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ON CHAO SUNG-CH'UAN’S PAINTINGS

| scribbled along, as | flipped over the pages of this album, and at the end of my viewing
| found | had accumulated quite a collection of short lines. They have been printed side by side
with the individual works which had inspired them, just to share my thoughts with you. The
lines ought to bear a clear testimony to what Chao Sung-ch’uan’s paintings convey to any
experienced viewer.

What do the paintings convey? A full, mature mastery of brushstrokes, and a versatility
in the use of age-honored themes. They are traditionally Chinese, but before we dismiss them as
merely traditional, let use recognize the evocative power of that tradition that has been captured
under Chao’s brush. ’

It is not exaggeration to say that the Chinese artist has created an entire aesthetic world
with his brush, and to him the universe begins with the brush. For the brush in his hand creates
forms that fill the universe—both representational and non-representational forms, most sig-
nificantly the latter because the former could be created with any instrument. A successful
brushstroke delineates a movement and captures the living vibrancy of life itself without reliance
upon any specific verisimilitude to any optically recognizable object in human experience.
Herein lies the aesthetic secret of the brush— the magic of the brush— which makes the best of
Chinese brush painting uniquely expressive. It is the best of the tradition of oriental brush
painting, and Chao Sung-ch’uan has absorbed it.

The age-honored themes in Chao’s paintings are traditional Chinese themes, but the very
fact that they have been nutured in a cultural tradition has endowed them with another evocative
power. The peony as a symbol of wealth, the chrysanthemum, moral integrity, the cabbage, the
beauty of imple life. . are all powerful images that evoke strong and extensive emotional
responses in the Chinese viewer (let us not forget that Chao paints for his own people, and it is
up to us outside of that cultural tradition to try to penetrate that cultural wall). Every culture
has its own traditionhonored images of this kind. When employed, the images go a long way
toward stirring up waves of emotional response from the members of the same culture.

Chao’s use of such culturally-sanctioned images is enhanced by joining his verse to the
painting. His poems, again in traditional Chinese style, are polished and quite elegant, though
when translated into English they may easily read too prosaic. Taken together, his art of letters
and his art of painting contribute much to the significance of each other.

in Chao’s works the birds and florals appear in all seasons, but one can hardly fail to
notice the great frequency in which he returns to the theme of autumn. Autumn is the season of
mellov-..ig, of reflection, tinged by poetic melancholy and impregnated with the exile’s dolor.
That’s the way Chao’s works have to be after his forty years of absence from his home area
in Kiangsu, famed for its scenic beauty, where he was borir in 1914, and cultivated in the
Soochow school of painting with floral and bird painting as his specialty until 1934. And that’s
what makes his subtle colors and vibrant lines poignant as he finds much solace and some peace
in his hillside retreat in Taiwan.

December 1981
San Francisco

A
/(db —g(l 7$K"’ Kai-yu Hsu

(' Professor of Comparative Literature
and Humanities
San Francisco State University
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Part One
Repertory of Floras and Birds
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Hoary frost

Red dye

Crimson chips flutter
Brown specks fly
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It thrives in beauty
Unconcerned
With the absence of viewers
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The birds’ name
Homophonous with longevity
Symbol of endurance
—serious levity
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