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My whole life has been perhaps a process of “filling with remorse for the small amount | have painted.’
| am an ascetic in art, a clumsy pilgrim who is all thumbs, though only too sincere and pious at heart. This

thought, be it true, will give me a consolation of bitter sweet, but full of strifes and trials.
—— Wang Xijing
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A COLLECTION OF WANG XIJING'S PAINTINGS

Bold and Steady Steps
——— Wang Xijing's Road as an Artist

Wang Ai

No matter how mystertous, noble and sublime art looks to a layman, it is nothing less than a gamble to an artist.
It calls for a gambler’s devotion, persistence and thrilling thirst and hunger for winning the game, a kind of unreserved
passionate and courageous abandonment to it at any cost.

Born in Xian, Shaanxi in 1946, Wang Xijing, like a host of other traditional Chinese painters, started his practice
by feasting his eyes on and copying from great masters of fine arts, ancient and modern. He was then only a secondary
school pupil in a school attached to Xian Fine Arts College. Despite stern disapprovals of his relatives and acquaintances
and inconceivable material hardships and inconveniences, he shut himself up in a room, repeatedly copying on his own
the works of greatmasters, such as the "'Eighty-seven Celestials" by Wu Zhongyuan of the Northern Song Dynasty, “The
Celestial King Taking Babies to Women’' by Wu Daozi of the Tang Dynasty, “'Immortals’ Birthday Party’’ by Ren Bainian
and ""Heroes of the Outlaws of the Marsh’' by Chen Hongshou of the Qing Dynasty. Among the frecoes he copied are
those unearthened from the Tombs of Crown Prince Li Xian and Princess Yongtai of the Tang Dynasty and from Yongle
Palace of the Yuan Dynasty. These works deeply stirred him. As @ young man, he carefully studied them, trying to
fathom in each stroke the deep hidden meaning. Such assiduous study laid a massive solid foundation for his creative ‘ife
of later years. He published in the subsequent period numerous paintings of the traditional style, including serial pictures,
sketches, New Year pictures and pictures for agitation and propaganda, which show, for the most part, his well-laid
foundation, good skills, and a fine assortment of ways of expression. Though still tinged with youthful immaturity and
unigue beauty of sincerity and immense potentiality.

Form 1977, he turned his attention to painting portraits. He published one after another such important works as
“Writer L'u Qing”. ““Yu Youren, a contemporary patriotic Chinese poet’’, "General Peng Dehuai”’, "“Generals Zhang
Sueliang and Yang Hucheng”, “"Writer Ba Jin"', “"Painter Qi Baishi" as well as ‘'Kong Yiji" and “Ah Q Drawing a Circle to
Show His Consent’, the last two are characters from the stories by an illustrious modern Chinese writer Lu Xun. These
works mark an important period in the painter’s life of creation. It seems that he was lost in the monuments of history,
faithful to them and trying his level best to portray history as it was. In his ways of thinking and expression, he was
perfectly realistic and objective, compressing historical gresence in unemotional portraiture. Exact shaping key note
these portraits. Giving full play to his early academic training in art, he analyzed and examined the particular lives, fates,
backgrounds, psychological and personal traits of the people he painted. Sweeping clean the conventional and conceptual
ways in traditional Chinese painting, he embodied in each portrait unique characteristics perculiar to the person can-
cerned. The people under his brush are strictly true to history, His works of this period are noted for their simplicity,
naturalness, solemnity and concentrated forcefulness. Well grounded in the skills of traditional Chinese painting, he
employed lines to good effect. Most of the figures are picked out by lines, with a little brushwork showing shades and
wrinkles or creases. The changing, linking and diverging of the lines are clean, exact and highly appropriate, notable in
such portraits as “Writer Ba Jin'’, "’Kong Yiji" and "“Ah Q Drawing a Circle to Show His Consent.”

After 1981, Mr. Wang's paintings became strongly subjective, pregnant with passion and emction, contrary tc his
previous creations. Unrestrained by historical facts and realities, he laid the emphasis on expressing his ideas. Instead of
suppressing his emotion, he displayed it up to the hilt in the portraits. His previous objectivity and exactness were re-
placed by untrammelled freedom and variegated sentimments, full of sound and fury claiming for recognition. These
portraits are the embodiment of ideas, no longer purely historical, but the fruits of the painter’s tumbling to a destiny,
an age or a sentiment. The fates of the people he painted impress the viewers much more forcibly than their actual
presence in history, as can be seen from the portrait of Pu Songling, author of ({Strange Tales from Liaczhai Studio))
and the painting “Cao Cao, Prince Wu of Wei, Looking at the Sea”.

For the sake of expressing his ideas, Mr. Wang deliberately changed the features of the people he painted, illustri-
ous ancient Chinese writers and poets like Qu Yuan, Sima Qian, Cao Cao, Cai Wenji, Ruan Ji, Ji Kang, Tao Qian, Li Bai,
Du Fu, Li He, Fan Zhongyan, Li Sanyin, Su Shi and Zheng Banjiac present themselves before us in a way attractively
interesting and poetical. These historical figures serve poetical themes and are imbued with strong sentiments. The paint-
ing 'Li Bai Intoxicated” is but a few dabs of light ink with indistinct features, expressing vividly the idea of getting in-
toxicated, becoming carefree and untrammelled, like a winged horse flying in the sky. In the painting *'Du Fu Looking



Afar in Springtime’’, one can only see the back of a lanky figure standing in silence with his head on one side, leaving a
vast space for the play of imagining desolation, sadness and expectancy. In "Pu Songling”’, we find an extensive cobweb
painted in an expressionist way in sharp contrast with a puny figure in light ink at the corner of the paper expressing
regret and grief whose impact on the viewers is instant and irresistible, indicating incisively what a miserable outcast
state the figure is in! “"Cai Wenji Plucking the Lute” was painted in charming colors and elegant lines, one can almost hear
the soft music!

Mr. Wang's distortion of the figures is extremely bold, seemingly done at his own free will and without restraint at
all, but with no hint of mere playful brushwork. Just the opposite, he was invariably very serious. His distortion was for
stronger, fuller and deeper expression of the reality of the figures. His ways of expression, not confined to forms, com-
pass his feeling, understanding and evaluation of the figures’ lives and fates. Perhaps because of this coupled with his ex-
traordinary ingenuity of shaping forms, his distortions are usually beautiful and elegant. There is something impercept-
ibly highly concentrated to give one the impression of maintaining integrity while standing aloof at the moments when
he seemed to be most casual and at his own free will in engaging in his brushwork.

What is noteworthy is that his works of this period are one and all marked by his consciousness of his duty to
history and society. The paintings of Qu Yuan, Gou Jian, Cao Cao, Du Fu, Yue Fei, Wen Tianxiang and Gong Zizhen
show these historical figures’ sincere concern about their country, people and age. The paintings of ancient Chinese
celebrities like Ruan Ji, Li Bai, Liang Kai, Zhu Da, ZhengBangiaoand Zhong Kui are filled with angry accusations against
social injustice and evils. His large-sized painting of ** Six Distinguished People in the 1898 Reformation” depict in full in
a soul stiring tragic atmosphere the death of the heroic six. Painted in a way both realistic and expressionistic, the figures
are incisively, carefully and solemnly delineated. The work, though unpretentious, is highly impressive and grand. Heavy
lines and ink patches are well matched. The six standing together iook fike @ massive monument . The few maple leaves
on the ground are indicative of the oncoming execution, sending cold shivers down one's back at the sight! The painter
combined the western as well as the traditional Chinese painting skills and expressed a genuine helpless bitter anger and
grief. The grandeur of the layout, the forcible expression of the vehement indignation and the deep significance of its
implication make the work a notable accomplishment of its kind among contemporary Chinese portrait paintings.

During this period, Mr. Wang’s skills in employing ink were highly matured. His brushed lines seemed to have
flowed from his heart, free but accurate. His brushwork was bold, unrestrained, unpredictably varied, and extremely
beautiful. His lines are simple but forceful, showing aggressive overflowing talent.

It was a period of his enormous success in art. His works attracted numerous lovers and admirers, solidifying his
position as an outstanding contemporary Chinese painter, and he became for a time well-known both at home and
abroad.

To one easily satisfied with moderate achievements, he could have made no further progress. But he took another

step forward. Around 1988, he turned out a batch of new paintings represented by such works as “Snow Falling in a
Bare Valley”, "Light Clouds in a Serene Sky’’, "Sitting in Silence till Nightfall”, ""Pine-nuts Falling in a Quiet Mountain”’,
“Sauntering Alone Along a Flowers Flanked Path in a Small Garden’"Ina Breeze under Moonlight”' " Wild Geese Flying
o'er a Cold Pond'’, “Ebbing Tide in a Quiet River,”” “Lying Alone in Bed and Listening to the Pelting Rain Qutside the
Southern Window’” and “‘Fragrance Gone with Faded Flowers”. Emotion sublimized to a new height, the works impress
us as fresh, vast, far-off and aloof. Historical subjects had faded away and the human figures once dominating his paint -
ings had withdrawn all at once. It was a noncommittal attitude, unrealistic and unconcorned with history. Tragic fates of
outstanding people no longer occupied his mind. His paintings convey a peculiar feeling and atmosphere reflecting his
understanding of and thoughts about life. ""Light Clouds in a Serene Sky'* is a work suggesting vastness and serenity, a
limited space compassing miles and miles of scenes. Spatial light clouds of mild grey spread over. Interesting brushwork
indicate immense waters. At the lower part of the painting is a small rock of heavy ink with a seated puny figure looking
upward. In the direction of the looker’s gaze, one finds at the top of the painting a drove of wild geese melting in the
distant clouds. The human figure's features are not visible, nor any of his movements. What one reads is but an indes-
cribable feeling. In another painting "In the Setting Sunlight’”” one sees only a few withered leaves on a few empty
stone steps in the setting sunlight, Though bare of any human figure, the painting tells of man’s feeling and emotion. In



““Noonbreak’, We see a man painted in light ink dozing off on a rock under a tree with faded flower petals beneath.
Fullness and quietude reign. All these pictures may be rightly regarded as expressionist paintings in the true sense. The
paintings epitomize not human figures' outward feeling or what have happened to them, but their minds and the cir-
cumstances they find themselves in. Things concrete, definite or exciting are out of sight, emotion foggy and beyond
grasp. Superficiality reduced, even brushwork. suddenly diminished. Feeling expressed in a way deep and subtle. A
strang emotional undercurrent runs under an atmosphere of insubstantiality and emptiness. The paintings as a whole are
subject to a feeling, so they may be called pictures of minds or feeling, conveying pure human emotion with painting
idiom and possessing a subjective mental emotional beauty comman to all artists, expressed in a reserved, lofty and
meaningful manner,

What is more, these paintings serve to reveal man’s wistful attitude to life and the universe. In "“Light Clouds in a
Serene Sky'', the overwhelming grey tone reminds us of the endlessness of life and the unreachable distance between man
and his objects. We refer the black specks at the top of the painting to retreating wild geese, perhaps it is still better to
refer them to the far-off time, emotion and life we sincerely look back upon. The “Noonbreak'’ is symbolic of a frame of
mind. In an ambience full of vitality and luminosity, the man, dozing off leisurely, is not conscious of the quiet move-
ment of life. Flowers are free of care, so is the man. Life has acquired its worth in the richness and maturity it has
created itself. Man has not lived n vain. The flowers, grass and stone steps in the painting are not the kind of still life in
western paintings enjoyed for their own sake, nor are they representative of moral character in traditional Chinese paint-
ings of flowers and birds. They imply, | would say, a sudden insight into or feeling about life, destiny or an instant of
existence. To them the artist devotes his eager and tender and most pious concern about and appreciation of the vast
universe and the unpredictabie life.

The paintings produced in this period if grouped together share the common basic mark: spatial, quiet and mute. It
is a sort of profound and sober-minded silence resulted from having had boundless thought and turbulent emotion su-
bdued or controlled, a typical oriental view of life. On the surface, it is still, short of action, stirring like quiet water or
fleecy clouds. But one senses thunderous lightning emotion in between them. It is a stern, somber, pregnant silence.
A placid patience steeled in anxiety, a perspicacity or an indifference to worldly gains born of patience, a cystal mental
freedom and disenthralment.

If we say the paintings like"'The Six Distinguished People in 1918 Reformation”, "“Kong Yiji’" and "Yu Youren”
make one calm down to call back to mind past events; and the paintings like “Ruan Ji"*, "Li Bai'’, “Wen Tianxiang"
and “Li Qingzhao fill one with passion and excitement; then we may say that Mr. Wang’s paintings in this period
evoke rumination in retrospect and prospect. In these paintings all is sublimized —— what remains is a penetrating insight,
an identity with and a comprehension of man, life, nature and the whole universe. In comparison with his second period
of creative life, this is a great leap forward and a breakthrough, indicative of his surpassing his contempararies as well as
his former self. His art is elevated from general expressionism to a lofty, highly philosophical realm, abounding in personal
feeling and experience, expressed in an artistic way completely fresh in approach. These paintings with their inherent
philosophical content disclose an abruptly clear depth in artistic value.

It can be seen that Mr. Wang as an artist has traversed a road of three sections in his development, marked by
focusing respectively on skills, social passion and man’s mind. He started by manipulating skills to display his passion for
social themes and then finally broke through the confinement of skills, melted down his passion and swerved to find his
way into the depth of man’'s mind. This is a process of bold, deep-going changes with frequent leaps. Every step was
accompanied by risks and hardships. But he has succeeded, and is a winner, for the moment at least. Evidently, every
change he made took him further away to a direction pointing at something deeper, broader and wider. Every explora-
tion of himmade him closer to genuine art. Mr, Wang as an artist is still young. We cannot anticipate what other steps he
will take. But we believe and hope his great sincere ideal in art will come true step by step.
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Wen Tianxiang
(1236—83) and His Song
of Righteousness

EX&R

(1987)



YEESABHE
Sitting in Silence till Nightfall

ARLTHBERE
(1989)
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Legendary Devils-catcher
Zhong Kui
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(1988)
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Modern Chinese Writer Lu Xun
Bt

(1986 )
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Enjoying Moonlight
SIETOIN

(1989)



