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A BRIGHT LIGHT

— on parting with a dear old friend

Liu Xun

“The eye is the mirror of the soul”. I do not know who it was that first coined this apt saying, who had spoken it first.
Some folk poet of unknown name it might have been.

I met Yalan Liu for the first time in my good old, now deceased, friend’s house well over thirty years ago. I was by no
means deeply impressed on first making her acquaintance, yet I somehow felt a ray of bright light reaching my heart,
radiating from those penetrating eyes of hers. As time went on and our friendship deepened, I gradually came o be
aware of both the power and value of that radiant light, the light that reflects some particular traits of Yalan Liu's dis-
position and mind.

Now Yalan is leaving us, going to the distant shores of the Pacific, to Australia. Such are the ways of life in this world
that one, more often than not, does not value much the moment of being together until the time of parting when it
dawns upon him that “It’s hard to meet, but harder still to part.”

I remember coming to her house one day when she was playing the piano. The music she played was Lizst's Hungarian
Rhapsody. Deeply moved by the sonorous, ardent sounds, I dared not disturb her, but stood there, watching her fingers
moving nimbly along the key — board, striking the keys with the force of little hammers of iron. She was not just play-
ing the piano, not just playing music, but immersing her whole heart and soul into the piece she was playing. This sin-
cerity and ardour for Art is even more strongly reflected in her own works of art. In her natures moods, in her land-
scapes, her drawings are graphic, colour — rich, and brushstrokes bold. All these bespeak of her ardent love of life, her
eagemness to strive on with all her energy.

T cannot tell why, but whenever I think of the lifepath which has been Yalan’s, [ invariably think of the great Russian
writer, Leo Tolstoy’s book titled {Hadji Murat) . At the beginning of this work the author describes a bush of thistle by
the roadside; a thistlebush which is growing on, ever strong and hardy, in spite of countless horseshoes and cartwheels
that stomp and roll over i, crushing it.

Yalan is going away now, taking with her the ardent love for her country, but the radiant light of her eyes shall always
dwell in my memory, and in my heart.
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WANDERING

~ Bidding farewell to a fellow — artist, Yalan Liu
By Wu Guangzhong

“Tis sunrise in the east, *tis raining in the west, there’s seemingly no light, vet light is there” — what did that Poet
from the Tang dynasty meam? He was seeking something in the dim world of Art — what did he seek? Not a light to
be seen by the eye, but enlightenment — the ability to feel truth! Poor artists, they wear out their soles of iron, they
spend the short, oh so short, span of but a few decades allotted them in their pursuit of truth, yet truth is ever far a-
head! One dash and the moth drops into fire, and is scorched to death — such is the fate common to thousands upon
thousands of artists, old and new, in this and other lands, even though the work of their hands remains to be admired
for ever and ever!

Yalan Liu was born in China, and spent her innocent and happy girlhood right in the midst of a lively, frolicsome
crowd of oriental girls! In her youth she studied in the Soviet Union, adopting the Western way of life, receiving a
‘Western education, and then came back to her vast native land in 1950.

I first came to know her in 1956. We were both teaching in the Art faculty of higher school, and both were bumping
into all sorts of difficulties, while probing our way in Art, just like the overwhelming majority of artists, particularly
those who had grasped both the western and the eastern conceptions of emotional effect of art, who have kept the puri-
ty of heart and were even more often liable to tight grips of unutterable bitterness — that was a bitter drink indeed!
We were draining cup after cup of bitterness in our pursuit of truth, yet the earth was fragrant, the people lovable.
‘We often went down to the countryside together with our students, where we lodged in the poor peasants’ small huts,
ate what they ate, and leaned to do their work. Yalan Liu doesn’t look quite Chinese. That surprised the peasants at
first and aroused their curiosity, but also made them keep their distance from her. However, she herself was uncon-
scious of any such distance. The peasants whose likeness her brush reproduced were her own peple to her, the land-
scapes she painted were those of her own country. She had given her heart to her people long ago! Yalan Liu’s Chinese
is not as fluent as one would expect from a Chinese, but this does not mater. An artist has a language of his own, that
of his work, so Yalan Liu"s most pressing problem was how 1o establish a contact with the Chinese people through the
medium of her Art. She was searching, wandering in the world of art, as though it was beyond her means to establish
a strong foothold!

There must be a lot of happy people in this world! But the Chinese people have gone through a greater deal of hard-
ships in their lives than most. Apart from her roaming the art, Yalan Liu has gone through many a trial in her life,
subject to many an onslaught of disease, but she stoutly withstood them all. Slender as she is, Yalan Liu has a stout
heart. What impressed me most is that dauntlessness of hers, an artist”s dauntlessness, the dauntlessness of a woman,
the dauntlessness of a proud human being!

It is long ago now that I was teaching together with Yalan Liu. The cultural revolution has scattered most of those
that walked the same path, chased them out of Beijing, sending each one to roam alone by himself, and contact now
lost. When we met once again Yalan Liu was deep in yet another search, this time with a Chinese brush, and in recent
years this search has yielded better and better results, more and more natural, freer, deeper.

The waves of life keep rolling on, driving people in different directions, urging them on towards new shores. Yalan
Liu is now leaving her native land bound for Australia. Oh, drifting in life and drifting in Art! When I see Yalan Liu



off, gazing after her receding figure as she moves farther and farther away with the paintbox on her back, I connot
help feeling a bit melancholy! But, why melancholy — for the decaying of the bitter fruit gathered? Nay, it is only
fermenting, fermenting to make wine, to make wine of bittemess, wine of late — ripening, and wine of fragrance, to
be offered to the lovable people!
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BEALITY AND DREAM,
PAINTING AND MUSIC

~on Reading Yalan Liu's recent works
Zhang Anzhi

(professor of the Central Arts Academy of China) (Now deceased)

1 have worked together with Yalan Liu for over ten years, from the early fifties and into the sixties. Her unremitting
application to creative work, her conscientiousness in teaching and her eagerness never to miss an opportunity to plunge
into the thick of life, o to scrutinise the works of art that we inherited from the past have deeply impressed me and
filled me with admiration.

There is an influence of the fine traditions of both the Western realism and impressionism in her early oil paintings,
with colours rich and harmonious, brush strokes nimble, and images distinct.

As she gradually grasps the characteristic traits of chinese national and folk art, the style of her paintings gain in splen-
dour and assume oriental colouring, particularly her still life paintings in which there s found a richness of colour, imagi-
nation and reality, and the manner of painting is still bolder.

After the ten years of turmoil there is again an obvious new development in her oil paintings. For example “My dream”
which can also be named “Dream in a Grotto”. To paint a stone statue of Budha, or a worshipper in shimmering moon-
light , is to create a dream, a poem, and involves a feeling of devotion. That means that the painter’s thoughts run deep-
er, that she is full of new visions, and has set forth on a new pursuit between the realms of reality and dream, of the an-
cient and the new, of Art and human life. Of her recent works in oil, the ones that I like best are “Sunset on the Yellow
River"and “Beloved Daughter’s Portrait”

She paints her daughter, Leonella Liu, almost every year. Innocently smiling, on a background of flowers, the girl and
the blossoms mutually enhance each other’s beauty. But in this portrait, done in the thinnest layer of oil colours, — the
girl's complexion ivory white yet with wonderfully playing shades, her eyes too changed and grown deeper, the back-
ground wholly simple — this portrait is full of the classical veiled beauty approaching the style of the great Master of Re-
naissance, Da Vinci. Done with great finesse and utmost simplicity, this picture is to me an incarnation of the depth of a

mother’s love.

In"Sunset over the Yellow River” the mountain slopes and valleys far and near are somnolent, while the glimmering wa-
ters of that great river go their winding way. A golden sun hangs above the strip nearest the horizon, the tops of clouds
slightly tinted with a pale sunset  rose. Even under the veil of night it reveals to one the depth and vastness of our na-
tive land! Yalan Liu's ardent love of life and nature too is likened to the waters of the Yellow River, untiring in their
steady course, day after day, night after night!

It is quite natural too that with Yalan Liu’s deeper knowledge of life and feelings, her style in oil painting has under-
gone a noticable change, turning from splendour to depth and finesse. At the same time she has intensified her own ef-
forts to master the traditional Chinese technique of painting. This she has done by copying the Yonglegong murals, ex-
perimenting with using line strokes and Chinese ink water colours in different genres of painting, and combining Chi-



nese ink with variegated colours. For example, in her“Old Roots”, the roots and the old stump are painted with thick
Chinese ink on a dry brush, revealing sturdiness and strength of the aged tree. A wide stretch of wild flowers is a com-
bination of dot and line strokes, the shades of the ink changing, and these dot strokes are no longer the strokes repre-
senting the transition of light as in Western painting, but have the quality characteristic to Chinese paintings of com-
bined inages. The idea of the painting is imteresting too. The painter does not paint spreading branches and the rich fo-
liage of a tree, but simply winding knotty roots on a background of wide stretching wild flowers. This is indeed romance
in the ordinary run of things, a symbol of the everlastingness of age and youth!

“White Roses” 100 is done in dot strokes in ink. The flowers have no contour lines, the painter has obviously used the
traditional method, yet has not been constrained by the old injunctions. In “Apsaras Flying in a Rain of Flowers” the
folds of the garment are long and graceful , but the background is that of a greyish — blue sky, which gives the painting
an occidental hue. Likewse in “Gleanings from Cave Frescoes” . The tools the painter uses are Chinese, and her main
‘medium of ink and brush strokes are lid in the Chinese way, vet the ink is diluted and this give, the picture and ap-
proach akin to the oil - painting “My Dream”. Another interesting painting is “Chopin’s Polonaise”, wherein the sun is
peinted gold among the roaring waves, the sky and water interwoven in crimson, black, grey and purple, the waves be-
ing contoured in gold and painted with dense flying upward strokes. It represents a sort of music composed of lines and
colours. My knowledge of music being very poor, 1 do not know what is subject matter of Polonaise, but this painting
imparts to me a mysterious emotional effect, a golden glow beaming through darkness, simplicity emerging from com-
plexity, quiet born out of turmoil. It is both a picture and piece of music, a dream in reality and truth in emotion, a
hymn to nature and a symbol of life.

Yalan Li's paintings are not only a creative blending of the characteristic techniques and forms of the Chinese and
Western styles of painting. She has nised recog and grasped the essence of the demands set by both Eastem and West-
em Art relating to artistic conception and choice of theme, so that her paintings reveal some characteristic traits of
each, as well as her own strong and clear — cut personality.

Beijing January 1981
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