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WU CH’ANG-SHUO * A MIGHTY PRESENCE IN

TWENTIETH-CENTURY CHINESE ART

Wu Ch'ang-Shuo was born in 1844 a scholar's family in the
village of Chang-wu located in Chechiang Province, Anchi Prefec-
ture. His father, Hsing-chia, holder of the chujen degree, was a
highly cultivated gentleman, refined of character, whosa love of
bronze and stone rubbings, calligraphy and paintings, was well-
known in the area where his Confucian erudition was widely
admired, Growing up in such surroundings Ch'ang-shuo developed
a passionate love for calligraphy and the art of seal-carving (where
linear configurations from distant antiquity acquires contem-
porary vitality and meaning). Under his father's tutelage he
worked simultaneously on his book learning, and on the art of
the knife in carving seals on precious stones.

Ch'ang-shuo developed his own eye and understanding of
ancient calligraphy forms through the study of rubbings taken
from inscriptions on bronzes, and carved on stones dating from
the Chou period (roughly from the 11th century to the 3rd
century BC)., He was encouraged in the art of the seal by his
father, and later went on to study the seals and rubbings of the
Ch'in and Han periods (roughly late 3rd century BC to early
3rd century AD), and entirely without formal training under
particular masters, reached unique attainment in the art.

His seaals are antique in appearance, with an air of heroic
simplicity and virility. His first period in seal-carving followed
recent Ch'ing period masters such as Ting Ching, Wu Jang-chi,
Teng Shih-ju and Chao Chih<ch'ien. He also studied the styles
of the Schools of Chechiang and Anhui, but eventually retumed
to the early styles of the Ch'in and Han seals and roof tiles.
Hence his seal carving attained its own distinctive characteristics,
and stood apart from contemporaries and predecessors with their
awesome and marvellous flavour, There is unusual skill in un-
expected places and traces of the knifepoint in spaces usually
filled with care. The angles of the lines, the areas of density
and sparseness attained their own distinctive, slegance harmony
which, together with the compelling vigour of his methods,
create an unforgettable impression.

In his early thirties Ch'ang-shuo wished to study painting
in his spare time but could not find a suitable teacher. Later
his friend Kao Yang introduced him to Jen Po-nien who upon
first meeting him asked him to paint. He would then decide
whathar to teach him. “Paint only what interests you. Do not
be hemmed in by restraints and constraints,” Master Jen enjoined.
Since he had never painted before, Ch'angshuo pleaded to be
excused from such a harsh test. But Jen insisted. At last Ch'ang-
shuo took up his brush and, using the calligraphy method he'd
been steeped in copying the ancient Stone Drum style, he applied
a few brushstrokes to paper. Jen Po-nien saw that his expression
in inkwash was weall-rounded and vigorous, vasty different from
ordinary brushwork; he was greatly impressed and said right
there that the young man would achieve great fame one day.
From that time on he began to guide Ch'angshuo in painting
and the two men became fast friends. Their closa association
was to exert a profound effect on their art.

As 2 man Wu Ch'ang-shuo was modest, sincera, friendly
and gentle and people all liked to be close to him. When he was
first learning to paint, teachers and friends alike gave him en-
couragement and earnest guidance, urging him to incorporate
all he'd learnad in his calligraphy and seal-carving in the ancient
styles, into his painting. In this way he was able to achieve in
his painting, already around the age of forty, a unique image
of freedom and spontaneity, a new sparesenss and virility, and
an antique simplicity. In expression and content, the profundity
and infinite variety began to surpass the work of others by far.

by Hu K ai-fan

Among Ming and Ch'ing masters Ch'ang-shuo most deeply
admired Hsu Wei, Ch'en Shun, Shen Chou, Chu Ta and Shih-
t'a0, and also the works of the socalled Eight Eccentrics of Yang-
chou, men who each in his own way provided new departures
in Chinesa painting. For this reason people called Ch'ang-shuo’s
works “‘sparse enough to allow a horse to pass through, and
yet dense enough so that a needle can't penetrate’. Looking
at his extant works today, we'll have to admit that this observa-
tion is definitive.

The Ming master T'ang Yin had said, ""Those who are good
at calligraphy make good painters.” Wang Shih-chen also said,
“One paints stones using the calligraphy brush-method called
“flying sash’’, and when painting woods one may use the calli-
graphy method of the ancient seal-script. Painting branches
one may use the cursive script style, painting leaves the formal
or regular script style, the segments in the clerical style. The
trees painted by the Sung master Kuo Hsi and the Yuan master
T'ang Ti, or the bamboo painted by the Sung master Wen T ung,
the Yuan monk Jih-kuan's grapes — all derive from the cursive
style of calligraphy. This is becauss calligraphy and painting
are essantially the same.” The obsarvations by these two men
are born out by the painting of Wu Ch'ang-shuo which is nearly
entirely evolved from his rugged calligraphy styla and which
has thus attained an especial greatnass.

Among paintings by Wu Ch'ang-shuo surviving in the world
today, the most numerous types include pines, rocks, bamboo,
chrysthanthemums, prunus, cymbidiums, peonies, wisteria,
peach and lotus, followed by landscapes, figures. Whaether in
ink monochrome or in colours, his paintings rely primarily on
linear brushwork, Daubed lightly in inkwash or colours, his
paintings are informed with a sense of immediacy and life, full
of vitality and rich in spiritual resonance. Like a mighty river
the energy from his paintings flow forth unstoppable. For this
reason looking at Ch'ang-shuo’s works is like being in the fresh-
ness of nature’s forests and gardens. It enriches one's life and
arousas the amotions,

Ch'angshuo’s life was filled with ups and downs, and his
growing number of seals reflect as much, from the uncertainties
of his youth, his wanderings and studies of the middle years,
the beginning of establishment and security in his fifties, tll
the loss of hearing in both ears in his seventies, the names and
sobriquets he gave himself are seen to reflect his life. At first
he was called Chun, with his hao Yin-p’u, his tzu Chun-ch'ing.
Later he changed to Ch'ang-shuo, Ts'ang-shuo, Ts"ang-shih, Fou-lu,
Lao-fou, Lao-ts’ang, K'u-t'ish, Ta-lung, Shih tsunche, P'c-ho
t'ing-chang, Wu-hu yin-hsiung, |-yueh Antungling, etc. He had
three sons and one daughter. The oldest, Pan-ch'ang, son died
prematurely at the age of fifteen. The second son, Tzu-ju, con-
tinued in his footsteps working on painting, calligraphy and
ssalcarving, but did not attain long life, either, dying at the age
of fifty-one. The third son, Tung-mai, is a calligrapher and painter.
His daughter, Tan-heng, excels in the clerical style of calligraphy.

Ch’ang-shuo would spend much time and energy planning
a painting beforehand, but once the first stroke is put to pﬁnr
he would let his brush fly and finish the work in one sitting.
Afterwards he would go over it carefully to make sure the
spontaneity did not transgress principles of harmony, and in
the minute and fine sections one still finds echoes of spirit con-
sonance. Ha often underscored tha need for a painter to creata
his own compositions entirely out of his own inner self. Only
this way could he axpress his individuality and leave his own
stamp on the world of painting.
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Ripened Peaches
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