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Preface

Unguided, 1 began to draw at six. Picture after picture piled up on the walls and overflowed onto the floor. At nine I re-
ceived my first formal training at the Childrens Cultural Palace; watercolors soon tumed unsatisfactory, and oils became my fa-
vorite. Every weekend I went outdoors to sketch, followed by activities like fishing in the ponds or chasing birds through the
hills. 1 wandered in happy abandon, often forgetting to retum home.

My peers at the elite middle school to which 1 gained entrance, though, were composed of the best science students of the
time. Under their influence, | put aside my brushes and attached myself to the ideal of the modemization of china through sci-
ence. It saw then that | wrote my little poem.

The outbreak of the Cultural Revolution hurled my family into abysmal misery. It also shattered my dream of studying science
in university. I was sent down to work in the countryside. In order to relieve the bitteness of those difficult years, I once again
took up my brush, this time to record in hasty sketches the lives of the laborers around me. This was during the height of the de-
mand for the huge, openair “treasured portraits of the Great Leader”, and I was soon being borowed to paint by one work unit af-
ter another. After four years of practice in the wind and sun, perched on a tall mobile platform with a long pole-brush in hand and
surrounded by a watchful crowd below, T could finish in one session a giant portrait several times a man’s height.

My decision to truly take up an artistic career, however, was long and hard in the making; for three months, I did nothing
but think of my future. In the end, I realized that in the conditions of the Cultural Revolution, no 'nther profession available
could both advance my career and satisfy my spiritual needs. I flung myself into painting therefore with a whole heart.

I executed two plans in the next five years. First, [ kept creating major theme paintings during after-work hours:
“Acupuncture Anesthesia”, “Spring Rain”, “Mao and Zhou on the March” and others were progressively entered in shanghai
and National Art Exhibitions. Secondly, T studied Systematically and autodidactically all aspects of art theory and training from
copies of Academy textbooks. When the Central Academy of Fine Art reopened at the end of the Cultural Revolution with the other
universities, | passed the entrance examination for post-graduate studies, then funneled all my positive energies full-time into my
art. My graduate work, “King Chu Bidding Farewell to his Concubine,” reflects my interest in Chinese history and is also the
fitting culmination to my many years of struggle within China.



In 1981, 1 began further study at the Royal College of Art in Great Britain. It was an exciting period; societal differences
between China and Great Britain at the time was immense, and every minute brought me into contact with novel situations. As the
first visiting artist from China, I was showered with high regard from my professors, hospitality from new friends, interest from
collectors, attention from the media--- Without cease 1 absorbed and created. My production of this period explored many fields
and mediums; my style became freer, filled with eye-catching dynamism. Afier the joint exhibitions with British artists such as
Lucian Freud, and my collaboration with the great poet stephen Spender, world travel was launched as a crucial part of my educa-
tion. In all | visited thirty countries, dispersed over four continents. | studied the originals of the Great Masters, and at the
same time observed exquisite scenery and the lifestyles of many peoples. Several years later, when my life as a foreign exchange
student ended, not only had I Obtained my second masters degree, 1 had come to realize that art knows no country. [ was willing
to paint for the world.

[ went to the United States in 1985. At our first meeting upon my arrival at Cornell University, President Frank Rhodes
said, “Comell is a beautiful university. 1 hope that you paint her well, so that more people in the world might see her.” Later,
| was given a personal tour by Provest Robert Barker, who pointed out to me wonderful views of the vast campus and the nearby
hills and creeks. lhe memories of my childhood stirred in my heart as I painted the graceful curving ravines, the soaring water-
falls, the ivy-covered clock tower and the anglers in the dappled lakes. But after four years of continued success at campus exhi-
bitions, not only had 1 leamt 10 love the rocks and trees of this land, T had leamnt to love the warm-hearted and intelligent people
as well. Many portraits were the result. Upon President RhodesTetirement ceremony, the Board of Trustees of Comell University
commissioned a large campus panorama from me and presented it to him, in token of the wish he had voiced 1o me ten years be-
fore.,

My experiences encouraged me to a further exploration of the rest of the continent. Through trekking and camping, T painted
everything from Niagara Falls to Grand Canyon, from the old schooners along the Connecticut shore to the hoary pines of the Cali-
fornia oceanfront, from the waterways of Cincinnati to the hot springs of Yellowstone--The study of nature, in reaction, allowed
me to understand myself in a novel way. 1 realized that my open mind disposes me toward panoramic views, that my early scien-
tific training makes me meticulous with details-and that I love the broad sky because of my childhood ambition to “cast thunder
riding among the clouds™ ! ’

Confucius said, At thirty one establishes one’s stand; at forty one is not easily swayed.” Every artist needs a stand, a
quiet Eden to work in peace. This I found in canada, a vast, stable land where the standard of living is high. It is a land of di-
versity where my two daughters, molded by the influence of the English, French and Chinese cultures, are growing up as part of
new, progressive generation, Diversity also entered my painting. | began emphasizing both Montreals urban life and the natural
beauties of china. The misfortunes with which my family had mel during the Cultural Revolution had forced me to roam far and



wide in the hinterlands of China, and to dissipate my mental burdens in the picturesque rivers and tapestry-like mountain vistas.
At the time, however, landscape art, regarded as a bourgeois taste, was coming under a heavy barrage of criticism. Being lim-
ited 1o composing little poems in heart, my desire to paint what I saw had to be put , temporarily as I thought, on the back bum-
er, “Temporarily” lasted thirty years.

Now, however, in the comforts of my studio in another world, as “The Yellow River Concerto” booms on the stereo and
images of booming China fill the satellite news, I can proceed to render the most famous landscapes of China-mist wreathed Li
River, snow-capped lleavenly Mountain; the majestic- Great Wall, gracious Eastern watertowns, Longmen Grottos, the Grand
Buddha of Leshan, waterfalls at Huangguoshu and watchfires on Jiayu Pass:*thirty years of accumulated passion sublimate within
my brushes and colours in delicious release.

Chinese historians often comment that “thte hero loves the beatuty of his country, whilst the weakling loves the beauty of his
women.” I paint both, so perhaps I am no more than half a hero. Particularly in the composition of nudes, I love to place twin
females in front and back views within lyrical surroundings, or set off by immaculate Classical sculptures. What I strive for is not
an ephemeral bloom like that of a flower but a pristine and timeless beauty.

Music forms an important part of my creative process. An appropriate music piece bears an appropriate ambiance so that, as
I listen and work, T quietly distill its emanations into my brushwork. If my landscapes are inspired by Beethoven's symphonies,
the mood for my nudes is set by Mozart’s gentle piano adagios.

My wide-ranging contact with people in different countries enables my unbroken production of portraiture. The sitter is usual-
ly a friend, so that intimacy and personal observation prevail. Besides the delineation of mood and character, 1 always try to
make use of the sitters typical costume, props and even real events in the composition, so that the viewer not only sees the person
but catches a glimpse of his life. When I turn the pages of my album and see the photographs of my old friends’ portraits, [ relive
our times together in my mind, though we have been dispersed to the four wids. s that not the original purpose of portraiture?

Works of literature and history have often formed a sudden source of inspiration for me. 1 have illustrated eight poems from
william Blake’s “Songs of Innocence,” and also a “Cultural Atlas of China,” the fruit of my familiarity with Chinese history.
Other readings inspired an introspective, narrative of fantasy paintings:--Even when I paint animals, 1 like to inspire myself from
allegory to capture their personalities.

History and romance toth served as model for the paibting of Dr. Sun Yat-Sen in London. At the time | was often in the
British Museum, and once was greatly moved to discover the desk and chair where Dr. Sun had sat during the six months in 1897
when he was setting down the Three People’s Principles: had not China’s past century of revolution begun under his pen? At the
time a lonely exile, he was nonetheless able to inspire millions of his countrymen to sacrifice their lives for a new, better China.
As I thought htis, his studiously bent, writing form appeared before my mind" canvas I had been saving, exactly for something



this important, and began working day and night to set down my vision. This painting was a great contributor to my 1983 nomina-
tion by the Peter Moores Foundation as one of the fourteen most outstanding artists working in Britain.

During the spring and summer of 1998, a large-scale exhibition, “China 5000 Years,” was held consecutively at the
Guggenheim Museum in New York and in Bilbao, Spain. l‘z"n:m[:n uncture Anesthesia,” as part of the collection of the National
Gallery of China, was one of the exhibits. The grand opening was a sensation. Through ever-streaming crowds, I could not help
but be moved by the sight of the painting, which looked brand new despite the intervening years. Nostalgia aside, it made me
ponder how an amateur production of my Cultural Revolution years could have ascended in the temple of world art that is the
Guggenheim. Did this painting really contain an essence of my personal endeavor of a Chinese national subject? Or did it epito-
mize the unique historical era of its birth? Most likely. But the primary reason must be China’s own prosperity and flourishing cul-
ture, which allows her art to receive acclaim on the world stage. I and other artists of my generation, voluntarily or not, have
become the harbingers of historys tide.

“At forty one is not easily swayed; at fifty one knows the mandate of heaven.” Having crossed fifty, I cannot help a slight
sense of detachment, not to mention solemnity. What matters now is the boiling cauldron of ideas in my mind, wailing to be set
down on canvas. 1 think I must possess the seclusiveness of Tao Yuanming, the intensity of Sima Qian and the longevity of (i
Baishi before this could be fully accomplished. When I have given back all T can to the world, though, there will be enough time
for posterity to write and dissert.

As for my thirty-six years of ups and downs, counting from the moment 1 wrote my “Self-Reflection” at fifteen, let them
come to a fitting close in the brief space of these few lines;

At Fifty

The Fates do not cow the man who fears not old age!

Long years hars passed since we shared wine and debate

Over those who would be heroes for times yet 1o come;

The wind-like sword of Wei dismayed the tiger,

And at Wus banner, battle-stained crimson, the dragon was sore amaze.

The tortuous paths of Shu veil many an ancient, tear,

But in the expanse of this virgin land 1 have been renewed.

My brushstrokes conquer the universe. I smile to see

My native land, wrapped in all the colours of dawn.

Muli Tang, 1999
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