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Leng Bingchuan’s Language of Line

Li Tuo

How should we understand the art of Leng Bingchuan?

Many critical comments have agreed that Leng Bingchuan is an artist of uniqueness and individuality. However, in
my opinion, when dealing with his creativity, researches and comments about him all ignore a very important aspect of
his artistic exploration, that is, Leng Bingchuan neither creates his artistic work on the level of “style” nor on the lev—
el of common “artistic language” , though his art contribution, which is always worthy of high praise, is very much
concerned with both of them. In my view, Leng Bingchuan’s creative contribution mainly lies in that he develops a new
type of painting in his artistic practice. This type of painting is entirely new and modern in its materials, instruments and
techniques, while at the same time, they can also be regarded as very “old” and traditional, because they are bounded
with Chinese traditional painting in blood, containing the oldest notion and the method in thousands of years of historical
development.

The first painting of Leng Bingchuan that I saw was not an original one, but a printed work, yet I was immedi—
ately attracted by it as well. However, what attracted me most was not the various dreamy—like images of ‘beauty’ in
his paintings. Instead, it was the lines in them. These gently winding and wandering soft white lines in their careless—
ness and variety of gathering and scattering, build the composition of the paintings and the images, which make the in—
terweaving of the white and black obtain a kind of inexplicable freshness and dignity in its nature and the richness in
its meaning. All along these years, | have been painstakingly thinking how these beautiful white lines rushing out of
the endless blackness are “painted” . I ponder again and again, and carefully appreciate these printed works from various
ways, but still 1 cannot make it clear. Are they “painted” by brush or by knife? Are they “painted” on the wood board
or the paperboard? None of them are quite likely. Leng Bingchuan remains an enigma to me for long.

For a period of time, in my heart | simply define Leng Bingchuan’s works as a certain new type of engravings. This
might be related to my special love for engravings. I am so enchanted by engravings, especially woodcut and the wood—
cut of black and white in particular. When seeing Leng Bingchuan’s works, I always recognize them as the “engravings” ,
so 1 often compare them with the other engraving artists’ works that I like very much both in our country and abroad,
such as Li Hua and Huang Xinbo’s works in 1930s, or Emile Nolde and Karl Schmidt Rottluff’s (who belong to Driicke,
Die) works. Surely, in the aspects of style and language etc., Leng Bingchuan’s works are totally different from theirs.
The more different they are, the more special is of Leng Bingchuan’s language of line. 1 often ask myself, is there any
similar language like this white line in the history of painting? It seems no. Under the knives of a great many engraving
artists, the language of the woodcut is mostly intense, austere, fierce or even violent. Even if there are some works of
elegant style, it is very difficult for the artists to make the unified structure of the picture by using lines because they are

often restrained by the characteristics of wood board. To compare with these works, the line language of Leng Bingchuan



is really special. These lines are delicately fine and magnificently elegant, full of energetic force, even with a bit nervous
restlessness. And all these emerge only in black and are only tender whispering in darkness.

The problem is, are Leng Bingchuan’s works the real engravings? I am not quite sure of it. Yet it is unimagina—
ble to think that the white lines in his paintings are made by drawing with brush. We are familiar with the Picture of
the Eighty Seven Immortals and the Picture of Immortals Worshipping Xuan—yuan Emperor. They show the absolute per—
fect usage of the line of the ancient Chinese masters as well as the show of the almost perfect line language. Leng Bing—
chuan must have been deeply influenced by it. Otherwise, it is hard to imagine that he may have such a great affection
towards line by casting all his understanding of “painting” upon the line language. But, it can be made sure that his
line can never be made by drawing with brush. Not a single kind of brush may create such a delicate and refined mod-—
ern “iron—line drawing” ® Even though the artist is of a magic power in his creation, it is not possible. Then, are his
works engravings? Are they woodcuts? 1 ask myself. The answer is apparently no, because the major part of the picture
that makes the white lines so bright and glittering is the large block of blackness in which not a single sign of wood ma—
ture is shown.

For a long time, Leng Bingchuan’s painting remains an unexplainable enigma and long—lasting puzzle to me.

Last year, Leng Bingchuan held an exhibition in Su Zhou Museum. I had the opportunity to take part in that ex—
hibition, and was lucky enough to stand in front of his works with the artist himself, talking with him directly. It was
not until then this long—lasting puzzle was solved finally.

In the history of art, the transformation of art is often related to the materials and the instruments, because the
change of materials and the instruments will always bring some new techniques (or workmanships). The discovery or cre—
ation of some new materials and instruments by the artists may surely facilitate the emergence of a new artistic notion, or
new style and new type of art. Even when there is only a slight change of materials and instruments, the new emergence
will also come into being with the new possibilities brought by the change of technique. The artistic exploration of Leng
Bingchuan is just like this. Those delicate lines are not drawn out by brush as I thought. Instead, they are “carved” by
knife, not on the wood board, but on a hard paperboard. What is crucial is that the “carving” here does not mean to
cut directly on the paper. He paints a thin layer of ink on the paper first, and then he uses his knife to cut or to “draw”
on it to make these dreamscapes in his ecstasy.

Now I understand. All that is shown to us in Leng Bingchuan’s works, whether they are the paintings being named
after the poetic lines as “Easily drunken in first taking the green wine/ Sleeping soundly on small window” , “Ten miles
of warm wind with beauties everywhere/ In flowers pressing the hair” , or the painting with the name “Jade pillow and
silk curtain/ Feeling cold in the midnight” , all these fresh, beautiful and magnificent images and pictures, are created
unexpectedly on such a thin layer of ink.

How miraculous it is!

To find a new material and new instrument, to create a new language and method, is there anything more attractive
to the dream of an artist?

Only very few artists may realize their dream like this, thus, they are very lucky.

Leng Bingchuan is such a lucky artist.

However, in my view, his luck does not only lie in that he creates or invents a new artistic language, and a new
type of art (which might be called as “ink engraving” ), hereby inaugurating a new possibility for the modern paint—
ing. What is more noteworthy is that his exploration concerns an unavoidable problem that Chinese artists at the present
time are facing, that is, what kind of relationship should be set up between our contemporary art and the Chinese an—
cient art tradition? Since the May—Fourth Movement, this problem has been discussed over and over again and this dis—

cussion is still under way. Among various viewpoints, the most popular one is to “inherit” the tradition. It insists that



the contemporary Chinese art must inherit the Chinese art tradition, and explore the new space and new way for devel—
opment in this inheritance. Another popular viewpoint lies that contemporary art is of “no national boundaries” , arguing
that to emphasize the Chinese characteristics or the national characteristics in art at the present time is absolutely unnec—
essary. What is interesting is that, no matter how diverse and opposing these viewpoints are, hidden behind these argu—
ments, there lies dimly a common restlessness. It cannot be explained clearly, but it is really there as a fact, which leads
to a consideration: How can the contemporary Chinese art be proved to belong to Chinese art, and to be proved that
though it is contemporary indeed, yet it is not a foreign “son—in—law” coming back home?

I think Leng Bingchuan joins in this discussion with his art practice and puts forward his own solution to this prob—
lem.

His solution is to use the new material and new instrument to develop a new kind of technique, and to create a new
language of line. The new line language not only opens a new space for the contemporary paintings on shelves, but also
proves its own contemporariness hereby. At the same time, his line language makes him to establish a solid relationship
between his art and the Chinese traditional painting and calligraphy. However, it is not a common inheritance relation—
ship, but a relationship of more creative transformation.

From the ancient time, the basic materials of Chinese painting are brush, ink and Xuan paper. This is almost a
common sense accepted by everyone. It is not possible for the Chinese painting——taking line as its fundamental way to
express meaning and do the shape——to exist without Xuan paper. But when Leng Bingchuan searches for the new life
for his line language, he goes so far as to cast away the Xuan paper. Ordinarily, if there is no Xuan paper, the brush
and ink will have nowhere to adhere to and no home to turn back to. Then there is only one way to choose, that is,
the western ink and wash painting. Leng Bingchuan didn’t take this road (he didn’t even think of taking this road since
there isn’t any space for the line language there). What he did is to bravely abandon the basic material of Xuan paper,
and keep the “brush” and the “ink” . But he didn’t preserve them in a traditional sense. He spread the ink on a hard
paper by taking it as a plate, which is an ink—plate (it is a kind of common ink of the brand “yi—de—ge” . People often
write calligraphy or paint with it). Under this ink—plate, there is a layer of paper. What functions actually is the ink
layer propped by the paper. The traditional function of “paper” at this moment changes greatly. On the one hand, as for
the relation of the paper and the ink, paper here becomes secondary and auxiliary. On the other hand, it is the white
paper under this layer of ink that provides the necessary whiteness of the painting——perhaps no one will be untouched
by his unusually bright white lines. In a sense, this kind of painting created by Leng Bingchuan based on the “ink—plate”
can be taken as an engraving, but it is different from western engraving in its essence. In western art tradition, whether
it is copperplate, wood plate or stone plate, it has only one layer of plate. The “ink plate” has got two layers, a layer
of ink and a layer of paper. This may be a technical innovation for engraving. What should be emphasized particularly is
that, this technical innovation has another dimension which is rather different from western engraving technical tradition,
that is, the relationship between Leng Bingchuan’s new technique and the ink in his ink—plate is not entirely the same as
that of the knife and the wooden board in the technique of the western engravings. This relationship produces new pos—
sibilities from Chinese “brush and ink” tradition. It is no longer of the traditional meaning to use the brush and the ink
to do painting. The function of the ink itself changes. It is not to use the ink to create the picture, but to create the
picture on the ink. This is a great change of the notion and the method of “using ink” . In Leng Bingchuan’s art works,

“using ink” in its aesthetic sense is kept as well, however, its aesthetic function and nature is transformed essentially.

The relationship of brush and ink in the drawing notion and skill of Chinese painting can be understood as “two in
one” and “one with two” . If ink is abandoned, how can the painting be made only with brush? And how can the “line” ,
the most essential aesthetic element in Chinese painting, survive and live on? Leng Bingchuan’s solution to this problem is

straightforward, that is, he uses knife instead of brush, a knife taken by our ancestors to inscribe words on Oracle Bones



and Bamboo Slips. Here, what is related to ink is not brush, but knife. However, since line language is the basic root
in Chinese painting with its historical sense, the relation of knife and ink is still in the “brush—ink” tradition, which
contains a profound historical association.

What [ intend to emphasize is that, in such a new way and new technique, the function of brush, ink and Xuan
paper, and the relation between or among these three elements, as well as their relation to the “line” respectively, all has
fundamentally been transformed. This transformation has brought many new possibilities. The most apparent is that, “line”
familiar to us for thousands of years, gets a new form in Leng Bingchuan’s paintings. Comparing with the “line” we are
familiar with in the space of our Chinese Painting, the character, the function, and the expressive force of the line in his
works have changed greatly. It neither shows the drawing skill of Wu Dao—Zi, the great painter in Tang Dynasty, such
as the “Lan—flower drawing” , and the “Water—shield—vegetable drawing” , nor that of Cao Zhong—Da, a famous painter
in South—North Dynasty. The combination of the knife and the ink—plate in Leng’s creation appears a new world of line,
with various changes, poses and types. What appears most is the thin white line, taken as the most important element irs.

«

doing the shape. It is similar to “iron—line drawing” . As to the line itself, it is too fine, thin and hard, so it seems to
be less expressive, even a bit stiff. Yet, it's quite unusual that, when these lines are built up on the ink plate one by one
by Leng’s knife, these thin lines actually show such a great capability in doing the shape with black and white shining
to each other in various forms. We should say, in traditional paintings, we haven’t seen this kind of lines. If we ad—
mit that we have got the sight of this thin and hard line, it is on the Oracle Bones and Bamboo Slips. Being restrained
by the quality and the texture of Oracle Bone and Bamboo Slips, the lines on these materials cannot be free and smooth
and the inscription has to be done with “hard operation” . The charm of this inscription lies only in the structure of the
ancient Chinese characters. Leng Bingchuan takes the ink as the plate, using knife instead of brush to make the line, so
the hard lines frozen on Oracle Bone and Bamboo Slips for thousands of years are set free suddenly, being the controlla—
ble line language, with new character and new life.

Leng Bingchuan is lucky. New language must bring new possibilities. He makes these possibilities come true in his
art creation.

Generally speaking, it is very difficult for Chinese traditional painting to express and bring in something dreamy and
super—realistic. In a painting either of landscape, or human characters, or flowers and birds, its artistic concern lies more
on building the artistic conception and on experimenting repeatedly how the skill of using brush and ink can be unified
with the emotional expression in the play of “similarity and dissimilarity” . The ink engravings of Leng Bingchuan also
pay attention to the artistic conception, but the implication of it is different from what we are familiar with. They con—
tain something else, something strange, and this element of the “other” mostly concerns with that of the dreamy and su—
per—realistic, which forms an entirely different style from our Chinese Painting. Of course, this new style keeps some
other elements. For example, if we consider carefully how Leng Bingchuan organizes his line language, we may feel that
his paintings have a style of miniature. In the composition and the arrangement of the picture, and in the way of the
formation in images, the influence of miniature is apparent. It makes his possibly tender and light line language show
a very complicate and dense texture. These magnificent textures make a comparison, a contrast, a balance and a con—
flict with large part of blackness or with the hairspring—like thin lines, thus obtaining a certain mysterious superrealis—
tic quality, which is more important. In dealing with the mysterious subjects, Chinese traditional painting often takes a
realistic way, which is not very flexible. For instance, when depicting hell, Chinese paintings usually show the imag-—
es of mountain of swords, sea of flames, ox—headed and horse—faced demons. They are very concrete, not very mysteri—
ous actually. At least, they are quite far away from the mysterious sense in mysticism that we understand. But in Leng
Bingchuan’s works, though many images are really simple and ordinary, they are filled with a kind of inexplicable, un—

certain, vague and inexpressible mysterious atmosphere. For example, the female nude images in Leng Bingchuan’s paint—



ings also frequently appear in western paintings, especially in the paintings with the style of primitivism represented by
Gauguin, Henri Theodore Rousseau and some others. In their works, female nudes and flourishing flowers in tropical ar—
eas are indispensable, which show the full expectation to the “primitive” life and the hidden as well as passionate desire.
However, the similar theme in Leng Bingchuan’s ink engravings is dealt with and expressed in a totally different way:
the large piece of blackness controls all the elements in the painting, thus the desire brought about by the female nudes is
cooled down. On the one hand, it is gloomy, black and mysterious; on the other hand, it is elegant, poetic and orien—
tal. Admittedly, it is this elegant poetic sense that makes the most distinctive feature of Leng Bingchuan’s ink engravings,
and this is closely related to his line language. Without such a language, who knows how his painting will be like? It is
just unimaginable.

A new artistic experiment will inevitably have its disadvantages, deficiencies and regrets. Leng Bingchuan’s art is al—
so no exception. In my opinion, in his ink engraving, he invents and develops the uniqué line language which bears
the great art potentiality. However, the artist seems not quite well aware of the way in bringing this potentiality in—
to a force. Since he created the ink engraving, most of his works have taken the “beauty” as the subject. He has made
a great many magnificent and mysterious images around this subject, but at the same time, this subject also restrains him
and the artistic potentiality of his line language. In art history, when an artist is lucky enough to create a new art lan—
guage, he will try his utmost from every direction and on every level to explore and do the experiment, in order to see
how far he can go, how much new elements he can add to art on earth. He will never be tied up by a certain subject
or theme. Furthermore, he will never be reluctant to leave what he has been painting and familiar with already.

I believe Leng Bingchuan must be such an artist. He must have known how broad enough the world of his line lan—

guage is.

Note:
) “iron—line drawing” : a kind of typical drawing skill of ancient Chinese masters in showing the characters’ clothes fold.

(The note is made by the translator.)
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