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Jiang Guofang,
painter of light

Each time I go back to Beijing (165 times since 1976), most of my Sundays
are spent browsing through the bookshops of Wangfujing, Liulichang and Xidan
in search of additions to my personal “Chinese” library. Last year, while I was
organising an exhibition in Italy dedicated to the Ming Dynasty, I was looking
for books about the Forbidden City and in particular, something a bit harder
to find, books revealing the way it had been represented by Chinese artists.
However, in the art section of one of the shops my eye was caught by a book
that was just what I was looking for: a monograph on the work of Jiang Guofang
entitled Discovering the Forbidden City entirely — and surprisingly — dedicated
to representations of the emperors, empresses, concubines, eunuchs and warriors
of the Qing Dynasty, all magisterially painted against the magnificent backdrop
of the legendary imperial palace in the heart of Beijing, which is still today the
centre of the ancient Chinese universe. A few days later, with the help of my
friend Lu Xin, my faithful companion throughout the twenty-five years of my
visits to China, I managed to track down Jiang Guofang. We have now become
friends and this has led to a productive cultural collaboration which will bear
fruit with the next exhibition that I will be organising in Italy on the Qing
Dynasty.

Jiang Guofang’s personal history is a typically Chinese affair. He grew up
in the Maoist period and witnessed at first hand the deeply contradictory social
and ideological transformation which took place in China between 1951 (the
year of his birth) and 2010 (the year when China overtook Japan as an economic
force and became second only to the United States as a world power). From
an artistic point of view, he is one of a group of painters working in oil whose
numbers are increasing but who are still in a minority compared to those using
the traditional Chinese techniques of ink and tempera, the greatest of whom
in the twentieth century was the incomparable Qi Baishi, whose works fetch
Van Gogh-like prices at auction. However, amongst the “innovators” using a
“Western” technique Jiang Guofang stands out for the originality of his subjects
(the major Qing figures of the Forbidden City, including the Last Emperor, Pu
Yi), and for his extraordinary skill in oil creating an exquisite realism unequalled
by other Chinese artists of his generation.

I have observed him at work in his studio in Tungxian on the eastern
edge of Beijing and understood immediately how a detailed “psychological
inspiration” is fundamental to each of his works: he immerses himself in the
atmosphere of the Forbidden City in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries and captures the characters of each of his subjects. He painstakingly
reconstructs the external details (the light, setting, costumes and the very
weave of the cloth), but simultaneously brings out the internal reality of facial
expressions, feelings and states of mind.

The final result, in which each subject seems to acquire an individual
“voice”, is of the most astounding perfection. A hurried judgment might see
the paintings as mawkish and as too close to photography, but this would be

to misunderstand. It might be useful to compare him to Gregorio
Sciltian, the famous Armenian painter who lived and worked in
Italy, whose intense realism moved into a realm of abstract reality
beyond boundaries linking him to Caravaggio and the trompe-I’
oeil painting of Flemish seventeenth-century art. The richness of
the robes and fabrics in his representations of imperial concubines,
for example, creates a surprising link between Jiang Guofang and
the portraits of Renaissance nobles by the great Florentine artists
and the works of the Flemish post-Renaissance painters. Apart
from his skill in using colour to bring life to his designs, it is his
perfect calibration of light that excites our admiration. If Jiang
Guofang’s skill in handling light is in part instinctive, and therefore
part of his “gift”, it is also without doubt the product of deep study
(we cannot even imagine how difficult) and rigorous research that
has led to results which go far beyond anything achieved through
the electric trickery of photography. With Jiang Guofang skill and
experience are merely a starting point. His technique becomes
secondary to his ability to “see beyond”, to use his own intuition
instead of any technical instruments in recreating reality.

After the invention of the camera and the huge technological
advances in photography, representing the “reality” of what the
eye perceives as “true” should have created (and should still be
creating) great difficulties for realist painting and socialist realist
art. Jiang Guofang is, however, the greatest example of how it is
only the ability to bring out the “soul” of both people and things
which makes painting superior to mere photographic technique. In
his paintings Jiang Guofang gives life to light, and it is his gift in
bringing forth light that gives life to his faces, robes, objects and
scenery.

Thus “Painter of Light” seems the perfect definition of an artist
who has made this his mission. The comparison which one makes
spontaneously with the “intuition” of Renaissance and Flemish art,
with the Old Masters who were also in search of light, the light
which brings everything to life before our eyes, is a comparison
which rewards the “faith” in painting that can be discerned in
the work of Jiang Guofang. And in thinking about light, about
the search for this source of absolute truth, I have realised that
the work of this extraordinary Chinese artist has contributed new
roots to Chinese culture which, despite existing for thousands of
years and being valued by all humanity, is now more complete and
universal.

Adriano Madaro

Treviso, Italy, summer 2010
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