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CHI KE

While still young, Professor Li Xiongcai(%#+), now
vice-president of the Guangzhou Fine Arts Institute,
studied painting under Gao Jianfu (# & %), the founder of
the Lingnan School. In the 30’s he studied art in Japan.
For more than half a century, his vivid works have
enriched the modern practice of traditional Chinese
landscape painting. At the same time he has worked
hard training young artists. The publication of his
“Landscape Painting Manual’ is an important event in
art circles, as this will disseminate the basics of the
traditional techniques of Chinese landscape painting,
and also provide a source of information for young
people interested in studying art. It also offers examples
for scholars who are studying the development of
traditional Chinese painting.

One may become a writer without studying grammar
— speech comes to us naturally — but one can never
become a painter without specifically studying the

principles of painting. One of the important elements of .
art history is the study of the painting techniques of

famous painters. On the other hand, one of the reason
why art may have its own laws of development lies in
the very fact that there are special artistic experiences
which are necessarily passed down directly from
generation to generation.

Painting is like a poem that has ‘“‘character”, “idea”
and “‘spirit”, but these go hand in hand with “form”,
“rule” and “‘method”. Wang Guowei (E&#) said, “No

matter how unrealistic the picture looks, it should come
from nature, and the structure should be formed
according to the laws of nature. So painters should not
only be romanticists, but realists as well.”’ In painting, if
the object and structure are required to follow the laws
of nature, the skill to change nature to art is necessary.
Therefore, “‘imitating” is one of the Six Methods* of
learning painting. Many great painters, classical and
modern, Chinese and foreign, at one time or another,
have imitated paintings in museums and private
collections. However, Qi Baishi’s (% & %) first teacher was
nothing more than the old book — the “Mustard Seed
Garden Manual of Painting”’«*F¥E##)). Only after
mastering certain methods of painting, is one able to
learn from nature, to develop new ideas, and finally to
paint freely and reach the point of seeming to paint
without following any school method. We may agree
with Diderot when he said, ‘“We study the ancient
scholars for the simple purpose of learning how to
describe nature.”

Traditional Chinese landscape painting reached its
heights in the Song dynasty(£%) (in Europe, only six
hundred years later, did some famous landscape painters
develop within Dutch School). Song painters benefited
from the accumulated experience of the painting and
calligraphy of the Tang and the Five Dynasties period
(#.5%&) . They studied the secrets of nature carefully
and realistically, and depicted it lyrically as poets write



poems. They can be considered to have laid a solid
foundation in realism, both in terms of the art of
appreciation and in the techniques of creating landscape
painting.

From Li Xiongcai’s sketches, it is obvious that he has
learned from the painters of the Five Dynasties(# f), the
Song (%) and also the Yuan dynasties( ). The culmina-
tion of his skills integrated physical nature with a com-
bination of the qualities derived from many great
painters: the strong and firm brush strokes of Ma Yuan
(5-0and Xia Guei( g £); the splendid long texture strokes
and moist dotting of Dong Yuan(#:%)and Ju Ran(g #);
the landscape dotting of Mi Fei(:k#)and the graceful dry
ink strokes of Ni Zan({z:#).

The beauty of art comes from the combination of the
subjectivity of the artist with the natural object. The
differences between the various schools and styles of art
derive from the degree to which either the subject (the
artist) or the (natural) object predominates (in the
painting) and the ways in which these two factors
combine. Professor Li can be sensitive to the minute
details of nature and patiently discover its charms only
because he first of all respects nature’s intrinsic beauty.
He never wantonly distorts nature for the purpose of
displaying his skill, and in keeping with this, earnestly
instructs his students to base their work on reality.
Nevertheless, he never records nature mechanically.
Even when teaching novices to paint a mere rock he

demands a dynamic depiction of the rock, saying.
“Drawing requires dexterity.” **A rock without spirit is
lifeless, so the brush should be used like a dragon flying
in the sky, full of power and grandeur.”

The ancient painters who emphasized sketching had
such a saying., “A pine tree will appear real only after
painting it a thousand times.” Professor Li has also
made thousands of sketches, so as a result of his careful
study of nature, he can paint with authority. The small
paintings collected here include views of Yellow Moun-
tain(¥ 1), E Mei(##%) , Yang Suo (% #)and the primeval
forests of Hainan Island. Although they are no more
than a foot in height, they are as vivid and lifelike as his
large scale paintings for public buildings.

Only those artists who have studied nature in depth,
internalized it, are rich in poetic sentiment and who can
endow nature with dynamic life, are able to paint with
such total mastery. This is the essence of traditional
Chinese painting.

As for teaching. the book contains a variety of
techniques for painting mountains. rocks. forests. trees,
rivers, seas, streams, falls torrents, shoals, fog, rain and
snow, ranging from easy to difficult, from simple to
complicated. Better still, the paintings, whether simple
or complex, are drawn from daily life and are full of
feelings. They are not diagrams but gracetul works of
art painted with spontaneity and ease. Learners, with
careful study, can discover that what the painter has



taught here is not simply how to use the brush and ink,
or how to depict the patterns of foliage, but actually the
most important things in art — rhythm and vitality.

Method is important. But by following a method too
strictly, the artist may turn his back upon the reality
and beauty of nature. Still worse, the development of
the artist’s character may also be restrained. So during a
demonstration the painter may often add a dedication
as a warning to the students of art, saying, “This is a
‘Lotus-Leaf’ texture stroke, but don’t use this method
all the time.” ‘“‘Don’t stick to a certain school or
method, but mind what you are going to paint.” So
people should know that method is only for depicting
nature, it cannot replace nature.

Three hundred years ago, the “Mustard Seed Garden
Manual of Painting” compiled by the dramatist Li Yu
(#i#), the painter Wang Gai(Z#)and others, was the only
manual on landscape painting available, and has been
used for more than two centuries. Because the imitation
of ancient paintings was encouraged in the early Qing
dynasty(# #) most of paintings are made up of the frag-
ments of copy books which are lacking in the vitality of
nature. Even though this manual is useful in providing
rules for beginners; it tends to encourage lifelessness
through meaningless repetition. In contrast, the illustra-
tions in “Li Xiongcai’s Landscape Painting Manual’ are
mostly sketches from life. Even though a sketch may
only illustrate a handful of foliage or a few pieces of

moss it still conveys the sense of real life. And as for his
cascading falls and thriving woods, they brim with the
flavour of the new age.

Contemplating these paintings and reflecting on the
past and the present, we can say without hesitancy: the
moderns are superior to the ancients after all.

Translated by Chi Lan

* (i.e. imitating is one of the Six Methods tradi-
tionally practised in Chinese painting. The Six Methods
was first enunciated in the Sth c. A.D.)
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