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Li Yansheng was born in May 1943 in Yan’an, Shaanxi Province,
although his ancestral home is in Zhongshan County, Guangdong
Province. He studied art in the middle school attached to Guangzhou
Academy of Fine Arts and in the Traditional Chinese Painting
Department of Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts and did postgraduate
work in the Traditional Chinese Painting Department of the Central
Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing.

Li Yansheng is now a professional painter and an associate research
fellow at the Traditional Chinese Painting Research Institute and a
member of the Chinese Artis;ts’ Association. His one-man show at the
China Art Gallery in Beijing in 1985 was reviewed by more than
thirty newspapers and magazines, and his paintings have been dis-
played in national fine arts exhibitions many times. He has participat-
ed in exhibitions in France, the Federal Republic of Germany, Yu-
goslavia, Romania, Japan, Singapore, South Korea and Australia, and
a number of his works have entered museum and gallery collections.
Previous publications of his works include 4 Hundred Portraits of
People of Integrity in Chinese History and Li Yansheng’s Brush
Sketches.
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Endless Mountains

— Li Yansheng's Figure Paintings

A giant portrait of a miner’s head

As if it is a coal hill.

On the black coal hill shine the miner’s bright eyes.
On the black coal hill shines the miner’s lamp.

Li Yansheng named this painting Sunrise in the Mountains.

After graduating from university, Li lived in a coal mining area
for eight years. In the Xishan coal mines in Taiyuan, capital of Shanxi
Province, he labored alongside the miners at the three-meter-high
coalface. He experienced the miners’ hardships and admired their
courage as they risked their lives under dangerous conditions. Li
Yansheng says, “I hoped my paintings would help people understand
and appreciate miners.” Although it has been twelve years since Li
Yansheng left th: coal mine, he has never forgotten the miners and
the mine.

I became aware of him through his painting of miners entitled
Break, completed in 1972. It depicted an old cook and a young woman
whose job it was to motivate the miners to work hard. During the
break they went into the mine shaft to serve the miners food and
water. Though the painting is tinged with the tendency of the time to
paint too rosy a picture of life, its composition is concise and the
brushwork free and bold. At that time few painters chose such
subjects as coal mines for traditional Chinese paintings. Because of his
experience in the mines and his skill in using brush and ink, Li wanted
to pioneer this field.

In 1978 Li Yansheng was enrolled in the postgraduate class of the
Traditional Chinese Painting Department of the Central Academy of
Fine Arts. He used miners for his graduate presentation — a series of
eight paintings, including Spring Flower, Little Shanzi, Old Tie and
Busy. However, Li no longer likes to talk about this series, because the
figures were too idealized and, as Li says, somewhat generalized. This

self-criticism led to a new development in his art.

To participate in the Seventh National Fine Arts Exhibition in
1989, Li again took miners as his subject, but with a new approach.
Instead of the miners depicted in Break seventeen years ago or in
Figures in the Coal Mine ten years ago, he wanted to show the
toughness and courage of the miners he had known during his eight
years with them. He wanted viewers to be moved by true, unembel-
lished life.

He painted Sunrise in the Mountains with only the miner’s eyes,
nose, lips, and tongue visible. The picture, 2 m X 2 m, has the effect
of expansiveness and visible undulation, like a mountain that sudden-
ly rises in front of you. This was, of course, the painter’s deep
impression of miners. To Li Yansheng the miner was a mountain in
composition and execution.

Li also utilized some new techniques. For example, he had tried
many times to create the image of sweat and coal dust mixed together.
Then by chance he splashed ink on the picture and it resembled
rivulets of sweat running down the face. He had finally found his
unique artistic language.

Huang Zhou, a famous painter, once told Li that “one should
rehearse some plays on purpose,” meaning that one should have one’s
own specialties. Li chose three key subjects: the coal mine, country
life in Shanxi Province and northern Shaanxi Province, and the
people of integrity in Chinese history.

After hearing his themes, I felt as though I were walking over
endless mountains.

Coal mines are underground mountains.

Li was born in Yan’an at the foot of Mount Qingliang. Later he
moved to Guangzhou, and from there to the north again — to the
shores of West Lake in Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province, and then to
Mount Taihang in Het.i Province. Though used to southern living,

he has the disposition of a northerner. His works, concerned with



country life, combine the elegance of the south with the forthrightness
of the north.

The “Portraits of People of Integrity” are mountains too, but they
are towering mountains, more difficult to draw.

Li Yansheng’s portraits, based on a collection of poems written by
some patriotic poets, were displayed in his one-man show at the China
Art Gallery in 1988, receiving high praise. The painter used different
styles to portray figures such as Xu Mu, Su Wu, Sima Qian, Bao
Zheng, Pu Songling and Zheng Bangiao, drawing on their personal
characteristics and place in history. Other figures, such as Li Bai,
Zhang Weiping and He Long, were painted in traditional pure line-
drawing style. When painting Lu Lun and His Call to the Frontier, Li
depicted a snowy night scene and postwar atmosphere by using dry,
broken lines to draw the figure and horse.

Portrait of Master Painter Pan Tianshou, an early work, could also
be included in the “Portraits of People of Integrity.” Pan was Li’s
teacher at the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts. In 1967, during the
“cultural revolution,” Li and his teacher were kept in the same
“cowshed” (the name given to the various shelters where the victim-
ized lived). He also accompanied his teacher when he was denounced
at public meetings. Pan Tianshou died of these injustices, and today
his students remember him through such works as Li’s Portrait of
Master Painter Pan Tianshou.

While studying at the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Li Yansheng
drew several drafts of Par  portrait. The finished portrait shows Pan
with a walking stick starr .ng on a high hill. The twisted old pine tree
and flowing stream in the painting represent frequent motifs in Pan’s
own paintings. Man, nature and painting form a whole, and man will
live as long as heaven and earth.

Li’s portraits were influenced not only by Pan Tianshou, but also
by Chen Laolian, Ren Bonian, Jiang Zhaohe, Ye Qianyu and Huang

Zheu. Li also liked the splashed-ink tigures of Liang Kai, a painter in
the Southern Song Dynasty (1127-1279). While Li was painting, he
played on the angles and lines formed by thé splashing ink. His
fundamental training at the Central Academy and his experience in
the mine and countryside both contributed greatly to his develop-
ment.

Li Yansheng’s works include not only portraits but also flower-and-
bird and landscape paintings. His technique is not confined to ink and

wash. In his second year at the Zhejiang academy he used the
meticulous-detail and heavy-color technique for a painting entitled
Autumn Night, about the countryside in southern China, that was
exhibited in the 1964 National Fine Arts Exhibition and published in
Fine Arts magazine.

As a critic, I prefer his small works, done in ink-and-wash, heavy-
color or pure line-drawing style, which best reflect his creative per-
sonality.

The reason Li Yansheng has found his place in the art world is his
accumulation of life experience and his great effort to transform this
experience into works of art.

Those magnificent endless mountains!

That mountain sun!

Li Song

Editor-in-Chief, Chinese Fine Arts Magazine
Deputy Editor-in-Chief, Fine Arts Magazine
Beijing, May 1989
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