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WANG JIANAN AND CAI XIAOLI

by ROSE KERR
Curator of the Far Eastern Collection, Victoria & Albert Museum, London

I remember that the first time [ saw Wang Jianan was in 1988, when he came to the Victoria and Albert
Museum and showed me ceramics that he had decorated in a novel and imaginative manner. Some of those
pieces are now in the Museum’s permanent collection, and are displayed to show the multi-faceted evolution

of contemporary Chinese art and design

I was always aware, however, that Jianan’s most active interest was Chinese painting, a passion that he
shares with his wife, Cai Xiaoli. Both artists trained at the Central Academy ol Fine Arts in Beijing, where
they gained a thorough grounding in traditional skills. over the years, since they graduated in 1982, they
have gained much experience and have exhibited widely. They have evolved a nnique technique of waterco-
lour painting based on traditional Song dynasty methods of the 10-12 century, for painting on silk. Paint is
applied to both sides of the material, which consists not of silk, but of handmade paper derived from cotton
and bamboo. The front surface composition is decorated using natural vegetable and mineral colours, while
the back uses powder and pigments suspended in oil.

Wang Jianan paints in several styles, using a free brush technique. Some of his subjects hark back to
Chinese landscapes and formats, while some incorporate European scenes. Calligraphy is often an important
part of the composition. The artist himself sometimes appears in the scene, in a disguised form. Many works
have a brooding, melancholy quality, but in all the strong personality of the maker can be felr.

Cai Xiaoli's work also blends traditional and contemporary features, but in an entirely different manner. Her
technique develops the elaborate, realistic “fine brushwork” style practised by many professional painters,
among them women artists. The spirit of her paintings is playful and serious by turn, and her love of nature

is strongly felt.

Both Wang Jianan and Cai Xiaoli have participated in teaching events at the Museum. Their success in com-
municating difficult skills, while at the same time retaining their students’ enthusiasm, is a tribute to their
dedication and flair. They have a long professional life ahead of them, and I am sure that their public will be
rewarded by new artistic developments, in the future.
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BENEFIT FROM TRADITION,
ACHIEVEMENT THROUGH PRACTICE

MAO JUN YAN

Wang Jianan and Cai Xiaoli were my schoolmates in the university, We were admitted into the Central

Academy of Fine Art of China in 1978, two years after the “Ten-Year Calamity” (Cultural Revolution).
Upon entering this top level academy of Chinese art after passing numerous and repeated examinations, we
felt great; life was full hope and everything was wonderful, even the sun seemed to be shining exceptionally
bright. Those blissful feelings still remain fresh in my mind. The three of us were not studying in the same
department, but Jianan's tall stature with cyes full of youthful vitality and Xiaoli's character of honesty, tol-

erance and humility impressed me tremendously.

Wang Jianan (Tunzi) was born in Heilonjiang Province in 1955, His parents were both medical doctors.
Their ancestral home was Shangdong Provinee, Jianans childhood and teens were spent in Harbin, a
famous city in China’s northeast. To the Chinese eye it was a city permeated with an exotic atmosphere. Its
streets, architecture and customs of the inhabitants all reflected a strong cultural colour of Russia. Jianan's
uncle was a professor of Russian literature, who taught him literature and art at his early age. Jianan became

an ardent lover of literature and music and the rich Russian cultural traditions.

In 1966, when the “Cultural Revolution” began, 11-year old Wang Jianan took a train for a journey over
2000 kilometres to Beijing, all on his own, to be reviewed among the Red Guards in the capital by Mao
Zedong. In 1970 Wang Jianan was sent to the countryside to do physical labour, One year later, he returned
to the city and became a trainee bench worker at Harbin's Kong Tiao Factory. In 1971, Wang Jianan started
to learn to draw sketches under Mr. Yang Shichang, a sculptor. In the following year, he moved on to learn
under Mr. Wang Songyin, a painter and sculptor, and a very patient and untiring teacher, whose teaching ex-
erted a profound influence on Wang Jianan. The relationship between teacher and student was sincere, con-
genial and affectionate. They communicated with each other their own inner thoughts. Often they talked till
late at night. Another teacher for Wang Jianan was the railway station. After work, he took his sketch exer-
cise book to the station, rain or shine, to practice drawing. It was through this diligent practice that he made
good progress in sketching. This working and learning pattern of life was no doubt arduous, but it helped
him to build up a strong will o overcome any difficulties in life. He came to understand what is truth, good-
ness and beauty, and the meaning of life.



In 1978 Wang Jianan’s art career development was significantly advanced when he was placed as a student
in the Engraving Department of the Central Academy of Fine Art of China, where a galaxy of talents was
gathered. Beijing was a super centre of cultural information. Wang Jianan lived in a new world of immense
possibilities. The "Cultural Revolution” had just ended, the government was operating smoothly, and the
people were living a peaccful life. Large scale reconstruction was under way. All these provided an excellent
study environment for people like Wang Jianan, who had had much cxperience in life. Before he was admit-
ted into the academy, Wang Jianan had only limited access to traditional Chinese art. As for Chinese litera-
ture, he had very limited knowledge, no more than some acquaintance of the three hundred poems by poets
of the Tang Dynasty published in popular editions. Now the best and most valuable ancient paintings on dis-
play in the Imperial Palace Museum, the many art exhibits in the Chinese Art Gallery and the collection of
hundreds of both domestic and foreign albums of paintings in the library of the academy were all available
to him, His horizons were greatly widened. On holidays he spent long hours in the exhibition halls of the
Imperial Palace and the Historical Museum, totally carried away by the exhibits. Every evening he worked
hard in the library till its closing time. Then he continued to work until 2 or 3 o'clock in the morning. Tn his
excitement and studies, Wang Jianan realized that the road to art before him was long, arducus, but bright,
He concentrated his efforts on grasping the quintessence of China’s culture. He copied with great care Chen
Laolian’s and Ren Weichang's works again and again, pondering over their tastes and styles. This effort had
significant influence on Wang Jianan’s lifelong art career.

In 1980, Wang Jianan began to study in the illustrators studio run by Professor Wu Biduan where he special-
ized in drawing illustrations for Chinese classical literature. During the two years there he drew illustrations
for a large number of famous ancient Chinese classical literary works. His graduation work “Casting of a
Sword” was unanimously commended by artists both at home and abroad.

In 1982, Jianan was assigned to work for “China Daily”. One year later, he resigned and set up China’s first
studio of professional painters, named Zhongli Art Studio, to design and paint colour ceramics. From 1983 to
1987 he painted thousands of colour ceramics, some of which are now part of the collection of the Victoria

and Albert Museum.

At the beginning of 1988, Wang Jianan went to Germany via the Soviet Union and Poland, and from Ham-
burg he went to the United Kingdom by boat. In London he was fascinated by the rich collections of paint-
ings in the British Museum, the Victoria and Albert Museum, the National Gallery and Tate Gallery. He
spent days and days in those museums as well as in art galleries. He had boundless admiration for those
masterpieces by great hands. He particularly examined the originals by the Chinese artists of the Tang,
Song, Yuan, Ming and Qing Dynasties. Taking those originals as a model he practised painting many many
umes. As a result, his style of painting changed tremendously. Now when he looks back he often says with
deep feeling, “Through copying masterpicces and careful thinking in recent years, I have truly come to

understand what is artistic individuality and what is real personal style”



Wang Jianan's *works comprise landscape painting and figure painting. The former is characterized by
straightlorwardness, lack of inhibition and magnificent artistic conception. He has inherited the Mi school
techniques of the Song Dynasty, but he transcended the limits of tradition. In his paintings he gives promin-
ence to free and forcelul expression by means of ink and wash. For example, his "Vague Memory”, which
won the 1989 Water Colour Prize of the Royal Academy of Art, was done on specially hand-made rice pap-
er. He used a unique mixture of water and oil of his own formula to colour hoth sides of the paper. In the
foreground he put rows of houses, typical dwellings south of the Changjiang River, with a few withered
trees seen dimly in the mist. The tableau looks mysteriously hazy and very poetic. It brings the viewer to a

mysterious wonderland.

Wang Jianan painted “Disciples At Lecture” in 1988, This was a figure painting of personal style. Using thin
and seemingly vacillating lines, he outlined figures of primitive simplicity and two chairs of Ming style. The
appearance of the painting was tresh and elegant. The figures are done in light colour and with artistic exag-
geration. Both tradition and the painter’s own personality are reflected in the painting. The figures look
eccentric but not vulgar. The lines look sinuous, yet showing solid strength. This demonstrates the painter’s
wide range of knowledge and his love of ancient art. He 1s able to express a wholeness in the bounds of tra-
ditional Chinese painting. Wang Jianan’s works remind one of Chen Laolian’s embroidery figures. In
Jianan’s paintings one finds here and there the influence of the modelling technique used in “Pages of Water
Margin” and “Pages of Bogu”.

Wang Jianan's wife, Cai Xiaoli, one of China’s well-known fine brush painters, is from Fujian Provinece. She
was born in Xian in 1956, Her father Cai heding, mother Ou Lizhuang, and uncle Cai Hezhou are all famous
painters in China. Her parents worked closely with masters of traditional Chinese painting Shi Lu and Zhao
Wangyun. Xiaoli began to learn painting under her parents when still very young. This early experience has

had much influence on her artistic attainments of later years.

In 1971 Cai Xiaoli began to work for Shanxi Provincial Song and Dance Theatre. Meanwhile, she learned
western painting under the theatre painter, Mr. Wu Zhide and traditional Chinese portrait painting under Mr.
Wang Ziwu. In 1978 she was admitted into the Traditional Chinese Painting Department of the Central
Academy of Fine Art of China. In the first two vears she laid a solid foundation for landscape, flower-and-
hird and figure paintings. In 1980 she was transferred to the fine brush painting studio to learn fine brush
painting under Mr. Liu Lingcang and Mr. Jiang Caiping. Mr. Liu and his wife Guo Muxi treated her as their
own daughter, taking meticulous care of her not only in matiers of studies but also in living. Cai Xiaoli had
daily practice of copying the ancient models in Mr. Liu’s home. Mr. Liu’s instructions and demonstration-
helped her quickly to grasp the secret of traditional Chinese fine brush painting. He taught her how to treat
silk, how to mix colours, and the quintessence of the paintings of the Song Dynasty. Xiaoli learned so well
that she applied all the painting and colouring techniques in her own work. “The First Lady of State Guo

On Spring Excursion”(Figd6), now an art treasure in Xiaoli's own collection, was the result of several



months careful copying work under the personal guidance of Mr. Lin. This painting reflacts her superb tech-
nique creating “quasi-cultural relics.” In the vear of 1981 Wang Jianan joined Xiaoli at Mr. Liu’s home. Mr.
Liu was fond of these two voung artists. At their wedding a few years later, he gave them a special present,
a traditional painting he did himself, entitled “Mutual Respect Between Husband and Wife” Thanks to Mr.
Liu's help, Cai Xiaoli made great progress in {ine brush painting. Her graduation work won Ye Qianyun
Second Prize. Upon graduation, she was assigned to teach {ine brush painting in the Traditional Chinese

Painting Department.

Cai Xiaoli's works can be divided into two parts: works before 1989 and works there after. Her works before
1984 were framed within traditional technical bounds. “Copy Painting of the Merry Tang lmperial Court”
(Figh1) and “The Merry Imperial Court” (Fig73) as collected in this album, are good examples. Their colour-
ing is simple, the siyle elegant, and the composition traditional. The characterization also bears striking re-
semblances to Zhou Fang’s and Zhang Xuan's paintings. One may even say they are altered versions of
some ancient paintings like “Han Xizai’s Evening Feast.” Aflter her arrival in England in 1989, she grew
much more mature and her personal exploration became visibly bolder. 1 particularly like her "Cymbidium"
painted in 1991. This painting is a great success. She employed stencil pen thin lines to work out a lively and
curving shape of a pendent cymbidium. Its flowers are arranged in good order and proportion, in which the
principal is distinguished from the subordinate. Tts slender stems interweave to form a very complex strue-
ture. What an exquisite piece of art! Xiaoli gave it such naturalness and rhythm which made it resemble a
symphony of lively rhythm: alternate intense movements and relaxed ones. The viewer enjoys a lingering
charm.

In recent years, Cal Xiaoli has been seeking to present subtle variations in a misty and harmonious colour.
She paints with great care and precision. In her “Summer Lotus”, “Late Autumn”, “Evening” and “Dande-
lion” one finds the colours showing unity and integrity., The exquisite descriptions, created with varied mi-

nute touches, attract the viewer to examine, ponder and enjoy.

Wang Jianan and Cai Xiaoli are internationally noted professional painters, now residing in the United King-
dom. They have held many exhib

ions of their paintings in several Furopean countries, Japan, Hong Kong
and South East Asia. Some of their works have been collected by art collectors, foundations and leading
museums including the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum, When Wang Jianan won the
Water Colour Prize of the Royal Academy of Art in 1989, critics wrote that, “Wang Jianan has become the
most important Chinese painter in Europe.”

Wang Jianan and Cai Xiaoli are now at the prime of their career. The works we present here represent only

some stages of their artistic life. Wewish them even greater successes in their art career in the years to
come!

Beiing
September 2, 1992
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