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WU CHEN-JIN
AND HIS PAINTING

WU Cheng-jin,a middle-aged painter,is very in-

‘luencial in art circles of Sichuan Province. Before
: studying in Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts,he had to
make a living as a worker,a peasant and then a sol-
dier. After his graduation from the Academy he
worked in Mianyang City and was later transferred to
Sichuan College of Education as a teacher in the De-
partment of Fine Arts. Successful as he is, Wu is al-
ways living a simple life as the poor ordinary prople,
standing on the same stubborn land,living in the same
kind of little house and eating the same food. But
what is extraordinary is that his usual experience of
life goes so far as to develop into his unusual art. Just
as the Sichuaners’old story of touching a stone and
turning it into gold, Wu Cheng-jin can easily turn the
prosaic persons, uninteresting things, dull landscapes
and even usually forgotten thoughts into unusual and
unforgettable artistic gems.

The reviewers and appreciators are often capti-
vated with Wu's painting because his works are like
mirrors,in which one may probably see a scar on his
own forehead left by one of his friends with a bamboo
stick in their childhood or may think fondly of one of
his languid sneezes jetting out with all strength long
ago in a wintery sunny day or may recall the peculiar
»xciting moment when he stole a glance at a little
vhite piece of a young married woman's belly. How

‘=fied and how pleasant all these are! Yes,such li-
.elights of everyday life are enjoyed not only by
“*hinese people who have lived inherently in such

'élightful way but also by the Western Christians
» have lived in original sin,for they find there the
rart of the Western culture.

Wu Cheng-jin's paintings has a flavor of taking

1 time to enjoy life,which is hard to find in the

vanguardism painting or classicism painting of the

West ; therefore, it is very difficult to review Wu's
painting in general terms of profound modern theory
or classical aesthetic. His artistic style can be general-
ized with an old old Chinese saying that it suits both
refined and popular tastes. But only for this, many
artists usually feel powerless and frustrated, especially
those who only have knowledge and theory in their
brains—but have not rich experience of life. Wu's
painting certainly contains kindness,amiability, hon-
esty ,sincerity and the golden mean all rooting in the
moral character of Chinese people;if not so,his works
could never have appealed to both the highbrows and
the lowbrows. _

The most remarkable feature of Wu'’s painting is
the carefreeness with spiritual leisure. He, like the
great thinkers of the past,always contemplates every-
thing of Nature—a clear pool,a flowery meadow,a
tree stump,a puny little puppy, grasshoppers beneath
a weed, crickets beside a stove and the country boys
sporting by a stream—with love, amusement, tender
and tolerant pity. With his works Wu Chengjin covers
a beautiful garment on this world that,in the eyes of
ordinary people,is flat,insipid,poor,dull or even ug-
ly ,attempting to make the pulse of the world beat as
fast as his own aesthetic feeling. Under his brush
beauty exists among several pretty girls in a wood ,on
the broad, gnarled hands of a countrywoman, or in
the “cycle racing for slowness”sponsored by the la-
borers at their spare time. One may well wonder why
Wu Cheng-jin could see so much beauty. It is believed
that if you had an outing with him at the riverside,
you would have seen he took out two pounds of hap-
piness or three ounces of wonderfulness from a cob-
ble, and that if it then happened to rain, he would
have shown you a gill of beauty or a half pint of de-
light in raindrops. So,you may imagine when he stood
before his canvas he would never knit his brows or
draw heavy breath (as some painters do in some

movies) , but always put himself in his simple mat-



ters,in which there is neither lament over the day of
wrath to come nor sins and suffering inherent in
life—but only delights of a smug Chinese who is en-
joying his life in a happy-go lucky way.

Another remarkable feature of Wu's painting is
the combination of the mellowness with good nature.
His works are seemingly lacking in impetus and ro-
mance of a middle-aged artist, but aétually contain a
calm and peaceful power,which comes from his expe-
rience and tolerance and which, like mellow wine,
makes people get a long and quite civilization and
thereby relinquish their unrealistic desires and fanciful
notions. In his painting , Wu Cheng-jin turns the ratio-
nality (actually the moralities) of Chinese people into
an aesthetic enjoyment and makes it possible for the
appreciators to realize happiness is indeed like Marrice
Maeterlinck’s L’/Oiseau Bleu, for which it is hard to
search but which is just everywhere:at your feet, by
your side,in your hands, with cry of a baby,among
the first snow of a winter and even in your hard lgbor
or hard study. This mature and good-natured attitude
towards life showing in Wu's painting,as Sichuan or-
ange only roots in red soil of Sichuan,is a pure and

genuine Chinese spirit. We cannot say it’s not a suc-

cess for Wu to have depicted this spirit to the greatest

extent with great skill and artistry. His success seems
to be laughing at those talented idiots or idiotic genius-
es who,over the age of thirty as they are,still only
want to be famous and rich and successful—who
don’t want to enjoy their life in a calm and peaceful
way.

Being content with realistic life is the third fea-
ture of Wu's painting,in which there is a traditional
Chinese culture of kindness, amiability, leniency,
magnanimity and humality. The figures in Wu's
painting are alway looking cheerful,genial and satis-
fied with things as they are. Among the common peo-
ple under his brush there is never a bellicose, senti-
mental or cynical one. Wu Cheng-jin’s contemplation
of life is so conscientious and so attentive sometimes
as to be too much. In his painting Cycle Racing For
Slowness , for example, the bicycles for speeding up
man’s steps are even slower than a tortoise’s walk. But
in fact,this seemingly senseless game really reflects a
noble quality of ordinary Chinese people, being con-
tent with their lot. Wu has sensed this quality so accu-
rately that he could calmly creat so many local-col-
ored figures; merry and garrulous Sichuan women,
sweaty and breathless mountain villagers and the nar-

cissistic girl looking at hetself ifi the mirror—who all,

as the painter, have never had desire for material
comforts ,and therefore who have never regretted fail-
ing to satisfy their wishes,although they want to en-
joy everything good in this world as well. These com-
mon people can be intoxicated with only one cup of
wine and be filled with only one piece of bread. Their
simple but happy life has been a constant inspiration
to this native Chinese painter so that he could have
expressed his philosophy in his painting. Of course, if
the painter were not a philosopher himself,he would
not comprehend their life,let alone draw his inspira-
tion from it.

The above-mentioned three features of Wu
Cheng-jin’s painting have probably made it clear that
Wu Cheng-jin is on the rcad of comprehending chi-
nese wisdom,spreadiﬁg Chinese morality and depict-
ing Chinese life. Undoubtedly, the road that Wu
Cheng-jin chose is not only the right way of art but
also the right way of life,though it seems a little less
;requented. We hope that the painter will never devi-

ate from this road.

Fei Xin-bei,Feb. 5,1991
English Version by Tsao Ming-lun
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