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PREFACE

Qi Baishi is the most innovative and influential artist of modern China, and the only Chinese artist of the 20th
century to have been placed among the giants of the world culture.

Chinese painting, of remote origin, stresses cultural tradition and cultivation. Qi Baishi read for only half a year
at a private village school, and was merely a carver-carpenter wandering from door to door. Yet he apprenticed himself
to many, and copied the ancient masters as well as the Great Creator; after years of hard striving, he succeeded as a
master of Chinese painting, who integrated poetry, calligraphy, painting and seal-making, and literary arts and folk arts.

Qi Baishi lived in three periods of Chinese history, from the late Qing Dynasty through the National Republic to
the People’s Republic, in rural and urban areas for almost a century, and experienced the radical social changes of
modern China. Yet he kept himself firmly upon the stance of an artist, and attached himself with profound feelings to
the tranquil village life. He compacted his extensive experience into poems, paintings, and seal-inscriptions, and he
poured forth his soul and body abroad in hymning life and nature, and in beautifying the living of diligence and simplic-
ity. The conception and the beauty of his creation not only embody the humanistic tradition and intelligence, but also
express the yearning of the whole of mankind for subsistence, peace and paradisean natural environment.

The near-100 years in which Qi Baishi was active in arts “were the very years of radical shifts in Chinese culture
and arts. Numerous Chinese painters or artists baptized themselves in Western arts. Yet Qi Baishi persistingly followed
the track which could introduce innovations into the traditional arts by intrinsic means——prosaicism into refinement,
refinement into prosaicism, unification of the aesthetic demands of the age with the interests of the individual. His
success well demonstrates that traditional Chinese painting can achieve modern transformation and ascension to an
unprecedented height, by means of intrinsic metabolism of the system, especially combination of the literary and folk
traditions, as well as by means of integration of Chinese and Western artistic cultures.

Qi Baishi’s artistic achievements, are, first of all, of painting. He was adept at the paintings of portrait, figure,
landscape, flower-and-bird, and a diversity of other subject matters; he was well versed in meticulous brushwork, and
better in free-hand brushwork, and so skilled as to unify extreme meticulousness and extreme free-handedness to form
his original painting style and mood. His free-hand brushwork flower-and-bird paintings are true to the actual objects,
sketchy in brushwork and inkwork, exuberant in colour rendition, and meanwhile with strong ink tints and forceful
brush lines. His grass-and-insect paintings, whether meticulous or free-hand, as vivid as living, all capture the spirit as
well as the form of the objects. His ink wash paintings of such aquatics as shrimps, crabs and frogs, not only represent
the living dynamisms of their activities as jumping, competing, flying and chanting, but also demonstrate the inherent
curiosity and charm of the ink wash art. By his brush, the natural beings and lovely lives alter with seasons, metamor-
phose with weathers, decline and prosper with the passage of time, and present themselves in a diversity of postures
with the variation of the painter’s mind and mood. Qi Baishi’s landscapes, gestated in the painting models and canons of
earlier artists, are originated in his sketching observations and creative conceptions. The Guilin mountain formed of one
mountain and one river, the village shaded in bamboos and trees, the sails melting into smoky waves, the crows flocking
in the rotten trees under the setting sun, the old white-wall house fenced by ancient cypresses, ..., all are ordinary,
cordial, beyond expectations, far from the popular models, emphatic of mental space. As far as the technique is con-
certied, more lines are used than strokes, now scattering and now gathering, with the brush movement that is antiquated,
unsophisticated, fantastic and impulsive, and with occasional rendition of strong striking colours which reveal the
peculiarity of the hand and the mind. The works therefore take on strong originality and stylistic modernity. Qi Baishi’s
free-hand brushwork paintings of figures, sketchy, transformed, unconstrained, unsophisticated, peculiar and striking
of conception, permeating with humour and amusement, often present the comicality of a farmer and the life wisdom

extracted from enormous experience, and therefore enable the modern free-hand figure painting to protrude as a




peculiar peak, and to unfold new frontiers.

Q1 Baishi cut seals, starting by copying Ding Jing and Huang Yi of the Zhejiang School, continuing by imitating
the Double Golden Butterfly House Handbook of Seal Prints, in pursuit of evenness, straightness, and naturalness. And
later, he explored the Heaven-cast Divine Augury Monument for knifework, the Sangong Mount Monument for seal
ideography, and further the Qin Dynasty official seals and the Han Dynasty general seals for vertical and horizontal
straightness of style, all done to make it as natural as possible. In the end, he established the Qi school of seal making,
which is square and straight in ideography, natural of sparsity and density in composition, straight and dashing in one-
way edge cutting of the knifework, and which, with its style of swift vigour, keenness, fullness, and variedness of
mood, ranks Q1 Baishi among modern seal-making masters. As to calligraphy, he copied the official Cabinet style, He
Shaoji, Cuan Longyan Monument, the Sangong Mount Monument, Jin Dongxin, Zheng Banqiao, Li Beihai, and others
in succession, and established his own style, which is forceful, vigorous, natural, and oblique and diverse in the
graphical structure.

Qi Baishi’s poems and essays, though without strict laws of prosody and without academic preparation, express his
sentiments on occasions and incidents, bursting out from his soul, spontaneous of emotions, unsophisticated and touch-
ing the heartstrings of the reader. He composed a large number of poems annotating paintings, essays narrating personal
experiences, and elegiacs lamenting over friends and kinsmen, which are marked either by freshness and naturalness,
and tranquil and far-reaching conception, or by special and striking imagery, and implication and amusement, or by
colloquialism and its cordiality and tastefulness. Hu Shi said that Qi Baishi’s poems and essays express “the truth and
beauty of simplicity”, and can “best touch the cord of the reader’s heart.” Hu’s comment is to the very point.

The poems, essays, calligraphy, paintings, seals, and carvings of the early years, are all separate, and an insepa-
rable whole as well. They represent from different aspects Qi Baishi’s faculty and creativity; and they make the external
and the internal for one another, and are mutually complementary and confirmatory. The study of Qi Baishi requires
consideration of all aspects, even that intended of his paintings alone depends upon an overall knowledge of Qi for in-
depth advancement.

Qi Baishi’s art evolved in a process of genesis, development, alteration and maturation. A careful diachronical
examination is therefore necessary for the clarification of the in-depth content of his arts. An analysis of his experience
and many of his works leads to the division of his painting work into four periods:

I. The Early Period (1882—1918)

II. The Middle Period (1919—1925)

I11. The Flourishing Period (c. 1929-1948)

IV. The Late Period (1949—1957)

The Early Period covered 40 years, the long years from the carpenter apprenticeship to before the settlement in
Beijing. As a folk craftsman and a regional painter, he was of strong locality, in terms of his life, psychology, artistic
creation, circle of acquaintances. These long years prepared a solid foundation for his success in the late years. Without
the hard striving of more than half a century, there would be no settlement in Beijing, and no establishment in the
Beijing circles of arts.

In the Early Period, Qi Baishi started as a carpenter but succeeded as a painter, and started as a folk portraitist but
succeeded as a regional celebrity of achievement in such arts as portrait, landscape, and flower-and-bird paintings, as
well as poetry, essay, seal-making and calligraphy. This is the result of his personal talents and efforts, and also of three
factors of utmost importance. First, he earned himself the support and promotion from the local gentry literati of Xiangtan

represented by Hu Qinyuan, Li Song’an, and Wang Xianggqi, so that he could enter the cultural circle of theirs. Second,
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under the help of the friends of this circle, he journeyed for 8 years, broadened his vision and ambition, improved his
accomplishments and techniques, and built himself the foundation of psychology, mentality, and capacity, for his
conversion to literary arts and his later settlement in Beijing. Third, during the 10 years after the journeying, he lived in
reclusion and retirement, where he read books, composed poems, made paintings, cut scals, and fulfilled the conversion
from folk artist to literary artist, in term of identity, inclination, cultivation and artistic style.

The Middle Period was of about 10 years, which, formed an important stage of Qi’s progress. First of all, the
settlement in Beijing changed the course of his artistic advancement. If he had confined himself within his native
country and never emitted himself from the Hunan circles, Qi Baishi would have been a celebrity merely of the region,
not an unparalleled outstanding master of arts. One of his seals reads “Native country offers not such heavenly grace”.
It describes the favourable temporal and spatial conditions Beijing provided for artists: the environment of culture, that
of arts, that of art subsistence, and that where one could understand the world and make himself understood by the
world. During the first 10 years in Beijing, under the twofold pressure of living necessity and artistic environment, Qi
Baishi undertook the painstaking “Senescence Reform”: on the one hand, he continued to explore the literary paintings,
especially those of the Individuality School of Ming and Qing Dynasty, represented by Bada; on the other hand, he,
borrowing expression from Wu Changshuo’s brushwork and inkwork, and colour rendition, transformed the cold and
reclusive painting style he copied since the retirement into a new one, which, vigorous, intense, sketchy, forceful,
combining the literary and the folk expressions, appealing to both the cultured and the common, accords better with the
personality of the painter. After the reform, Qi Baishi achieved a brilliant success in his late years, and approached the
period of maturity and full bloom.

The Flourishing Period covered 20 years, during which Qi Baishi was always in the active state of creativity:
prolific of products, plenteous of masterpieces, and stabilized in style. Many of his well-known works were created
during this period. Flower-and-bird paintings make the majority of his works, and landscapes and figures, though
limited in quantity, stand high in quality. Yet as Qi Baishi depended upon painting for a living, he often painted things to
meet the demands of a variety of painting seekers, brushing therefore a few repetitions and imperfections.

At the time the People’s Republic was founded, Qi Baishi, approaching 90, entered the Late Period of artistic
activity. In the early 1950s when he was still of good physical energy and mental vitality, he remained vigorous of
creativity, and prolific as a painter. In the middle 1950s, senility was nearing the old man and there were occasions
when he, taking up the brush, lost control of the normal forms of his brush lines. And the subject matter area was
narrowing down, the composition was becoming more and more compendious, the brushwork and inkwork more and
more uncontrolled, with indigo blue poured onto the paper sometimes. What is interesting is that, in some of the paint-
ings, the composition and the brush lines out of control to some extent are more peculiar and more splendid. When the
rational control of the artist over the sheet weakened down, the hidden unconsciousness and the born nature were
activated to full play, and what is more, the artist did not lose his brushwork and inkwork capability obtained during the
past tens of years. This is the fundamental reason why some of his late-year works (such as The Peony, and The Gourd,
1957) are beyond materialistic reality, beyond technical patterns, and full of true amusement.

™ The artist of greatest achievement and reputation does not necessarily obtain truly sympathetic understanding. Of
this, Qi Baishi in his late years, had a clear knowledge. In the Preface to Selected Works of Qi Baishi edited by Li Jinxi
and Qi Liangyi in 1957, Qi Baishi writes: '

I was poor in my childhood years, worked as a shepherd boy and a carpenter, living always from hand to mouth, but [ had an

ardent love of arts, to which I had devoted more than 80 years. I am approaching 100. I have painted several thousand paintings,




composed several thousand poems, and cut one thousand-odd seals. People at home and abroad compete in talks of Qi Baishi’s paintings
but I wonder what is the value of their workings. My seals and poems are known to fewer, and [ wonder whether those who know them

really know them, and those who don’t know them will know them. This is the question for people and posterity...

He doubted whether “those who know them” and “compete in talks of Qi Baishi’s’ paintings” really know
something! In the past 40 years since his death, there have been many collections of paintings and collections of seals
of, and research works and recollections on or about Qi Baishi published, which provided people with precious data and
revelations for the understanding of Qi and his arts. But in comparison with his ten thousand and odd works, each album
could only include a very limited number of works. And what’s more, these albums collect none or few of the works of
the Early Period, especially of the early years, so that it is difficult for people to know the overall perspective and the
process of Qi Baishi’s artistic development. Collected Poems, Volume Three of Collected Works of Qi Baishi, edited
and annotated by L1 Jinxi, is of great academic value; yet still, for historical reasons, it failed to include some of his
poems, leaving some faults of coverage. The essays, letters, and numerous prefaces and postscripts, form an essential
part of his artistic life, but still, to them, little attention has been paid from the circle of scholars and that of publishers.
And in addition, due to the weakness of Qi Baishi studies, there are still some difficulties and problems in the dating and
authentication of his works. Since the beginning of the new era, with the development of artistic creation and art studies,
with the prosperity of relic marketing, and with the activation of international cultural communication, there have been
greater and greater demands of art historians, painters, collectors, average art enthusiasts, and foreign friends, to ac-
quaint themselves with Qi Baishi arts: to know about the styles of his works of different periods, and to read albums
edited with greater academic quality and printed with greater exquisiteness, and monographs of greater academic val-
ues. Yet, academic studies require systematic pictorial data and written documents as the prerequisite; therefore, it is
imperative to edit The Complete Collection of Works of Q1 Baishi, which is to include carvings, seals, poems, essays,
prefaces and postscripts, calligraphy and paintings.

In 1990, The Complete Collection of Works of Qi Baishi, a large album to chronicle the long difficult course of the
artistic progress and the artistic achievements of Qi Baishi, was included in The National Eighth-Five-Year Plan of
Major Publications. Prompted by the sense of irrenounceable responsibility and the attachment to homeland, the editors
of Hunan Fine Arts Press and their fellowship in China, began the longtime work of five years of collection, camera
reproduction and edition.

Qi Baishi in his lifetime produced ten thousand and odd works of paintings and seals: the so-named Complete
Collection can select only part of them, being unable to “collect all”. Only when there are relatively “numerous” and
“complete” works in the editors’ collection, there is the possibility of selecting, of' presenting the relative “complete-
ness” through “incompleteness”. The paintings in The Complete Collection are selected from among the camera copies
of more than 4000 originals; the seals, from among 2000-0odd original impressions. The poems are edited on the basis of
Collected Poems by Li Jinxi, supplemented by all authentic poems available. Essays and prefaces and postscripts are
included according to the completeness principle: all such writings accessible are collected.

The editors, in the process of collection, selection and edition of the works, noticed the times of their creation, and
the alterations of their subject matters, and the variations of their styles. In terms of painting, Q1 Baishi, during the 60-
odd years from 37 to 97 (1892—1957), created works every year; all available works of diversity are collected so as to
provide the viewer with a clear clue of the evolution of Qi Baishi’s paintings. Over 200 works of the Early Period and
300-0dd of the Senescence Reform period, which can best illustrate the long and painful artistic progress of the artist
rising from the world of folk cultures, are of great academic significance. The 1500 and odd works of the Flourishing




