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The Vitality of Art Lies in Truthfulness

Random Thoughts on the Paintings by Professors

Yang Xianrang and Zhang Pingliang

by Feng Qiyong

1 studied the paintings by Professors
Yang Xianrang and Zhang Pingliang long
ago. But it is only recently that I got to
know them. 1 had an unforgettable talk
with Professor Yang. What he said struck
such a responsive chord within me that 1
found we really had much to share in our
views of art.

Professor Yang told me he grew up by
the sea. He was born in the Yangma
Island off Muping County on the Jiaodo-
ng Peninsula of Shandong Province. He
later went to Korea and returned before
VJ Day. Calling himself an “islander, " he
said, “The mountains, the sea,the po-
megranate tree in front of the house, the
sweet water well at the back of the school
and my entering and leaving the island in
a sampan... the picturesque sights left an
indelible impression on me ever since my
childhood.

“Qeveral decades have passed, yet the
longing for my hometown has become
ever stronger. In 1962, driven by the
impulse of depicting the place, | made a
trip to the Yangma Island.

“I stayed in a hotel at the foot of the
Kunlun Hill off the island for over two
months. During that time, I often climbed
to the top of the hill, looking northward
to the Yangma Island in distance, which
looked like a piece of green jade gliste-
ning in the sea.”

“Our understanding of the world has
evolved from real life. 1 prefer the rural
areas,” Yang said. “The ancient Chinese
folk art seems to me more modern than
what the modernists now preach. Since

foreign modernism has developed form

foreign culture, the Chinese culture
should nurture something of its own.”

He said,”one must forge one’s own
style in artistic creation rather than just
imitate others.

*I will try to use Chinese brushes,
pigments and paper to paint in the
western style. 1 have been faithfully
following realism all my life. I always do
my work with a strong passion, or with
love for my country, my hometown and
my people.”

Professor Yang said:"1 will proceed in
that direction.”

I am greatly inspired by his words
which seem to be a key for me to un-
derstand his works. Professor Yang s a
renowned artist specializing in woodcut. 1
have seen many of his works and the
collections of his woodcuts published
later. His works have a rich flavor of life,
rural life in particular, as well as a
distinct traditional Chinese style. This
can be seen in his works like “The Night
of Wuhan,” “Watering Horses", "Morni-
ng” and “Xintianyou,” which are charac-
terized by both a distinct Chinese style
and a faithful reflection of life.

The reason 1 mention his woodcuts
here is that the color paintings done by
him still bear the characteristics of his
woodcuts. In fact, his latest works out-
shine his earlier ones, representing a new
hight both in reflection of life and in
artistic creation. Whenever you open his
collections, you can feel the fresh rural
air and relish a strong local flavor by
which you cannot but be deeply touched. |

was also born in the countryside. Having

worked on the farmland for a dozen years,
1, too, have “evelope™ a special passion for
rural life, which in my eyes is beautiful
and simple. Like the Yangma Island, my
home village has changed a lot, with few
traces of poverty left. People have become
better-off. The dilapidated houses have
given way to two or three-storey build-
ings. Modern factories and scenic parks
stand where wasteland used to be.

The new landscape is what our folks
have craved for generation after genera-
tion. Yet 1 always have the yearnings to
look for something old whenever I set foot
on the place. | miss the rundown houses
where [ used to read books by candlelight,
the gurgling stream where 1 used to grind
my sickles in the harvest season, the
bamboo garden where 1 would enjoy the
cool during summer time.

1 cannot forget the purplish little
flowers of hyacinth bean and large tru-
mpet—-shaped flowers of pumpkin in the
corner of my neighbor’s courtyard, the
row upon row of graves extending into the
distance where 1 would graze my sheep
while I myself chased the larks, and the
age- -old ginkgo tree before the old temple
at the entrance of the village, whose
yellow leaves were shimmering under the
setting autumn sun. All these memories
are always fresh to me. When I see the
paintings by Professor Yang, 1 am always
surprised to find that he has visualized my
memories. Lingering before the painting
of an old ginkgo tree by Professor Yang, |
could hardly rein in my drifting thoughts.
The picture brought me back to my
childhood, to the side of the old ginkgo,



where 1 lay against the tree root, drea-
ming while the golden leaves fell down,
one after another, on to my face and body.
It’s only an illusion, of course, yet the
illusion was created not by the mysterious
pillow in an inn for travellers going to
Handan as described in an ancient story,
but by Professor Yang’'s true —to - life
paintings.

The same is true of another painting
entitled "Home". Whose home 1is that? It
seems to be my home. The two old
tile-roofed houses with the low and old
thatched cottages on either side... Whose
house can it be if not mine? didn’t I plant
the pear trees bearing white flowers in
full blossom in the courtyard? The fenced
vegetable garden on the open ground with
yellow vegetable blossoms and the old
lady with a broom in hand in the
background... All this cannot be too true
to life, true not only in the typical
surrounding, but also in details. The
painting strikes me deeply, and makes me
all the more homesick. The Liang Dynasty
poet Jiang Yan(444-—505)said:"Only de-
parture can make people gloomy and sad.
1 once learned by heart his famous
versified essay "Departure” and read the
verse hundreds of times, but what really
makes me gloomy is this painting. This
may be because of my mother, who died 25
years ago and looked very much like the
old lady in the painting, or because of the
fact that 1 had not visited my homeland
for 40 years.

It is true that every painting by
Professor Yang touches me, and how I am

moved by the wisps of cooking smoke!

Simple as it is, such smoke is executed
differently in Yang’s paintings. The coo-
king smoke painted in "A Lane Overloo-
king the River” and “Farmhouse” is
characterized by heavy wisps, some spu-
rting upwar”, while others are just fresh
from a chimney. But the smoke painted in
“Homeland” and “A Small Town in the
South " looks as if it has been dispersed
by the wind and has circled in the air for a
while. The stone arch bridge in the same
painting is typical of south China. I have
crossed and passed under such an arch
bridge hundreds of times. I suddenly find
a peach tree with Pale—colored blossoms
close to the water at the corner of the
house. Under the peach tree are moored
three shabby wooden boats. Though the
peach tree seems to be a casual touch , it
is actually done with special care. People
may be interested only in the bright color
of peach blossoms, and few take notice of
pale-colored peach blossoms. In fact, a
bright color tends to be vulgar and a pale
color is inclined to be graceful. But, are
there really pale-colored peach blossoms?
Yes, some are. Peach blossoms turn pale
after their full bloom and before withe-
ring, especially after being drenched by
rain. The treasure of a painter is his
careful observation, but a greater trea-
sure is his sense of option. It is clear to see
the good taste of Professor Yang from his
option in painting pale-colored peach
blossoms rather than bright-colored ones.
Peach blossoms of bright-colors will sure-
ly ruin the appeal of the painting.

Some of Yang’s other paintings such

as "Country Road” and "A Grove of

Chinese Scholartrees” look as if they are
specially done for me. In other words, I
would compose the paintings the way
Yang did. In fact, some of my photographs
were composed this way. Here | am
discussing the concept of composition, not
painting. Please do not misunderstand
me. [ am by no mesns a painter,
especially as compared with such a giant
as Professor Yang. 1 just want to say I
have a lot in common with Professor
Yang in artistic perception. People may
find my remarks self-- complatent, but
they are what I feel. Please forgive me for
being self — complacent this time.
“Dunhuang,” a painting showing the
nine-storey main building of the Mogao
Grottoes(in northwest Gansu Province)
flanked by yellow leaves of late autumn,
impresses people as sublime and solemn.
Last December, 1 made my third trip to
Dunhuang, a town on the historic Silk
Road. It happened to be snowing heavily.
The Mingsha(Singing Sand) Hill, the
Crescent Fountain, the Mogao Grottoes
and the Sanwei Hill all turned white
overnight. Everything looked holy, pure
and flawless, as if the whole world had
been purified. Standing before the Sanwei
Hill, I admired the main building of the
Mogao Grottoes in distance. A feeling of
holiness and solemnity welled up from the
depth of my heart. I took several pictures
of the nine-storey building. By comparing
these pictures with Yang's painting, I find
once again we share the same artistic
views. Yang’s painting makes me feel the
same sublimity and solemnity of the main

building of the Mogao Grottoes.



Professor Yang said he would use
Chinese paper, brushes and pigments to
do painting with a western taste but
Chinese features. I find Professor Yang
has been successful in achieving this goal.
Some people mistake his color paintings
for oils. The three-dimensional effect,
light effect and texture effect, which
together produce an effect of being true to
life, really embody the quality of oil
paintings. One thing 1 want to stress,
however, is that these artistic effects of
oil painting will find their expressions in
China’s rural life, pure and simple. There-
fore his works are tinged with a dis-
tinguished national artistic style. This is
Yang’s unique hallmark. I think he is
quite right when he says he will take his
own way in painting. His approach runs
contrary to that of self -styled painters
who deny our national heritage.

1 feel that the appeal of Yang's
paintings, if we go deep enough into their
meaning, lies not with his techniques, but
with his love for his country, his home-
town, his people and above all China’s
artistic traditions. This love is the true
meaning of his paintings.

“June Snow"” by Professor Zhang
Pingliang, on which I had the pleasure of
feasting my eyes long ago, has enjoyed
great popularity since it was painted.
Recently, 1 have spent a lot of time
exposing myself to her works. What
strikes me most is the freshness conveyed
in the paintings. Of course, the colors of
her paintings are gorgeous, but what |
treasure most is not the beauty of the

colors but the beauty of life expressed in

her works. People can literally feel the
flow of life and water among the leaves,
twigs and petals of the and flowers in the
vases she painted. They look as if ﬁhe
colors are ready to flow, and the plants
are still stretching their twigs and leaves.
Zhang matches different colors to a turn,
bright and graceful, natural and h;‘rmoni-
ous, as if they are created to match just
like that. People can sense Professor
Zhang’s solid foundation by viewing her
portrait paintings such as "Hometown,
Moon and Snow,” "Plucking the Pipa
Behind the Back,” and "Lotus Lantern.”
These works show that she has not only
successfully absorbed the traditional
techniques displayed by the Dunhuang
portraits but also broken new ground.

The paintings of Professor Yang and
Professor Zhang share the characteristic
feature of combining realism and tra-
dition. To my mind, realism and tradition
are very important aspects of art. In
recent years, they have not received
adequate attention or have simply been
negated. I think the trend is no good for
developing art. Art can have many differ-
ent styles, but this does not mean to get
rid of tradition and expel realism. Realism
should have lasting vitality.

Art, if divorced from the motherland,
the people, the tradition and realism, is
apt to become a mere formality. Art needs
imagination and abstraction, but it also
needs to be thought - provoking and mea-
ningful. The art characterized by sophisti-
cated skills but shallow meaning will lead
nowhere. Therefore, the strictly realistic

paintings by Professor Yang and Pro-

fessor Zhang are a positive contribution

to the current world of artistic ereation.

3 a.m.,October 1,1991

at my simple home in Beijing
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A Piece of Quiet Land in the Midst of Bustle and Noise

by Dai Qing

When a phenomenon, a perception,
even a sentiment that beggars description
suddenly appears or lingers long in a
painter’s mind and he feels that he cannot
restrain himself from conveying it, he
paints.

But how does he execute this painting?

Chinese people stress transformed
artistic conception. No matter whether an
artist has seen that mountian, that stream,
that insect, that bird and that beauty, he
paints only his own spirit, his air and
bearing and his feelings as well.

Western painting stresses likeness.
Not a trace of the contour and colours, and
of the materials, veins and light including
the reflex, refraction, dispersion and
diffusion of light can be allowed to slip by.
This resembles the case that somebody has
a minor illness such as headache, a
traditional Chinese practitioner treats the
patient as integral, regulating the functions
of the stomach and spleen and inducing
sweat to remove detrimental external
factors. But a doctor of Western medicine
asks the patient to have an analysis of
blood and urine, make incisional biopsy and
X ray examination.

We do not know whether famous
Italian painter Giuseppe Castiglione (1688
—1766), known as Lang Shining in China,
hesitated when depicting horses on a silk
scroll. But when contemporary Chinese
painter Lin Fengmian designed ponds and
cranes, we are confident that he did so after
he had experienced collision and torment of
two cultures, two types of philosophy, two
outlooks and two kinds of state of mind.

Yang Xianrang and Zhang Pingliang,
husband and wife, had received Western art
education. They were admitted into
National Beiping Art College in
succession. Of course, their western art
education was second—hand. For their
teacher, the famous painter Xu Beihong,
adored the following motto:"To assimilate

from the fine skills of Western painting on
the basis of the tradition of ancient Chinese
painting”. Another branch of Western
culture Marxism-Leninism and Mao
Zedong investing them with Chinese
characteristics was instilled into the
education they had received. Jiang Feng
who had come from Yenan succeeded Xu
Beihong as President of the art college.
What he adored most was to express fervent
social ideals with proficient modern
techniques.

This young couple, pure, “selfless”
painters like all young men and women of
that time, accepted all these without a tiny
bit of discount. At that time, although they
were busy with beating waist drums and
putting out wall papers, they were, after all,
studying in the highest art college. They
were upright, intelligent, honest and '
diligent young men and women; they
received strict professional training and
laid solid basis in the technigues of Western
painting. But their "spirit™ was restless.
They had neither time nor right to and even
never thought of examining, expressing and
expanding their self. They were altogether
whirled into one political upsurge after
another, dedicating their efforts and talent.

Young men and women of today who do
not say unkind words about others now
view Yang Xianrang's woodcuts so
renowned in the 1950’s with pity and
tolerance. They cannot bear idolizing and
generalizing an object, even it was such a
brave and pure heroine as Liu Hulan. They
do not know that Yang Xianrang who
executed paintings in an impoverished col
in Wenshui County, Henan Province and
how consciencestricken he felt when
thinking that he was a carefree young
master at fifteen while Liu Hulan died as a
martyr precisely at this age. They do not
know how much arduous endeavour he
must pay in order to paint the portraits of

all the seven fellow villagers whose heads

had been chopped off. Moreover, they know
far less that this would cause a tremendous
stir in the remote, backward place that had
never seen any photograph or portrait.

Just like the cause that Liu Hulan had
dedicated her life to was undergoing great
pain and unavoidably becoming history,
that part of the passion that the couple of
painters owed only to the “publicity work™
of this state power was quieting down.
When they gradually advanced into old
age, the riot of emotion, bustle and noise
that were instilled into and urged out by
effort vanish. What remains are only
simplicity and straightforwardness of their
childhood, mellowness, and leniency after
all their unsfortunate experiences and the
perception that artists will never grow old
and the skills that will become mature and
well-tempered day by day.

Collected in this album of paintings are
precisely the works of this couple during
this period. Xianrang painted mountains,
streams,fields and narrow lanes. Pingliang
painted flowers, luxurious flowers, flowers
in a riot of colours, simple and refreshing
wild flowers and beautiful artistic
conceptions which are deficient in life but
she weaves them in her inner mind.
Flowers are a luxury in Beijing but are
constantly seen in their not well-off home.
Large clusters in spring and a small bunch
in late autumn. Sometimes, even when
there is only one branch of or one flower, it
is honoured with devotion and crazily
cherished. They are more afraid that this
delicate, helpless little friend will wither up
some day. They hurriedly put off things on
hand to paint it. ... They have no garden
and few chances to stroll slowly and linger
in the midst of flowers. They have been all
along busy with teaching and fosterin
others. He is a professor and she an editor.
These paintings—probably they are a small
piece of land they have left from all sorts of

bustle and noise.



If herein readers see their composure,
warm-heartedness and honesty and by
chance think of how difficult they have
preserved them, you will share that most
rare portion of sincerity among mainland
Chinese. And you will get closer to the
painters and to the rescue of human nature
and human mind.
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Fascination and Research

We are both first trained as western
style painting professionals, who later
became attached to flower painting of the
traditional Chinese school. Our titles
include:"graphic artists."“art editors.” and
“professors. " Over the past dozens of years,
we have also done some research on
Chinese folk arts.

The world of art, in the first place, 1s
rich and spacious. It is only natural for us
to blend the different schools of art.

We intend to capture and express the
light and color of the material world from a
western approach and with the Chinese
paper, brush and ink so as to reflect our
inner feelings and state of mind.

We would call this kind of painting

“color painting.”

The Authors
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A Farm House under a Big Scholartree
71 X97cm 1991

Yang Xianrang is free,

easy and humorous,

but his paintings are down-to-earth.
said Feng Xiangyi,

a theoretician who died young.

{ also ponder upon this paradox.

This may serve to show the many sides of a person.
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I Fresh Verdure in Spring
72x96cm 1989 72%x96cm 1989
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