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CAIJIN, MASTER OF THE LIVING BRUSH
by Britta Erickson/ #1117

Cai Jin's style of drawing is highly idiosyncratic. It was not taught to her. nor learnt from books.Rather. it is an innate manner that
she has gradually recognized and released. She can best be described as a hobii i *B( ” Living brush.‘pencil ” ymaster, her art is such
a natural outpouring of her inner self. Two events mark turning points in Cai Jin's artistic career. The first is a drawing class she took in
1989, the second is her discovery of her favorite motif,the canna feaf.in1 991.

In 1989, Cai Jin began her graduate studies in the Oil Painting Department of the Central Academy of Fine Arts. One of the most
significant events in her formal training there was her participation in a drawing class taught by a young instructor from the Central
Academy's Print Department. Xu Bing.Instead of presenting his students with classical sculptures. posed models.or arrangements of
fruits—the usual fare of a sketching class—Xu Bing gathered old bits of cloth.gnarled branches.and other discarded objects. and arranged
them into challenging bundled forms for the students to draw. Most of the twenty students in this class were little changed by the
experience,but for Cai Jin it was liberating.First, it struck a chord with her natural interest in the patterns to be seen everywhere. in the
lowliest of materials. Second., it left her with the sense that drawing was a fine art in itself. not merely a tool to be used in preparation for
another work of art, a painting or print or sculpture. Drawing could be much more than a means of recording the appearance of something.it
could be a vehicle for expressing one 's feelings. And finally.while she had earlier prized the ability to sketch quickly.now she alowed
her natural inclinations to dictate the length of time spent on each drawing.

These,then,are the qualities that set Cai Jin's drawings apart: she looks to the small things in nature and everyday life for inspira-
tion; she uses drawings to express her inner selt;she treats drawing as an art the equal of any other;and she devotes an unlimited amount
of time to each individual drawing.

As a young gitl, Cai jin lived with her family in an old home in Anhui Province. There.such buildings are graced with elaborately
carved wooden screens over windows and doors. According to Cai Jin .the intricate architectural detailing to be found in her native town
bore a profound influence on her later artistic development. The carved patterns repeat.evolve almost unnoticed.and are characterized
by a horror vacui. Even more important,from her childhood on,Cai Jin has always tound that the shifting inconsequential patterns of
nature have the power to mesmerize her.As a child, she was cast into reverie by the rain drizzling down the windows.and fascinated by
slowly evolving water stains seeping into the ancient walls.Searching for inspiration in damaged walls was recommended as early as
nine centuries ago, by the painter.Song Di.He believed this kind of inspiration would result in paintings with a natural flavor.and said
that through"intuitive apprehension,the natural scene will be spontaneously achieved,and hence it will be unlike the work of men:this is
called the 'live brush’."Whlie wall textures, dripping water.and shifting shadows were a never-ending source of fascination for Cai
Jin.the natural form that has become a long-term source of inspiration for her is the canna plant. which she has been drawing and
painting in hundreds of variations for the last eight years. The canna leaf per se is not the subject of Cai Jin's works,but its shape is the
form into which she pours her intense inner emotions.The series began by chance. in 1991. As she walked through a field one day .she
happened upon a dying canna plant. It fascinated her. She studied its shape there in the field. and found that it haunted her for days.Finally.
she began work on what has become hte"Canna"series.Before stumbling upon the canna motif.she had felt that there was something she
wished to express in her art, but could not.Now,with the canna shape. her feeling poured forth.

When she started the"Canna"series,Cai jin referred to photographs of the plant to guide her in forming its shapes.Soon.however.she
had internalized the canna's shape to the extent that she no longer had to plan ahead. With the canna.most conscious thought-including
premeditation-was no longer necesary. This is true whether Cai jin is drawing or painting the canna:through the this motif. her drawings
and paintings have come together as equal partners in her oeuvre,both the natural expression of her inner world.

The seemingly endless movement of Cai jin's pencil across the surface of the work of art is a reflection of the endless flow of
nature, repetitive and yet ever-changing. Cai jin becomes caught up in the motion of creating,often moving her pencil in a tight repetitive
circling pattern. This motion is automatic:when drawing a study sketch of a skeleton.for example. her pencil line will not smoothly
conform to the object's outline, but will instead hover about it,imbuing even that most extinct of forms with life. A single drawing can
take many days to complete:she uses the finest mechanical pencil available.and returns again and again to the same drawing. before
finally deciding it is finished.

Cai jin's figural drawings are generally not as dense as her canna drawings. She rarely represents an entire body. instead tinding
interest in a hand, a pair of legs, a torso. Again, these are not preparatory sketches:they are finished works of art. Her fluid line outlines
and encloses the living flesh,conjuring a sense of repose. 1tis as if her calm gaze once rested on the recumbent form,and now rests on
the penciled representation. These are very personal drawings,which seem to have retained something of the presence of the artist.

In recent years Cai Jin has become famous for her oil paintings.and she has begun to create installation art. But drawing. with its

unique possibilities for self -expression, will always remain a primary medium for her.
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