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Preface,

Opera Painting, Painting Opera
By Dong Wei

August 1, 2009

Opera painting is the portrait of traditional opera.

To put it more accurately, opera means the Chinese traditional opera while painting herein refers to the traditional Chinese painting. Traditional opera
painting is the Chinese painting adopting opera figures and stage scenes as its subject matter for creation.

Chinese traditional opera and Chinese ink painting, though in different forms, in their essence, are both the treasure of the Chinese art, featured with the
beauty and charm of impressionistic expression. The Chinese traditional opera adopts simplified scene to represent complicated situation and virtual image
to represent the reality. The Chinese ink painting emphasizes the variation of brush and ink, flexible and exquisite. The traditional opera and painting are
mutually interrelated and merged, sharing similar philosophy. The opera painting, with ink painting portraying the traditional opera, demonstrates itself to
the world with charm of unique classical oriental arts.

Traditional opera painting is by no means a simple imitation of opera by painting. The painter expresses his concept of taste and philosophical thinking
with traditional opera as its subject matter, based on the inspiration arisen from the plots, figures, gestures and facial impressions of the traditional opera, i.e.
from the four basic elements of the traditional opera of singing, dialogue, HYPERLINK "http:/dj.iciba.com/acting/" \t "_blank" acting and acrobatics. If
the traditional opera presents, within the restrained and specific range of the stage, a miniature of history and culture, society and life, time and space, then
the traditional opera painting is a miniature of opera on a small paper.

Having been working in the Chinese Dramatists Association for several years, 1 frequently deal with matters related to traditional opera, having appreciated
a large volume of appealing traditional opera highlights and having met the representative artists of different operas. When appreciating the opera painting
of Li Gang, I felt just as being situated in the theatre, these scenes | am familiar with are briefly but vividly presented on the paper, and these figures [ am
acquainted with are so true to life that they are likely to step out of the paper. All these left me a strong impression of intimity and affability.

The opera paintings of Li Gang are perfect integration of charm of painting and opera. The stylish brush and vivid figure convey the passion of the painter
and reflect the painter’s persistent pursuit of impressionistic style. His opera paintings skillfully extract and portray the most dramatic moments of the plots
and most typical freeze frames of the figures. Though his way of expression seems simplified and distorted, each gesture and facial impression of the figures
has consumed great effort of the painter. The concise brushes incisively and vividly tell the identity, personality, idea and feeling of the typical figures in the
typical environment, thoroughly revealing the impressionistic and sketchy characteristics of the Chinese painting.

The Peony Pavilion, delineated with single lines, describes a dreamlike and poetic atmosphere, impressive with the gentleness and quietness of Du Liniang
and the elegance of Liu Mengmei. ’
Fifteen Strings of Coins—Testing Rat Lo, Telling His Fortune, with simple brushes, vividly expresses the tact of Kuang Zhong and the ugliness of Rat Lo,
especially the expression of his eye, which contributes most to the success of the painting.

Forest of the Wild Boars., without snow, makes the viewers feel the freezing coldness in the chilling wind, just as the figure in the plot sings, “heavy snow
flies toward the passenger and chilling wind makes the passenger cold through,” and vividly reveals the chilling sorrow in the deep heart of Lin Chong.

The opera painting collection of Li Gang includes a hundred works, which consumes the painter of two years’ effort, covering more than thirty traditional
Chinese opera forms, over hundred highlights of operas. and over a hundred opera figures of Sheng, Dan, Jing, Mo and Chou.

Li Gang and I have been friends for long time since we were colleagues in Jilin Academy of Arts. When shifted to Beijing, he continued teaching and
persisted in creation of ink figure painting. Later on, he became a full-time painter in the Arts Creation Research Center under the Chinese Academy of
Arts, the highest arts organization in China, and up till then, he found the harbor for his arts. Two years ago, he began the creation of opera painting, which
is closely related to the work I am doing now. 1 has not only been attaching keen attention to his creation, but also expecting for the earlier advent of his
works. '

Now, holding in hand the opera painting collection of Li Gang, I am sincerely glad for his success. He, previously a layman and outlier of traditional opera,
has achieved great accomplishment through hard work during the passed two years, searching for information, watching performance. making friends
with opera actors and actresses, and inquiring with experts. His effort and achievement makes it evident that, he will make further progress and greater
accomplishment in his future arts creation, within the exquisite and elegant art atmosphere with profound foundation, and with his deeper perception and
more incisive understanding of the Chinese traditional opera.

Finally, wish Li Gang a broader and brighter future in the field of traditional opera painting creation.
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Preface,

Opera Painting, Vivid Portrait of Opera

By Guo Hancheng and Tan Zhixiang
Summer, 2009

Mr. Li Gang came to_visit me, taking along his recent works of over twenty ink opera paintings. He likes traditional opera and plans to draw over a hundred
opera paintings while having already finished two thirds of them. Later, he sent me over twenty photos. He has a grand plan of opera painting creation,
covering the major traditional operas of Peking Opera, Kunqu Opera, Henan Opera, Pingju Opera, Shanxi Opera, Cantonese Opera, Huangmei Opera,
Sichuan Opera and Shaoxing Opera. Besides, some local operas, minor operas and new-born operas are also covered, such as Huizhou Opera, Puxian
Opera, Gaojia Opera, Wuju Opera, Yunnan Opera, Guangxi Opera, Jilin Opera, Guizhou Opera, Jiangxi Opera, Lu Opera, Qiyang Opera, Bangzi Opera,
Shaanxi Opera and Han Opera. He also put into his creation agenda the operas of minorities, such as Zang Opera, Bai Opera, and Mongolian Opera. From
the perspective of the roles in the operas, the Sheng, Dan, Jing, Mo and Chou have all been included, such as: (i) The Romance of the Western Chamber,
The Dream of Red Mansion and The Palace of Eternal Youth, all of which have Sheng and Dan as leading roles; (ii) Continuous Promotions of Three
Levels and Portrait of Two Chou, which have Chou as the major role; (iii) Lu Zhishen Wrecks the Temple Gate, Xuhuang Makes Havoc in Jiujiang and
Zhangfei Inquests Watermelon, which have Hualian as the major role, (iv) Ba Da Chui, San Cha Kou and Dangma, which have martial roles as leading
actor, and (v) Selling Water, Little Cowboy and Chuncao Breaks into Court, which have Huadan as leading actresses. From the perspective of subject
matter, the paintings cover not only the recomposed masterpieces and traditional operas, such as The Story of Pipa, The Palace of Eternal Youth, and The
Dream of Butterfly, but also the newly adapted chronicle play Story of Wang Zhaojun, and the modern opera Visiting Hometown. The magnum opus of
some famous opera singers are also included, such as the Drunken Concubine by Mei Lanfang, Fifteen Strings of Coins by Zhou Chuanying and Wang
Chuansong, Hua Mulan by Chang Xiangyu, Beating-Princess by Ding Xianguo, Romance Arisen from Bracelet by Yin Xi, Er Du Mei by Chen Bohua, and

Guan Hanging by Ma Shizeng and Hong Xiannv. arnies?

We were surprised by his broad vision and his enthusiasm for traditional opera. He used his brush pens to reflect the colorful and grand operas, which is a
tough nut for the art creators. For this great work, Li Gang visited libraries, searched for information, watched videos and performances in theatres. Each
painting has consumed him a great deal of effort and time after a large volume of sketches and drafts. We found that, in the Li Gang—Contemporary Fine
Attist of China: Figure Volume, three ink opera paintings have already been included, such as The Peony Pavilion, Flower Princess, and Reconciliation of
General & Prime Minister. In the painting album named Imagery Ink Painting of Li Gang published and exhibited in the National Art Museum of China
in October 2006, other three opera paintings are included, Red Faced Guan Yunchang and two paintings of Reconciliation of General & Prime Minister.
These opera paintings by twos and threes can not satisfy Li Gang’s eagerness for expressing his interest and understanding of the traditional opera, hence
stimulating and promoting his fruitful creation of this exhibition. The difference between eight paintings and hundred paintings is far more than the quantity

itself.

Li Gang is recognized as “academist painter with profound potential” by the fine arts circle. He has already created a large amount of outstanding works
of ink figure painting, landscape sketch, flower and bird painting, and colored ink painting. Now, he realized his great self-challenge of creating ink figure

with traditional opera as subject matter.
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Being not painters, nor experts in theory and history of fine arts, but doing researches in traditional opera, we know the beauty. extensiveness and
intensiveness of traditional opera, and the difficulty in capturing and presenting the beauty and soul of opera. Opera painting is an interdisciplinary filed
integrating fine arts and traditional opera, requiring a painter’s competence in painting and meanwhile understanding of the beauty of traditional opera.
Before Li Gang, there were several opera painters, such as Guan Liang and Ma De, whose works were popularly appreciated. It is gratifying to find Li

Gang to undertake this tough task of connection between the preceding and following in the field of opera painting.

As an audience to the paintings, when viewing these paintings related to the operas we are familiar with, such as the Red Faced Guan Yunchang, Romance
Arisen from Bracelet, Niu Gao Tears Decree, and The Monkey King Thrice Defeats the Skeleton Demon, we find the painter has perfectly integrated the
vivid expression of traditional opera and traditional painting. Opera painting emphasizes “soul” of the painting, capturing the instant movement of the
figures, practicing reasonable exaggeration and distortion, and using simple brushes to express the shape and soul of the instant movement of traditional

opera and feature with beauty of brightness and flexibility.

When a painter is observing the subject of his creation, the personal elements of personality, hobby, understanding, feeling, instinct and psychology
must have been mobilized. When facing the figures on the stage, Li Gang extracts the poetic elements and portrays them from the perspective of a poet,
passionate, majestic, tender or interesting, hence giving rise to his diversified but uniform opera paintings, magnificent but exquisite, powerful but graceful,
flexible but precise, fully exhibiting the traditional opera’s beauty of various shapes. It is Li Gang’s understanding of the traditional opera’s beauty of
oddness, elegance, magnificence, gentleness, tragic and comic that gives birth to the splendid and marvelous beauty of the opera paintings, making the

audience enjoy the taste and edification of beauty.

He creates opera paintings on the basis of opera stage, but not restrained by the opera stage. He has profound understanding of the greatness of the Chinese
traditional opera, therefore, no matter being exaggerated, distorted or even abstract, his works still do not diverge from the subjects he portrays, i.e. opera

itself, making his works full of internal tension and vivid distinction—

Kunqu Opera, part of the Chinese traditional opera, has been listed as the World Cultural Heritage by UNESCO. In fact, the Chinese traditional opera, as
a whole, is the precious treasure of the Chinese nation. Li Gang uses his brush pens to bring more glory to this world-class art treasure and displays the

beauty and charm of the traditional opera in a new form.

Mr. Qi Baishi once said, “It is easy to have a wood through ten years’ effort while it is difficult to paint the wood for a whole life.”” We hope that Li Gang

will continue watching operas in theatres, continue going forward, continue creating opera paintings, and continue comprehending the beauty of opera.
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