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Art Education and Realism Training

Foreword for Mau-Kun Yim’s Complete Guide to Drawing the Head

Art education is a very complex matter. Should there be any
requests when it comes to drawings and drawing portraits? If there
are, it inevitably limits the variety in styles and techniques. If there
are no consistent standards, the fairness of higher art education ex-
ams is called into question. It's simply a catch-22 situation. In recent
years, a general consensus has been reached among Chinese art schools
to make realistic representations a basic requirement. After all, if a
student's ability is measured by the exaggerated nature of Expres-
sionism or the unclassifiable nature of Abstract Art, there can be no
standard at all. Unless you throw away entrance exams altogether,
realist representation remains the only practical yardstick of student
ability.

This does not settle the problem. What if the art student doesn't
exaggerate or warp the form, but minimizes or even avoids the use of
light and shadow so their drawing consists of pure lines? In that case,
should we follow the principles of light and shadow for three-dimen-
sional shapes? But then there are those who use boundary lines for
light and shadow, and those who don't. Some use neither shading nor
shadows. Giuseppe Castiglione (1688—1766, Italian Jesuit Brother,
missionary and court painter in China) achieved perspective and depth
using no shading or shadowing at all. Caravaggio and Rembrandt
used both shading and shadows. How do you judge them? How do
you give a score? Base it on aesthetics? That doesn't work, because
no one can agree on a standard definition for "aesthetics". As they
say, "beauty is in the eye of the beholder". My example of higher art
examination illustrates just how complex art education is.

My painting is just one particular approach, and what I teach is
Jjust my own painting insights and techniques so it's by no means the
"Official School". I don't think that art education can do everything.
Even the greatest artists and educators can't guarantee that every stu-
dent they teach will become an outstanding artist. In fact, art educa-
tion can be described as "so much sowing yet so little harvest". This
situation can't really be helped and the "harvest rate" is only slightly
improved by imposing rigorous standards in the quality of art stu-
dents accepted. After years of private teaching, I've encountered all

kinds of art lovers in my adult classes. As Confucius once said,

"edueate all without discrimination." After my experiences with so
many students, I discovered that the most I could do was to give the
students a basic grounding in realist representation. During this
process, I also infuse them with some aesthetic principles.

What basic grounding? Well, the basics are the understanding
of the principles that define shape and volume as well as how they
can be artistically represented in the painting. Many great artists and
teachers since the Renaissance have attempted to develop a unified
set of training principles and methods. Over the last several hundred
years, they have developed a great pool of effective empirical
knowledge. My own approach to teaching follows this superlative
western tradition. Of course, personal classes can't possibly match an
official academy in terms of time, space, manpower and equipment.
The study and teaching of the basic principles and techniques how-
ever have nothing to do with the size of the facility. It all depends on
the quality and effectiveness of the personal instruction given.

The true scope of art education is actually quite "pitiful". It's
really only effective for realist representation training and it is defi-
nitely not all-powerful.

Over the years, I've often heard young art students say, "Are
you still doing realism? Come on, move with the times! Don't be so
conservative!" Or they say, "Art that looks like the subject isn't art.
Art that doesn't look like the subject is art." While this talk of "real-
ism equals being conservative" has been a little more restrained in
recent years, the question of whether "art that looks like the subject is
actually art" remains unresolved. In my essay "The Four Schools of
Visual Arts", I mentioned that visual arts can be roughly divided into
Realism, Expressionism, Abstract Art and Conceptual Art. It's quite
casy to tell the difference between Realism and Conceptual or Ab-
stract Art, but people often confuse "Expressionism" and "Realism",
In "Realism", there should be no exaggeration or warping while "Ex-
pressionism" pursues exaggerated warping. This means it's natural
for Expressionist paintings to not resemble their original subject.
However, using this to criticize Realist paintings for "looking like"
the subject is not only inconsistent with the history and current state

of the art world, but also incredibly childish and immature. As for




making the painting "look like" the subject in an artistic manner rather
than a photographic manner, in Realism that is another question
altogether. The reason why I brought up this topic again is because
there are still a lot of people out there influencing art education and
young art students with this kind of talk. However, a century of dis-
semination and re-discovery of Western realist art in China has now
taken root in people's hearts. Many young art students
have now embraced Realism, and in the past few years
Guangxi has published several collections of my portrait
drawings. These have all been well-received by many
young artists in China and I guess I should feel thankful.

Here in before, I took the opportunity of a new book
to put down a brief outline of my thoughts on art
education.

After three of my drawing collections were pub-
lished by the Guangxi Fine Arts Publishing House, the
editor-in-chief Mr. Huang Zonghu came up with a new
proposal — to create a compilation of in-progress pic-
tures for the drawings in the three books so students can
use them as a reference for steps and techniques. When
editor Lu Haipeng conveyed this proposal to me over the
phone, I said without a second thought, "Wouldn't this
be an infantry drill manual then? If we are going to do
something like this, let's not limit ourselves to the past
three books. I still have some in-progress picture files
that I had saved, they should be here somewhere..."

This was undoubtedly something new. When you
line up over a hundred drawing portraits together, it makes
for an impressive sight. This presentation will make it
easy for drawings using different tools, subjects and tech-
niques to be compared side by side. When art students
look through the book, everything becomes quite clear.
This approach had its own dangers though. There are
bound to be similarities in style or technique when all
the drawings are produced by the same artist. The simi-

larities in process also make the accompanying text de-

scriptions difficult to write. The mass of similar compositions may
also bore the reader-...

Still, those who make the effort will find key insights on steps
and techniques within the series of in-progress drawings. From these,
they may even find the "secret" of a particular technique. Perhaps the
incomplete drawings may prove more interesting or aesthetically ap-
pealing than the finished work, even! Most of the young
readers familiar with my work will already have my pre-
vious three drawing collections. This "Guide" also in-
cludes in-progress pictures for some of my bypast works
in those collections. The "history" of these works makes
for an interesting tale much like a meeting between old
friends.

For this book, I will take the lazy way out for once
and say nothing at all about the painting process. Con-
sider it a "Wordless Book of Secrets"!

When the editor finished laying out the drafts be-
fore me, I felt like the "Chief Instructor of the Imperial
Guard" with all these heads laid out in front of me. It was
quite a heady moment, but then I suddenly wondered: Is
this how you should approach art? Can art be taught like
infantry drill? Of course not! Perish the thought!

Fortunately, Mau-Kun Yim's Complete Guide to
Drawing the Head is not a "Drill Manual", The picture
files are not "soldiers" either, merely a reference that
young artists can use.

Finally, let me emphasize this once more:

For reference use only!

Initial draft completed in Taipei on August 28, 2008
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