniquely
for his own good. Thus his drawings push and pull the viewer from the apparent to the
unseen. It is important, as an artist, to liberate one's mind and to break from restrictions that
are either self-imposed or emanate from the outer world.

Throughout the years, Guowei and I have visited many art museums in America and
Europe and observed Western Art. We have frequented the museums of Paris, Rome, Florence,
New York, and Munich. At the Metropolitan Museum and the Louvre, we showed great
respect for the many well-known masters. We discovered that the essence of that art is
achieved when the artist is free to depict whatever is in his mind, in a style of his/her choosing,
without regard for what was fashionable at the time. He/she revels freely, uninhibited in his/
her inner world. '

A career in art is often long and arduous. Even though he is now over 60, Guowei is
still fresh and imaginative, ready to create new works, ready to portray new visions. Curiously,
as I write, I can feel the influence of Guowei's work. I am conscious of the spontaneity in his
worldview and hopefully have opened myself to the joys of that expression. If his work
teaches us anything, it is to cherish the freedom to adapt, the freedom to change course and

to fly in a new direction, the freedom to always be young of spirit.

November, 2009
Los Angeles, USA

Mann Meng, wife of Zhao Guowei, M.A. from University of Montana and The Cen-
tral Academy of Art and Design, Beijing. Currently working as a freelance, graphic de-

signer and painter in Los Angeles, U.S.A.




