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Mr. Ma Hanzhang (1935--) was born in  An Ci county,
Hebei Province of a scholarly family. After graduating
from Tianjin Academy of Fine Arts in 1958, he went to
China Acad of Traditional Painti in Beijing for
advanced studies on Chinese figure paintings under the
celebrated artist Mr. Wu Guangyu. Then he returned to
Tianjin to teach at the Academy from which he graduated.
He is currently teaching as Professor and Director of
the Fine Arts Department at Tianjin Teachers Training
College. Recently he has painted and published a good
number of works. When inspired, he gives free rein to
his brush and one elegant painting after another comes
out of his hand. He endeavors to present philosophic
themes in his paintings, bringing out intangible motifs in
tangible rhythms.
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Original and Graceful Elegant and Vigorous

—— Some Reflections on Ma Hanzhang’s Paintings
By Du Zhesen

Recently, Mr. Ma Hanzhang brought about twenty of his paintings in their original and one hundred or so as photo-
copies, asking me to write a preface to his first collection of paintings that is to be published by the Tianjin People’s Fine
Arts Press. I do not know much personally about Mr. Ma but, based on the works he has presented, I can safely assume
that he is a well—trained versatile artist with a persistent exploring spirit. To study his paintings is to have, quite definite-
ly, an artistic experience.

A Broad Field of Vision

As far back as the Tang and Song Dynasties, Chinese traditional paintings were categorized, in terms of content, into
human figures, landscapes, flowers and birds, plants and insects and, in terms of execution,into fine brushwork, freechand
brushwork and a combination of both. On the basis of these categorizations, there arose a variety of schools; In landscapes
there were the Green School, the Li Tang and Guo Xi School, the Dong Yuan and Ju Ran School, the Ma Yuan and Xia
Gui School and the Mi Yuanzhang and Mi Youren School; in flowers and birds, there were two different schools headed by
Xu Xi and Huang Quan respectively and the Ink School fashionable among officials and scholars. The trend was that
painters became more and more specialized in their own narrow fields. Most of the painters were well versed in certain areas
following certain schools. Very few could be rated as being versatile in both content and methods of expression, which to
this day is still the case. If the increasingly excessive division of labour results in twisting and repressing the potentialities of
man, the excessive categorization and division of the arts is a human restriction of the artistic gifts of painters; because the
tapering off towards one single subject matter, though it may help the painter become more accomplished in his own field,
will inevitably narrow the artist’s vision of the rich and colourful aesthetic world. And this is something to be regretted.

In Mr. Ma’s paintings there is obviously a counterbalance against this trend. He paints landscapes, figures, flowers
and birds, plants and insects. In a word, he paints.everything he can see, feel or understand. He calls himself ”a jack of all
trades” in art, but every trade he puts his mind to is remarkably well managed.

Over the long years of their artistic practice, Chinese traditional painters have established different aesthetic standards,
formulated different norms and developed different languages of expression for paintings of different categories. In land-
scapes, they emphasize the integration of ”feelings and natural atmosphere” , ”message and image” ; in figures, they stress
the spirit conveyed through elegant and graceful bearing; in flowers and birds, they pay attention to the natural character
of the object and sketch it in economic brushwork, thus bringing to light their feelings and sentiments through concrete ob-
jects. Ignorant of the different requirements for different categories or the laws for their creations, the painter cannot reach
the pinnacle of his ”art tower” ; he will probably end up knowing only ”something of everything”. Perhaps this is why most
painters usually concentrate on only one or two of the categories and few of them dare to venture into too many of them at
the same time.

Mr. Ma’s success in his versatility is attributable first to his strict and disciplined training under good teachers and sec-
ondly to his aptitude and diligence. Because he is conversant with the basic skills and the fundamentals inherent in paint-
ings, he is well versed in anything he is committed to. In painting landscapes, he is a landscape painter. In both the lay-out
and lization of the painting or the handling of the brush and ink, he shows a very high degree of maturity as an
artist. Of figures and flowers and birds, he seems to have a richer command, capable , with the accurate handling of the
brush, of bringing out to the full the essence of the paintings. At present what Ma Hanzhang is faced with is not what to
paint but, with the barriers between different categories already removed, a wide artistic realm to conquer.

A Tranquil Creative State of Mind

On the one hand, Ma Hanzhang has a broad field of vision; on the other, he has a tranquil state of mind for his cre-
ative activities. On the one hand, he knows what his goal is, on the other, he takes steady steps towards that goal. This is
another thing ch istic of Ma H:

In recent years, under the influence of various factors such as the impact of Western artistic trends and the disruption



of the local arts markets, contemporary Chinese painters have plunged into a multiplicity of schools, each trying their best
to keep above water in the torrential turbulence. Some have been working hard to improve themselves; some have been os-
tentatious; some have been trying to nudge their way out; some have been opportunistic and some have been feeling lost.
Amidst the kaleidoscopic world of artists, Ma Hanzhang has remained cool-headed, maintaining the balance of his mind,
silently ploughing and silently harvesting, watering his own flowers with sweat. He does not go with the tide nor does he
publicise himself. Confronted with the hotchpotch of new trends, he has stood firm on his ground. He has been thinking
and exploring too, but not of course to please or deceive the publlc for persona.l gains. He has been thinking and exploring
with a cultured mind and an artist’s i Ma Hanzh ’s traditi i do not seem to go very much with the
" new trends” or the ”vanguard”. On the contrary, his works represent the artistic standards and the aesthetic quality inher-
ent in the tradition of Chinese paintings, which is characteristic of a true artist. As he knows the standards and values he has
been pursuing, he remains firm in his artistic beliefs and so he has survived and will certainly go his own way.

Art expresses feelings and thoughts. A balanced mind provokes profound thinking and a tranquil mind generates inspi-
rations. Broad-mindedness tolerates a wider spectrum of subject matter and sincerity leads to maturity of techniques. It is in
such a state of mind that Mr. Ma Hanzhang has established his own artistic style.

Original and Graceful Brushwork

When appreciating Mr. Ma Hanzhang’s paintings, one is particularly impressed by the freshness and gracefulness of
his brushwork, the restraint and exactitude in conceptualization, his free and elegant style and meaningful connotation.
These merits of his works are very much in conformity with the Chinese traditional aesthetic doctrine of ”super harmony”
that can be defined as ” squareness in roundness and roundness in squareness; extraordinariness in ordinariness and ordinar-
iness in extraordinariness”. There is no affectation or rigidness in his works. What you find in them is all refinement and
elegance. What you receive from viewing his works is not a prick of the senses or a strong impact but a mild and gradual
nurturing effect on the mind like the spring rain silently drizzling into the soil to accelerate the growth of plants.

The shaping up of style has to do with how the painter handles the brush. Rhythm is an important aesthetic factor of
the visual arts. Rhythm in the handling of the brush determines how the viewer receives the painting. This is specially true
of Chinese traditional paintings. When the brush is applied to the paper, it goes in different directions, at ditferent speeds
and with different degrees of strength and therefore it generates different rhythms which have a different aesthetic impact on
the viewer. Shen Zonggian, a Qing Dynasty painter, once said, ”When the brush is applied to the paper, it works on it in
a variety of ways. When inadequate strength is exerted, the strokes look too buoyant; when too much strength is exerted,
they look too heavy; when the brush goes too fast, the strokes appear slippery and when the brush drags too slow, the
strokes are stagnant. When the brush is held sideways, the strokes are too thin; when the brush is held upright, the strokes
are too rigid. ” The brush should be held in such a manner that ”there is no arrogance and rashness but steadiness and deci-
siveness, that is, inwardly solid but outwardly brilliant. .. Candid and delicate, vigorous and unsophisticated, condensed
and ial, rich and ished. There is 11 in the brushwork accents and a bold and flowing rhythm in the
textures. "

The freshness and elegance of his style show that he has become conversant with the technical dexterity and his dexter-
ous brushwork is an indication of the long-term disciplined training he has undergone.

A Rich and Varied Ink Rhythm

“The coordination of brush and ink is inseparably important for the creation of Chinese traditional paintings. ” The
brush is the bone of the ink and the ink is the flesh of the brush.” Without ink, the brush is dry and, without the brush,
the ink slumps. Only when the two work in coordination can you produce works that are sound both in form and spirit. In
Chinese traditional paintings, a vivid concept and a vibrant rhythm are a matter of prime importance and the vividness of
concept and vibrancy of rhythm depend, to a great extent, on the application of the ink. The ink with the assistance of wa-
ter, when applied to the absorbent paper, can produce a three-dimensional effect and the aesthetic flavour typical of Chinese
traditional paintings is rendered by means of the ink which, through variable degrees of thickness, generates a sense of dry-
ness, richness and vividness. The depth in space is intensified and the profound concept materializes by applying the ink in
varying degrees of thickness. This, I believe, Mr. Ma Hanzhang understands very well. If he is deft and decisive in the
handling of the brush, he is delicate and spiritually vivid in the application of the ink. Seldom do we find him accentuating
the effect by placing layer upon layer of ink and colours, nor do we see him meticulously and repeatedly tracing the out-
lines. He simply paints the object with his fully loaded powerful brush, adding touches that bring the work to life. His deft-



ness and decisiveness remind one of an army general writing out orders on horseback. Take ”The Waterfall” as an exam-
ple. The precipitous huge rock is boldly drawn with the brush held sideways and, as the ink in the brush dwindles, a con-
trast of dark and rich colour in the foreground and light and dry colour in the backdrop takes shape, bringing out a sense of
depth in the picture. The uncovered spots between the strokes set off the falling torrents. The painting, in its totality, is a
piece of superlative craftsmanship with a sense of continuity. On the rocks in the foreground there are three goats playing
around, adding some humour to the magnificent wilderness, thus making the work all the more attractive.

When free rein is given to the brush and ink, there is likely to be crude and sloppy i But Ma Hanz} ’s
paintings in ink are free of this defect, the reason being that he is good at controlling the brush and ink. He moves or stops
as the case requires. Bold strokes under careful control and rough movements with a rational objective fill his works with or-
der in thorough execution and refinement in vigorous conceptualization. During the Ming and Qing Dynasties, Chinese tra-
ditional painters had a trend of turning away from life, therefore their works became increasingly rigid and the concepts in-
creasingly dull and monotonous. Over the last hundred years or so , Chinese painters, in response to the call of the times,
have reversed the trend, giving a new life and a completely new aesthetic standard to Chinese traditional paintings. Ma
Hanzhang’s works bear the character of the times. On the one hand, his paintings are delicate and spiritually rich, on the
other, they are vibrant with life. This shows his love for life, his pursuit of the ideal as a contemporary painter and his un-
yielding exploratory spirit in his artistic practice. This constitutes the soil in which his aesthetic style and creative spirit have
taken root.

An Elegant and Vigorous Character

Mr. Ma’s paintings are characterized by an elegant and vigorous style. His landscapes command broad and magnifi-
cent views, usually coupled with human figures and animals to create an intensified feeling through lush atmospheres. His
style is best represented in ”The Yellow River Running through the Precipitous Crags”, ” The Low-Flying Eagle” , ” To
Climb Mt. Taihang after Crossing the Yellow River”, ”Confucius Passing through Mt. Tai”, ”The Ancient Poet Qu Yuan
in Exile”, " Intoxicated in Spring” and ” A Neighing Horse”. In ” The Yellow River Running through the Precipitous
Crags” , the river rushes between two precipitous mountains with a small boat surging upstream against the torrents—a per-
ilous scene; among the groves on top of the crags, drawn in heavy and light ink, a few goats are grazing leisurely —a scene
in contrast with the one below. The scenes of the painting are simple, but the impact on the viewer is vigorous.

Because Ma Hanzhang has been specially trained in painting human figures and flowers and birds, when he applies the
techniques to painting landscapes, he brings out the motif in a profound manner and execute the concept on a broad scale.
Although human figures and animals do not take up too much space, they always brighten up the paintings and add to their
significance, thus arousing sympathy in the viewer. This is one of the characteristics of Ma Hanzhang’s paintings and this
is why his works have been highly appreciated by a wide spectrum of people.

The characteristics of elegance and vigour are also to be found in his paintings of human figures and flowers and birds.
Their images are often portrayed in graceful and willowy strokes, with occasional splashes of ink. He seldom twists images ,
warning himself not to drift after the absurd—a trend, once in vogue, which he never allows himself to be part of. He has
always believed that a good painting is vigorous but not wild, refined but not rigid, simple but not crude, beautiful but not
gaudy. Deliberate mystification and artificiality can only degrade the quality of the work—tantamount to the self-destruc-
tion of the artist. This is a doctrine he has learned and he has belief in.

Having written this much, I would like to conclude by saying that it is the painter, not the writer of the preface, who
knows how much hardship he has put into his works and what their aesthetic value is, because every piece of artistic work
he presents is the blossom of his love for society and what we can sense is only the gracefulness and aroma of the ” flower” ,
but not the perspiration with which he has cultivated it. The painter knows his works just as the mother knows her children.
No one can understand his works better than the painter himself. What I have written above is by no means all-embracing,
but I have one aim in offering the comments, that is, to encourage him with some moral support and wish him to take fur-
ther steps along the path towards his objective. I am convinced that Mr. Ma Hanzhang, with his merits and potentialities,
will realize his ultimate goal and we look forward to that day.

Translated by Liu Shicong
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