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Grape Cui and Peony Cui (Preface)
— on paintings by Mr. Cui Peilu

Mr. Cui peilu, devoted to flower and bird painting, is one of the most accomplished among the
middle-aged contemporary Chinese painters. Since his first individual art exhibition held in Shanghai in 1985,
he has been enjoying an increasingly growing popularity both with the public and art critics. In recent years,
quite a few of his works have been selected for inclusion in publications both at home and abroad. His art
exhibitions have been held in Hong Kong, Singapore, the United States and other countries and regions. One
of his representative works Grapes in Ink has been selected for collection by the Virginia State Museum of
the United States. On the 40th anniversary of the founding of People’s Republic of China in 1989, he was
specially invited to create the two large scale decorative paintings of Grapes and Peony for the Great Hall
of the People. Hence, his art works merit particular attention and study.

Born and brought up in the grape-rich mountain areas of southern Shandong Province, Mr. Cui Peilu is
expert in drawing the fruit. He is affectionately known by the name Grape Cui. Actually he took the painting
of grape as a life-long cause and has been making strenuous efforts for so many years. This is expressed by
one of his poetic inscriptions on a grape painting: “Grey my hair becomes, still with a noble cause in heart,
/ busy in painting grapes from morn to night,/ after the sour tastes and bitter trials, then/ I create fine fruits
for you to appreciate.”

In the history of Chinese painting, the monk painter Wen Riguan at the end of Song Dynasty and the
beginning of Yuan Dynasty was most famous for painting grapes and was widely known as Grape Wen. It
was said that when Wen painted grapes he used to first draw in one bold stroke a thick stem, on which he
would then add the thin trailing branches. The various shades of the leaves were created with the different
ink-tints by a fine and soft brush while the full and glistening fruits are painted by a brush heavily soaked
with light ink. The painting book Coral Net commented:“If one likes to paint grapes, one must be good at
stem-painting and cursive-hand calligraphy as well.”

With whole-hearted dedication to and painstaking practice of painting and calligraphy, Mr. Cui has not
only inherited the fine traditional techniques and style but also made new and inventive development of his
own in his grape paintings. In the creation of his artistic images, he has made masterful use of the modern
painting theories on composition through varied deployment of points, lines and surfaces. He usually begins
from the painting of the points expressed by the round transparent grapes, before deploying the surfaces by
creating the leaves with splashing ink. The lines in his paintings are expressed by the stems and branches in
strong and bold calligraphic strokes. Slow and gentle in painting the points, quick and resolute in his
treatment of the surfaces while smooth and unbroken in that of the lines, the entire process of Mr. Cui’s
painting of grapes appeals to the audience as a moving melody. He is specially adept at painting the fruits
of grapes in ink without any added colours. So dexterous and consummate in the art, Mr. Cui brings out
onto the paper his plump, crystal and pearl-like grapes without the waste of a single stroke. These fruits are
so lively and natural that they bring water to the mouth of the audience. Just for this reason, the highly
accomplished painter and art critic Xie Zhiliu cannot help inscribing for one of Cui’s paintings the following;
“These clusters of grapes hanging heavily on the vines are so life-like and vividly presented that they remind
the audience of the delicious juicy taste of the fruit.”



The way to success is no smooth running but an arduous path filled with ups and downs. He underwent
the three stages of close observation and genuine understanding of the fruit, the mechanical portraying of
its superficial appearance, and finally the ability to freely and accurately convey the essential nature and spirit
of the fruit. He once inscribed on an ink and wash painting of grapes: “Rich and abundant is my hometown
in the production of grapes, pomegranates and many other fruits. But amongst all of them, I seem to be
particularly bound by fate to the grapes. This year alone I have painted no less than one thousand pieces of
the fruit, apart from a special trip to the remote Turfan — Home of Grapes at the foot of the Mountain of
Flames. I have thus formed in my mind’s eye the eternal image of the fruit which is always ready to flow
onto the paper under my brush.” This reminds people of the similar sayings of Zheng Bangiao (a bamboo
painter in Qing Dynasty),“The bamboo in one’s mind’s eye is but essentially different from the bamboo we
see every day in the natural world” (Inscrintions on Paintings, the Collection of Zheng Bangiao). This sums
up the.essential experience of many successful artists who, before throwing themselves into the actual artistic
creation, would usually first closely observe and acquaint themselves with the subject matters they are to
paint so as to get a genuine knowledge and thorough understanding of the very nature of them and foster
the artistic images in the mind’s eye. The artistic creations of grapes by Grape Cui are, by the same token,
artistic abstractions and summaries in his mind’s eye of the grapes in nature.

Not only is Mr. Cui Peilu famous for painting grapes, he is equally well known for his paintings of peony.
The other title he is popularly known within the art circles is Peony Cui. In the history of traditional Chinese
painting, peony, the queen of flowers in China, had always been a common subject matter of painting. Yet,
few if -any had extra-ordinary artistic breakthroughs or outstanding acclaims in the painting of the flower.
The very fact that Mr. Cui has been given by people the name of Peony Cui speaks for itself his achievements.
However, like his success in his paintings of grapes, this was attained through meticulous observation in the
fields and endless practising, “leaving his footprints all over the thirty-thousand-mu land of Caozhou — the
legendary residence of the Fairy of Peony.” This is well expressed by a poem he once inscribed on one of
his works: “In the spring wind each Guyu, I am keen / To paint the beauty of the Flower Queen. / By fate
it seems I was bound to Her, / I feel I've become Qiu the Gardener.” A character created by the famous
Chinese novelist Feng Menglong of the Ming Dynasty in his Stories to Awaken the World, Gardener Qiu is
a great admirer of peony to whom the flower has become absolutely an indispensable part of his life. Painted
with such affections and admiration like Old Gardner Qiu, the peonies under Cui’s brush are uniquely refined
and elegant. ‘

Mr. Cui is highly accomplished in peony painting both in plain ink without added colours and with
colours and both in Gongbi characterised by fine and detailed brushwork and Xieyi featured with bold and
freehand brushstrokes. His well-composed Gongbi peonies, bright in colour and balanced in the treatment
of light and shades with butterflies spotted here and there, are so vivid and life like that one can hardly make
out whether they are paintings or real. In front of these pieces, one feels as if one is strolling around Caozhou
and would indeed “mistake the fragrance of ink as that of the flowers.”

As for his Xieyi peony, Mr. Cui brings into full play the technique of the school of boneless paintings, a
style which resembles that of water colour. Though succinct in style and composition, terse and few in
strokes, even a seemingly careless stroke is so meaningful and well placed, they bring home the essence and
nature of the Flower Queen. Indeed, the highest Chinese poetic goal of using the “least number of words to
express the deepest feelings and cover the broadest subjects” is just what Cui constantly strives to attain.



Since the period of the Five Dynasties, Chinese flower and bird paintings began to fall into two schools
respectively represented by Huang Quan and Xu Xi. The school of Huang Quan is characterised by “fine and
detailed brushworks and free application of colours with hardly any ink.” Bright and elegant, these works
were soon introduced into the palace and thus gave birth to the later school of imperial painting academy
Gongbi. In the paintings by Xu Xi, on the other hand, “ink becomes the predominant theme while colours
are only used occasionally as supplements.” Xu found the school of boneless painting and gave birth to the
later Intellectual School of Xieyi Paintings. The difference between the two schools are well summed up by
the following: “The works of the Huang school is refined and majestic while those of the Xu school is bold
and wild” (Painting Anecdotes by Guo Rexue). Cui has inherited in his peony paintings the merits of both
Huang and Xu by adopting the refinement and elegance of the Huang School to convey the spirit and
appearance of the flower while the wild and bold style of the Xu School in composition. Thus the peonies
under Cui’s brush not only remains loyal to but also transcends the peonies in the natural world. He believes
that the technique of ink without added colours can best convey both the mobility and vitality of the Flower
Queen. As pointed out by Wang Wei “Of all styles of paintings, works in ink without added colours excel
all the rest” (Rhymed Formula on Mountains and Waters).

Though a flower and bird painter best at grapes and peonies, Cui Peilu paints equally well pomegranate,
plum, narcissus, Chinese flowering quince, roosters and other objects in his unique way. His artistic inspiration
comes directly from the colourful natural world surrounding him and his unusual personal experiences. Read
his inscriptions on Pomegranate:The pomegranates I paint are big and round. / Only in Yi County — my
home-town can they be found.” Simple and natural is his language and so is his personality.

In the main, Cui’s paintings are based on solid personal experiences and traditional techniques. Thus his
works are full of life and have a strong national flavour. Yet they lack not the spirit of the times and new
inventions. His artistic images, be they grapes, peonies, narcissus or pomegranates, are all full of life and
vitality, demonstrating the fast pace and prosperity of the times and providing the audience with confidence
and courage to forge ahead. In dealing with tradition and modern Western art, he has adopted the famous
motto of his teacher Wang Xiaogu — “To follow the tradition without falling hostage to the tradition.” He
thus draws upon both our long and rich traditions and Western art for food of thought and improvement
of his skill. In his paintings one can discover all the fine traditions characterising traditional Chinese painters,
profound mastery of calligraphy, integration of poetry with painting, the aesthetic pursuit of Intellectual
Painters for likeness in spirit rather than merely in form. Yet they are by no means mechanical imitations of
classical works nor are they result of blind copying of modern Western arts.

In prime of his life now, Mr. Cui does not rest on his present laurels but keeps on striving to attain still
higher artistic accomplishments. In our present drive for carrying forward and rejuvenating the long-standing
Chinese cultural heritages, Cui’s artistic practice and experiences certainly merit special attention.

Kong Shoushan
Shanghai,
Summer, 1991
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