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PREFACE

Gao Xi-xuan (with pseudonyms® Hilltop Hermit" and’ < Fresh
Cool Hermit’) was born in 1895 near the Tao Jiang River, I Yang
county, in China’s Hunan Province. Both his father and grandfather
were peasants with some classical learning. His mother was an ex-
perienced line painter in traditional ink and brush style. \

Influenced and taught by his mother, Gao Xi-xuan showed taste
and aptitude for drawing and practised the art of making sketches
with the highest grade of Chinese writing paper made of fine bam-
boo shreads. This hobby of his won him high praise in the whole district.

Following the private tutoring he received at home, he was
taken to Changsha in 1915 to be educated further at the First
Normal School, where Mao Tse-tung was his classmate. There he
achieved first place in drawing among his schoolmates and acted in
the Student Friendship Association as an art inspector.

After graduation, he was recommended by Yi Bei-ji (a progres-
sive intellectual connected with the Chinese Communist Party
and principal of the First Normal School) as a teacher of drawing.

In 1919, Gao Xi-xuan went to Beijing and passed the entrance
examination given by the Beijing National Art Institute and was admit-
ted as first among the examinees. This enabled him to become
acquainted with several famous artists, such as Chen Shi-zeng,

Wang Meng-bai and Yao Mang-fu. His art greatly improved and



he distinguished himself;‘asl an oufstanding and ingenious pain-
ter well—known in the capital. Many educational institutions
éompeted with each other to offer him a good position. He was
consecutively appointed as professor of art at the Beijing National
Teachers’ College, the middle—school attached to this college, and
the Beijing Wu Ben Women’s College.

At that time, another noted artist, Qi Bai—shi, was also in
Beijing. Gao Xi—xuan-was very closely associated with him. Inti-
macy, professional interest and exquisite taste all enabled Gao Xi—
xuan to penetrate the art of Fun Nan—tien, Zhu Xue—gu and
some other original painters. Externally he painted as the creator
of nature, while internally his conception and mental plan always
manifested originality. They frequently exchanged views with each
other and became masters in their own right. Qi Bai—shi deeply
admired the art of Gao Xi—xuan as‘form imbued with spirit’,
which was impossible to find in contemporary artistic accomplishments.
When Gao Xi—xuan completed his picture ‘Teasing Ducks in the
Cattail (?) Fiel.d’, Chen Ban—ding noted’Old Gao painted incisively
and vividly. His picture was so simple and free from inhibition
with vyigorous strokes that even Old Qi was not able to contend.’
When Qi Bai—shi read this, he sighed and added the following
words: ‘Hilltop Hermit practised his painting by hanging an iron
bracelet weighing five and a half catties on his arm to acquire
his skill and broficienCy; so this picture is really exceptional—it’s
a masterpiece of marvellous and divine brushwork.’

Before that, when Qi Bai—shi saw Gao Xi—xuan's painting



‘Lotus’ he decorated it ;wi;h some’grasshoppers, and often said to
his friends, I have never tried to cooperate with anybody else in
drawing pictures, but only Hilltop Hermit's work suited my taste.
It overturned the set patterhs of artistic creation, so I often wor-
ked hand-in-hand with him.’

There is another picture called'Taro and Crab’, drawn by Gao
Xi—xuan and Qi Bai—shi, This picture was treated as an art trea-
sure such as was rarely seen among the original Chinese painters.

When Xu Bei—hung worked in Nanjing, he noted that Gao
Xi—xuan should be ranked as the most outstanding painter in the
realm of contemporary Chinese art. There is no doubt that Gao
Xi—xuan's art was highly praised by all those who knew how to
Jjudge and appreciate it.

In 1927, when I went to Southeast Asia to do some education-

a] work, Gao Xi—xuan travelled to Japan to learn from ido rei-
zan, masamoto naohiko and yokoyama. Taikan A painting entitled
‘Bitter Gourds” with a good comment by ido reizan is still kept
as evidence of Sino—IJapanese cultural exchange.

In 1931, an exhibition of Gao Xi—xuan’s works was held in
Tokyo. More than one hundred masterpieces were sold out at
once. After this exhibition, Gao Xi—xuan returned to China to
educate his own people and to save his beloved country from the
enemy’s invasion. First of all he established the Ging Hua Art
Institute in Beijing and another art institute in Nanjing. He acted
as president and professor as the art circle there was not very

active. He worked hand—in—hand with Xu Bei—hung, a well—



known painter. The Zhong ilua Art Association was then organi-
sed through their hard efforts and Gao Xi—xuan was elected
member of the council.

During the Sino—Japanesé War (1937—1945) Gao Xi—xuan
moved his school to the country near the Tao Jiang River, I
Yang county in Hunan Province to escape from the attack laun-
ched by the Japanese warlords. This place was wild and desolate,
quite different from metropolitan Nanjing, the capital of old China.
Being exceedingly patriotic and optimistic, Gao Xi—xuan did all
he could to make full use of the reararea to evade the enemy
forces.

After Liberation in 1949, Gao Xi—xuan returned to Beijing.
He became president of the Beijing Art Institute, and concurren-
tly held an important post as an art research member attached to
the Ministry of Education and Culture. He was then able to devote
his time to creative art and painting.

For Gao Xi—xuan, the most unfortunate thing was that during
the -Cultural Revolution no one was allowed to paint the traditional
fine arts. The dominance of the Gang of Four’s ‘ultra—Ileft tende-
ncy’ opposed everything traditional. Gao Xi—xuan had to suspend
his activities for some years until the overthrow of the Gang of
Four. He then resumed hiw work with full speed, but in his old
age he suffered from paralysis.

Gao Xi—xuan and I studied together under private tutoring
and all the teachers in the Hunan Normal School. We treated each

other as intimate and life—long friends for eighty years, and I



know him more closely than anyone else. He is righteous, knows
how to distinguish virtue from ‘vice, how to make suggestions and
give advice without any reservations and above all has always
made it his habit to teach students well and make himself fully
responsible for carrying on this work.

Both Gao Xi—xuan's calligraphy and painting are excellent,
full of life and vigour. They really make him fit to deserve the
honour of being a great artist.

His son, Jian Ming, has collected quite a number of his fathe»r’s
works with the latter’s old friends and students. They have been
bound and published by the Hunan Art Publications Bureau.

To those who are interested in the development of Chinese
painting and the works of Gao Xi—xuan, I think this album will
help to bring new allies and fresh sources of strength into the fine
arts. This, at least, is the reason why I venture to Write a preface

for Gao Xi—xuan.

Chang Guo—ji,
President,
Beijing Institute of Literature and History,

4 May, 1981



Autob i;og raphical Notes

When I was still a little child, my mother often taught me to
draw pictures, so I became interested in painting and calligraphy
early in life. When I grew up, I became good at imitating beautful
things. Then I was sent to the First Normal School in Changsha,
and it was there that I learned the fundamental rules of painting.

To my great surprise, my teachers and classmates admired
and praised me as a talented amateur painter. This kind of recog-
nition naturally encouraged me to aspire to be an artist in my
life’s work.

After graduation, I went to Peking to learn from several noted
painters, including Shi Zeng, Mon Bei, Mang Fu and in particular,
Qi Bai—shi. I used to frequent the Imperial Palace, where the
masterpeices in the gallery there drew all of my attention and
helped me to realize that the realm of art is immensely broad,
and exquisite works, various styles, and great attainments must
not be ignored out of complacency.

So, leaving Peking, I travelled to Japan to learn from such
contemporary artists as Ido reizan, Masamoto Naohiko and Y oko-
yama Taikan. They all helped me greatly in widening my sphere
of judgement and discernment.

Then I returned to Nanjing to organize my own educational

institute, and at the same time to pursue my advanced studies.



Through experience 1 discovered that the six categorical fun-
damental rules of drawing did not mean that one should have blind
belief in the ancients or follow the ancient ways strictly and obs-
tinately; that the emphasis on painting realistically from life is not
merely for the sake of portraiture or representation but also for
the sake of the extension of the painter’s knowledge and for trai-
ning the painter to be more meticulous in the execution of his
work; that the use of freehand brushwork is not for the sake of
hunting for novelty but a way of following traditional accomplish\-
ments to attain vivid expression and a bold line; and finally, that
the cultivation of one’s moral character is for the purpose of main-
taining  mental tranquillity.

I was always cautious, conscientious, and sincere in listening
open—mindedly to the criticsm of the masses with respect to art..
My aim was to paint, as an everlasting and enjoyable vocation. 1|
never became involved with any other occupation, so as not to
divert my concentration from painting. For decades | have pursued
my art in peace.

In conclusion, I cannot but acknowledge the inferior quality
of my work, and I am very grateful to the Hunan Art Publishing
House for their generosity in having this album published. I hope
it will serve in some way to help future generations in the study
of art.

Gao Xi—shun
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