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A FREREIRESTEEH AL SR
Mr. Chang Dai-Chien in front of his
peony plants in his studio, the garden
of “Mo Ya Ching She."”’

KT FREMEEBIESTEE Mr. Chang Dai-Chien in his studio, the garden of “Mo Ya Ching She.”
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Preface

Mr. Kuo Juo-hsu of Sung Dynasty (960-1126 A.D.) commented once on paintings,
“If we examine the great works of old,in my opinion, many of these art works are of great
officials, men of talent, and hermits. Their works of leisure are in accordance with the
highest virtue. They plumb the depths of their souls and commit their noblest emotions to
paintings. If a man’s character is of the highest, the essence of his painting will be refined

and elegant. If his paintings possess this elegance, they will certainly be both vivid and
lively.”

Indeed, the pre-requisites for becoming a great painting master must be a noble cha-
racter combined with constant practice, unyielding perseverance and a life lived to the
fullest.

Mr. Chang has dedicated his entire life to increasing the beauty of our culture, of mod-
ern life, and of the whole world through his paintings. He is regarded as one of the greatest
masters in contemporary art circles, and has enjoyed an international reputation for scores
of years. Since returning to Taiwan to spend his remaining years, his mood has become
light and carefree. Although he has now reached the age of 83, he still devotes himself to
his work. In his recent works, we can see that his inner nobility of character is fully pro-
jected in his paintings. Removed from all earthly desires, the elegance of his painting is
overpowering and one finds it difficult to tear oneself away from them. This can, no doubt,
be ascribed to his experience, his constant practice, and his long cultivation of his artistic
sensibility.

His spirit is untrammelled, yet his heart can remain composed and contented. He
studies ceaselessly and he possesses a strong sense to distinguish the patriot from the be-
trayer. His sincerity and patriotism are respected and admired by all. Yet few know how
diligently has immersed himself in researches on history of Chinese art.

In 1940, Mr. Chang risked both desert storm and the hazard of roving bandits to travel
the vast distance to Tunhuang. During his three-year stay there, he immersed himself in
study of the more than 200 ancient frescos in Tunhuang’s stone caves. His method of
study was a sound historical approach, and his detailed comparison of the various frescos
and his enumeration system for the 309 caves of Tunhuang have been of the greaetst im-
portance to the scholars who specialize in the study of the Tunhuang finds. Among the
schoalrs, Mr. Chang’s method of enumeration is still called the “Chang’s System””.

Mr. Chang’s scholarship is profound, and basing himself on this and his many years of
artistic cultivation, he is capable of masterfully and expressively revealing nature’s innermost
essence in his paintings. He has attained to the point where, as an ancient Chinese art
critic once remarked, “he paints as the great literati and poets compose sonnets; the words
come without end and emerge at the tip of the brush; metaphors and allegories spring out;
its thythm rises and falls. For the trully creative man, inspiration is ceaseless.”

Mr. Yu Yu-jen once wrote a poem congratulating Mr. Chang Dai-chien on his birthday,
saying”, of all the generals left today, old Chang ranks at their head. His achievements have
shaped his time, and his paintings are his gifts to the world.” Mr. Yi’s praise of Chang
Dai-chien is beautifully phrased, yet it is only appropriate tb the importance of his achieve
1ents.

The National Museum of History, in pursuit of its duty to promote the splendors of
China’s culture, places the highest importance on Chang Dai-chien’s works. We have already
published several volumes of his works, and now after receiving permission from Mr. Chang,

we wish to present this collection of his most recent works to the public, which we have:
titled “The Collected Paintings and Calligraphy of Chang Dai-chien, Vol. III”. I respectfully
offer this preface to this great painting master along with my sincerest admiration.

Ho Hao-tien
Director
National Museum of History
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ON THE ART OF PAINTING by Chang Dai-Chien

Some people, apparently considering painting as a very difficult art, contend that a
painter must be born with the genius for his calling; I do not think so. For so long as a man
takes an interest in painting, success will come his way as a matter of course, provided that he
follows the right path and plies his study with assiduity. The proverb says, “Three parts of
human endeavour plus seven parts of Providence.” This tenet, however, is quite opposite to
my way of thinking. I deem it far more likely to put it the other way round, that is to say,
“Seven parts of human endeavour plus three parts of Providence.” In other words, however
talented a painter may be, he will come to no good without industry. Most of the so-called
child prodigies have turned out to be nonentities when they came of age. Why is it? The
answer is: they have been pampered by their parents and extolled to the skies by everyone so
much that they forget themselves and, having grown swollen-headed with conceit, no longer
devote themselves to their work. Since it is common sense that retrogression begins where
progress leaves off, how then can they expect to succeed?

In my opinion, the painter should commence with copying the old masters, as is the
practice with the calligraphers, with a view to acquiring the mastery of line. First, he must do
exercises in the contour method, next in life study. The latter requires thorough understand-
ing of the nature of the subject, close observation of its manner and attitude, and identifica-
tion of oneself with its feelings. One must practise and practise again, if necessary, till one
makes no technical errors.

As far as I can see, there is no rigid line of demarcation between Chinese painting and
Western painting, whether in the initial approach or in the highest ultimate attainment. What-
ever difference there is in the form of representation, it is a mere result of the regional diver-
gence in custom and usage and in the media and materials of the painter.

Of course, there is also a difference in the application of colour. In Western painting,
light and colour are not used separately: colour sets off light and light brings out colour. Apart
from that, shading is added to achieve depth and three-dimensional effect in Chinese painting,
light and colour are employed apart, and light comes in only when it is called for. The dif-
ferent aspects of light and shade, or front and back, find expression in the rise and fall or the
turn and twist of the lines. In unique Chinese paintings, in the monochrome or in the impres-
sionistic style, shading is dispensed with altogether. Ancient Chinese painters long ago consi-
dered shading detrimental to the graphic beauty of the picture as a whole. That is why, apart
from the brush-stroke, Chinese paintings also rely on colour for enhancing the contrast be-
tween light and shade. In principle, this is similar to the modern photographic study of
human figures in high key, which produces aesthetic three-dimensional effects without the
assistance of shadows.

The trend of modern Western painting has been in the direction of the abstract. Both
Matisse and Picasso confess that they have changed their modes of expression under the in-
fluence of Chinese paintings. I have seen with my own eyes no less than five albums of Picas-
so’s experiment in Chinese painting with brush and ink, each containing some forty sheets of
paper. One of these is the Pastoral God, which he has presented to me as a souvenir.

In the light of this new trend, it does not make sense that a wide gulf should still have
existed between the Chinese painting and the Western painting. However, it is difficult to
instil the merits of Western art into a Chinese painting without compromising its inherent
character and betraying some trace of the Western touch. This can only be achieved by a
genius of the highest intelligence who will apply himself to the task with extraordinary care
and industry, for the slightest negligence may defeat the purpose of his pursuit.

Chinese painting has often been pooh-poohed by unappreciative critics for its want of
perspective. In reality, Chinese painting is not innocent of the visual aspect of dimension in
space; only, the Chinese point of view may shift from one direction to another as the painters
of some modern schools show, instead of from one fixed point. The dicta of the ancients



quoted in the following may represent the Chinese theory of perspective:

“Distant hills have no wrinkles.” Why is that so? Because neither the human eyes nor
the camera lens can see the rugged contour of the distant hills through the softening atmos-
phere in space. Hence, it is quite unnecessary to paint any wrinkles.

“Distant waters have no waves.”” For the same reason, it is impossible to see the ripples
or billows on distant rivers and lakes.

“Distant men have no eyes.” The same principle applies to human figures. Itis common
sense that at a distance facial features are indiscernible.

Perspective, I take it, is what things look like in nature under a certain condition, not just
a set of hard and fast rules. Centuries ago, long before the invention of the camera, Chinese
theorists of art had laid down those principles which, curiously enough, are in agreement with
the elements of modern photography. For instance, in a distant scene, the colour is invariably
in the light tone and its outlines are soft, vague, and a little blurred. This is the Chinese artist’s
technique for suggesting distance. In case of a ncar scene, the detail of a building must needs
be distinct and sharp and their colours in deep tone, as though they were right in front of one’s
eyes.

Shih T’ao sometimes employs a special technique whereby he reverses the usual practice
by giving things in the foreground a blurred ethereal look while making the objects in the
distance appear clear-cut and solid. That is tantamount to setting the camera focus on infinity
or riveting one’s eyes on something remote, so that the objects at close quarters are out of
focus. It is truly wonderful of Shih T’ao to be able to anticipate in his paintings the modern
scientific perspective of the focus and give it an aesthetic interpretation. Chinese impressionism
is, therefore, both in accord with the principles of physics and compatible with the elements of
aesthetics.

On the basis of aesthetics, sometimes it takes a different angle to give expression to
beauty. Theoretically speaking, the painter may derive inspiration from every possible angle,
or from a mobile point of view, or paint an artistic composite picture from several different
points of view. Such a theory, though quite comprehensible to the modern man, was incon-
ceivable to some of our ancients. For instance, the great Sung Dynasty critic Shén Kua is
known to have stigmatized the buildings painted by Li Ch’éng for their “upturned roof-
corners.” With the premise that looking down from a high point one may see the roof but
not the inside of the caves, he maintains that Li’s painting does not stand to reason because it
shows the roof ridge as well as the bracket system under the caves. Superficially, Shen’s criti-
cism seems to be pertinent, but in retrospect he has obviously barked up the wrong tree. For
in painting, aesthetics is the thing. Li Ch’éng not only sees the ridge of the roof from a bird’s-
eye view but has swooped down to take in the bracket system under the eaves. In his painting
he has successfully combined the first impression of the roof with the second impression of
the bracket and eaves into an aesthetically blended picture. Chinese architecture is noted
for the exceptional beauty of its roof and its bracket system. It is quite impossible to paint
both without recourse to blending the upward and downward perspectives.

The painter is the deity of his own world, invested with the prerogative to create what-
ever he pleases. In his paintings, he may play the part of the Creator and cause it to rain or
the sun to shine, without being dictated to by any force in existence. He may conjure up a
peak or get rid of a pile of unsightly rocks, as he sees fit. If he conceives a domain of genii
and fairies, he is at liberty to put it into form and colour. He may, as the scientists advocate,
“bring about improvement upon Nature,” or as the ancients say, “‘let the brush amend Nature
without the auspices of Providence.” Generally speaking, the painter may create a world
on the paper and paint it in whatever way he likes. Sometimes it is desirable to reflect the reali-
ties, sometimes it is expedient to leave realistic considerations out of mind: the choice being
entirely at his discretion. In short, when painting a picture, the painter should neither seek to
be too life-like nor wilfully strive for unlikeness. If faithfulness is the criterion, painting
is at a disadvantage in comparison with photography. If it is unlikeness that the painter
aims at, why then should he paint the subject at all?

So the true artist must try to bring out, between likeness and unlikeness, the extramun-
dane charm of nature. That is what the ancients mean by “‘capturing the spirit at the ex-
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pense of appearance.” In other words, the world of the painter’s creation should be such that
the initiated shall be able to recognize its identity at one glance. The artist sees what is truly
beautiful and paints it, while rejecting what is not beautiful. Speaking of true beauty, it does
not dwell solely in the outward form of things but must be appreciated through its spiritual
vitality. This may be coupled with the famous dictum of the eminent T’ang Dynasty poet-
painter, Wang Wei: “In a picture there should be poetry, in a poem there should be a picture.”
For painting is poetry unsung, and poetry is painting set to music. To attain such a transcen-
dent state, it is imperative to conceive the picture before manipulating the brush, so that as
soon as an inspiration sparkles in the painter’s psyche, it may take shape on the paper by
means of brush and ink. So it is said, “The form is born ahead of the brushwork,” and “The
spirit dwells in the painting when it is done.”

As to the countless new-fangled things of our age which were unknown to the ancients,
they are not altogether unpaintable, as some people are inclined to think. There is no reason
why they should not become fit themes of art, so long as the painter can do justice to their
form and spirit by virtue of his inspiration and intellect, without compromising his aesthetic
principles, and so long as his paintings are in keeping with the classical tradition without
deviating into the beaten track of vulgarism.

In brief, if a painter wishes to become an adept, he should first of all master the contour
method, next life study, and finally the impressionistic style. Whether he paints flowers,
birds, landscapes, or human figures, it is necessary for him to be conversant with their nature,
form, and feeling. He must begin with copying and studying the work of famed painters of
the past and the present. In doing so, he must guard himself against lopsided favouritism,
because every great painter has his own particular merit worthy of emulation. But the indivi-
dual touch of each is different, so the beginner should not imitate only one master, nor follow
a course under the unassisted guidance of his own bent. He must emulate the spiritual quality
of the old masters and be able to adapt it to his own use, rationally and intelligently. In the
same way, a master of painting should teach his pupils. He should impart to them the tech-
nique of painting and let them pursue their own courses, till they are mature enough to make
independent creations of their own, instead of requiring them to tread in his footsteps. In this
way, they may become independent painters in due course of time. That is why one can tell
at a glance the authorship of the extant paintings of the T’ang and Sung masters in the ab-
sence of their signatures, for even a fragment of the original painting is eloquent of
its creator.

The ancients say, “Read myriads of books and travel myriads of miles.” It simply means
that knowledge should be obtained from actual observation as well as from books, the two
being complementary to each other. If the painter has contemplated the great mountains and
rivers of the world till “there are peaks and valleys in his bosom,” so to speak, he need have
no fear of having to create something with his brush out of the void. The more he sees, the
more resourceful he will become. It is so with landscapists, so with the painters of flowers,
human figures, birds, animals, and the rest.

Travelling may provide the painter with source materials, enable him to see the
whole creation in its infinite aspects and broaden his horizon. So it is imperative to travel
myriads of miles.

An accomplished painter, having technically attained the state of sublimation, is above
the constraint and limitation of any fixed rules and methods. All things in the physical uni-
verse are his for the drawing, and he can paint as his heart desires. After all, having become a
master of painting, why should he be a bond-slave of conventional rules? As for the beginner,
however, it is expedient for him to adhere to the rule and proceed according to the proper
order.

In painting human figures, the most popular themes of the ancients are angling, fuel-
gathering, ploughing, and book-reading. These occupations were chosen not for their being a
means of making a living, but for their symbolic significance of the noble way of life befitting
a learned mandarin living in retirement. Being ignorant of this underlying meaning, the pain-
ters of to-day often paint the human figures concerned with sordid worry written across
their faces, as if they were wretched mercenaries living from hand to mouth, without suggest-



ing the consolation of a tired soul finding sanctuary in retreat. How absurd!

Of the four noble plants—plum, orchid, chrysanthemum and bamboo—each has its own
exalted station, which is symbolic of the integrity and character of the painter or of the one
to whom his painting is dedicated. Apart from that, these plants are the prototypes from
which the technique of flower painting is derived. How should the ancients know that they
would become the hackneyed and much abused themes of the thoughtless painters of to-day?

In conclusion, let me bring up a few points from my experience as a painter, for the
reference of those who are interested:

(1) Copying. The beginner should learn the rules and methods by means of mastering the
technique of defining the contour lines.

(2) Life Study. The painter should understand the nature of his subject, observe its form and
attitude, and identify himself with its feelings.

(3) Conception of Ideas. Whether it be human figures, stories, landscapes, or flowers and
bamboo, there should be a lofty underlying meaning, however insignificant the subject
may be.

(4) Creating the Psychical State. The painter should strive for new ideas and discard shabby
and hackneyed ones.

(5) Seeking after the Sublime. The painter should read books, cultivate his nature, and
remove himself from what is earthly and vulgar.

(6) Craving for Nobleness of Style and Dispensing with Superfluous Brush-Work.

(7) Composition to Play Second Fiddle to Rhythmic Vitality.

(8) To Capture the Spirit at the Expense of the Appearance, so long as it does not go against
the fundamental aesthetic principles.

(9) To Let the Brush be Relaxed and the Heart at Ease, and to guard against showing off
one’s own talent and giving rein to one’s own temperament.

(10) While emulating the old masters, One Must Go Through A Metamorphosis, instead of
resorting to duplicating or pirating.

(11) To Give Expression to a Sentiment by Painting an Anecdote, such as Tle Return of Lady
Ts’ai Yen to China, Lady Yang Suffering from a Toothache, Po Chii-yi Listening to the
Balloon Guitar on the Hsiinyang River, etc.

(12) Great Compositions, such as King Mo’s Travels, Ch'ii Yuan in Exile, The Truce of Pien-
ch'iao between Emperor T'ai Tsung of the T ang Dynasty and the Turks, General Kuo
Tzu-yi's Encounter with the Uighur Tribesmen, etc.
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