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fffff f ~— Untiring Pursuit -

A few days ago, when Mr. Zhang Shifan, some colleagues
and I got together at noon, Mr. Zhang suddenly asked
me about the preface to his new album I had promised to
write. | felt apologetic immediately. Several months have
passed since he asked me to write it, but, being tied up with
everyday matters, [ haven’ t finished it in time. As a matter
of fact, there is another reason if we go deeply into the
matter, that is, I feel not very confident, for it is really not

very easy for a student to write about his teacher.

It is inappropriate to deny my teacher’ s request, so I begin
to organize my ideas, take up my pen and have a try to write

it.

Since what I begin to write is a preface to the album
of paintings by Mr. ZhangShifan to be published soon,

“painting” is certainly a proper topic. However, since

“the painting mirrors the painter” and “the character
of the painting is the reflection of the moral quality of the
painter” are phrases frequently mentioned in the art
circles, evaluations about the personality of the painter
himself is inevitable when we make comments about his
painting. This doesn’ t mean that I agree entirely to the
view that an absolute link exists between the character of the
painting and the moral quality of the painter. For, if works of
art are as complicated as people in the society, can we have

chances to rest?

Artistic creation is a kind of attitude towards life. It can help
us find a stretch of relatively quiet space in the complicated
worldly life. The more distracting thoughts we leave aside,

the loftier artistic realm we can attain.

Intellectuals traditionally pay attention to “elegance” in
manners and do nothing that is contrary to “propriety” .
In contrast to them, manual laborers are straightforward and
uninhibited. They stress being “forthright” and frank
in their everyday behavior. If these two qualities, that is,

“elegance” and “forthrightness” . are combined in one
person, he will be a man with an “artistic temperament” .
Nothing is absolute. I by no means want to say that this is a
universal rule. We can only say it is a phenomenon. But this,
or rather this temperament of an artist, is not to be possessed
through sedulous pursuit. It is closely related to the
circumstances in which the artist grew up and the artist’ s
life experience. In terms of his individual characteristics,
Mr. Zhang Shifan truly and obviously possesses this

temperament of an artist.

Mr. Zhang Shifan is 75 years old now. Many people of this
age in the society are already living in the way of an old
man. They are living a quiet family life without any further
pursuit or are senile and doddering like the setting sun. But
Mr. Zhang is still hale and hearty and full of dash as ever,
without any lethargy, and his painting is still full of vitality.



As a man from the rural area of Jizhou with the aroma of
earth of his native place, he has dedicated himself to art and
art education for many years. Now, when he stands before
the easel and expresses freely what he wants to express in
oils on the canvas with bated breath and fixed attention, he
looks gentle and cultivated. Once he puts down his brush
and gets together with his friends, there is still a grand and
heroic manner characteristic of a man of North China in his

behavior.

In the 1950s and the 1960s, he received regular academic
specialized training and then pursued advanced studies
at the famous Romanian oil painter Eugen Popa’ s oil
painting training class held at what is now China Academy
of Art by authority of the Chinese Ministry of Culture. This
educational background laid a solid foundation for his
artistic attainments and opened up a distinct path for his art
teaching and artistic creation in the following decades. In
the process of exploring the language of oil painting, he lays
stress on absorbing the cream of other genres and forming
his own style. During his academy years, he specialized
in oil painting, and also learned other subjects, such as
watercolor, traditional Chinese painting, and even artistic
design. He once said, “What I have learned is useful to
meand even to my oil painting later. Having and not having
learned these subjects are quite different. The contact with

these genres is, | think, much better than if I know nothing

but oil painting.” As to his studies at Eugen Popa’ s
oil painting training class, he said, “What I have gained
most is | have achieved a deep understanding of what is
art. Firstly, art does not mean merely doing some paintings.
Secondly, oil painting must be combined with the Chinese

”
culture.

In the past decades, Mr. Zhang Shifan has traveled
extensively throughout China. After reform and opening up,
he visited America and many European countries, and in
recent years he often travels to Australia and New Zealand.
National and foreign cultural nutrition has nourished his
tree of art. During a long period in the 1970s and 1980s, he
took the students, almost every year, to paint from nature
in rural areas, factories, mountain areas and border areas
where they observed and learned from the life of native
people, absorbed artistic nutrients and got inspiration from
different places of cultural interest and natural landscapes,
and produced numerous vivid sketches from nature. After
the mid—1980s, with the rapid implementation of China’ s
open policy, art information gradually became less unitary,
and artist began to go abroad. I remember that Mr. Zhang’ s
first travel abroad was to the United States in about 1984.
It is imaginable what a good opportunity of widening his
horizon this was. In the summer of 1994, I was fortunate
enough to accompany him on his visit to Europe. In Brussels,

Amsterdam and Paris, when he stood in front of the famous



paintings in art history he could see only in painting albums
before, I could sense clearly his elation and excitement. Oil
painting is, after all, an imported genre. It originates from
European culture. At that moment, as an artist engaged in
oil painting creation all his life, he would surely experience

a strong excitement as if in a pilgrimage.

Oil painting is a genre of European origin. What should the
oil paintings produced by Chinese painters be like? This is
a problem Mr. Zhang often mulls over. A genre is a carrier,
and what it conveys is a painter’ s life experience. In this
sense, the work by a painter, no matter what country or
nation he belongs to, will naturally show his own aesthetic
value orientation and traces of life. Even Eugen Popa
stressed the necessity of the combination of oil painting
with Chinese culture. He loved Chinese art and hoped that
Chinese students should incorporate their own culture into
their works of oil painting at a deep level. Mr. Zhang has
a deep sense of this. He once said, the deep connotation
of Chinese culture is “a kind of inner spirit peculiar to
the Chinese in the east. It is bred by a special culture and
in a particular region and embodies independent cultural
traits.” He thinks that the “transformation of Chinese
oil painting to national style” in our past understanding
is often too superficial and simple. Attempts to achieve the
effect of ink and wash as in traditional Chinese painting or
that of folk art decoration can only be said to be attempts at

a superficial level. Only by combining thoroughly Chinese

PR . T FRA .190cmx100cm. 1963

cultural spirit with oil painting materials through our own
artistic practice can it be possible to create oil painting with
Chinese characteristic that differs from Western oil painting.
Thoughts and views on and understandings of Chinese oil
painting are naturally embodied in Mr. Zhang’ s personal
artistic practice and exploration. Though many techniques
he uses are from Europe and the Chinese tradition is not
imitated sedulously in his color composition, the spiritual
connotation undoubtedly belongs to his own nation. His oil
paintings of figures, landscapes and still lifes, though not
different from Western traditional oil painting in subject
matter, have obviously Eastern and Chinese traditional
aesthetic features in the way of observation and expression.
He lays stress on conveying the summarization and
refinement of the essence of objective images and expressing
his own artistic imagination of objective things using
methods with some abstract nature to enhance artistic appeal

of his works.

Mr. Zhang’ s pursuit of art and his art practice, I think,
have proved some truth. We know little and can tell little
about the economic globalization as a current international
trend, but if art is globalized, the result will surely be
tragic. The existence of universal value does not mean the
similarization of art of all the world; on the contrary, the law
of art itself requires that the artists should express sincerely
his own life experience and the resulting aesthetic response.

If the artist deviates from this basic point, there will be a



lack of “honesty” with which to express himself in the
artist’ s motive power of creation, and to express himself
“honestly” is just a very important point where the value
of a work of art lies. Just due to his adherence to “honesty”
in his creation, Mr. Zhang Shifan’ s art of oil painting is
free from any impetuousness due to the desire of pleasing
the audience and shallowness of seeking superficial effect.
His art shows us, with its profoundness though seemingly

simple, his own distinctive spiritual pursuit.

Here I want to point out that Mr. Zhang Shifan is not only an
artist but also an art educator. As a teacher, he has taught
many batches of students, quite a few of whom have become
painters well known both in China and abroad. He held
leading posts at the department level and the academy level
for many years. As the former president of the academy,
he has made undeniable contribution to the construction
and development of Tianjin Academy of Fine Arts. He
has left valuable wealth to his successors especially in the
openness of thought on education and building up the ranks
of teachers. I have intimate experience of this. In the mid-
1980s, thinking on the problem of building up the ranks of
teachers foresightedly and open—-mindedly, he encouraged
and supported energetically young teachers to study abroad.
As one of the young teachers at that time, [ went to Belgium
for further studies, and have since opened the gate for the
exchange between our academy and European academies.

Narrow pursuit of interests often causes people to forget

history. Just as the saying goes, “Think of its source when
drinking water.” We should never forget the past. The
development of our academy in recent years should be
attributed to the arduous efforts of our predecessors who
worked hard in obscurity in the past decades and devoted
themselves to the cause of art education. We as successors
cannot and should not forget the contribution and efforts Mr.

Zhang Shifan made in the past as president.

Now, many years have passed since he left his teaching and
administrative post. He is leading an ordinary and free life
again. He still goes out early and comes back home late
everyday. In the daytime, he often paints pictures with great
concentration in his studio or talks with his friends about
their respective experience in their artistic exploration.
Fresh and graceful movements can be played continuously in
the visual music of his cause of painting again. His carefree
and contented state of life nowadays is enviable and I am
really glade for him. Making persevering efforts in artistic
pursuit in a mental state similar to that of a young man, Mr.
Zhang will surely be healthy and happy, and his art will be
evergreen.

This is the article I venture to write as a preface.

Professor Jiang Lu
President of Tianjin Academy of Fine Arts

Huayuan, June 2011
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