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Form and Spirit Existing Together
Pen and Mood Holding Together

Xue Yongnian

Last century Chinese painting got the most outstanding achievements in figure. In water ink figure painting,
“Modern Zhe School” was the most powerful force, being descended from which Wu Shanming set up “Contemporary
Style of Wu” which was different from the older generations. He ran through the ancient and modern, merged
figure and landscape, let form and spirit exist together, hold pen and mood together. The imagery of figure is melt
into nature, being mysterious and vivid. The brushwork is like twinkle black crystal, pure and bright, and the
mood is just like the poem of Jing Ling Genre, far and lyrical. The beauty of its imagery, mood and brushwork
show the special charm of art and develop a school of its own in current painting world. Think about its beauty
of success and the reason, it is obviously own much interesting and also draw forth valuable inspiration.

Two problems of developing figure on free sketch

“Contemporary Style of Wu” was formed in the late 1980’s. Before this period, the figure painting of ink
without color had developed for a long history and been changing to break the older generation path. At the same
time, it appeared much orientation in order to surpass former achievements. While from ancient to present,
“stepping further as the time pass” about the ink figure painting was always connected with two key problems. One
was how to extend spirit connotation effectively, the other was how to solve the contradiction between brushwork
and molding with a new way, which if we couldn’t find out, not only can we hardly open up new implication
and mood, but also are unable to be independent in the forest of all the outstanding painters.

Since ancient times, Chinese figure painting has formed two styles: one is Gong Bi, the other is Yi Bi (also
called free sketch). Before Yi Bi figure raised, Gong Bi heavy color figure was the mainstream in painting circle.
At that time, ink style hadn’t been perfected, the technique of writing was to outline with fine pen, which can
be rated as “owning pen but no ink”. The outlining was subordinated to the molding of “pictographic character”,
and then transmits the spirit temperament of objects; this was the so—called “write out soul with form”. After Yi
Bi figure painting has risen, the mainstream on painting circles is already the landscape and flower—and—bird on
free sketch. At that time, both the ink style and technique of writing have been developed. They own different
styles of dot—line—composition in rough written style, the changing of dense, sparse, wet and dry in ink style, and
even reach the degree of ink transition in one sketch. Not only do we search for “water halo and ink seal”, but
also to reach “refined pen and ingenious ink”. Because the view of free sketch has been deeply in people’s mind,
the brushwork should not only be used “describe object”™— describe the shape and soul of objective subject, but to
“write heart” at the same time—express painter’s personality. Compared to figure painting, the brushwork on free
sketch and refined molding become the problem which is hardly to be perfected.

People commonly feel that the Yi Bi figure are harder than Yi Bi landscape in utilizing spirit in free sketch.
Xu Qin in Ming Dynasty pointes out that, “it is landscape that can expand field of vision and compete with
creature --” his attitude is fairly true. If one can’t reach similarity in shape in figure painting, and doesn’t know
the character of objects, how could it make soul similarity; while just search for shape similarity will be certain
to influence the brushwork’s carefree going, then how could it express spirit on free sketch and make the free
composition come true? For this reason, during several hundreds years in Yuan Ming Qing Dynasties, landscape and
flower—and—bird were popular in interior country, a large number of famous masters appeared, the landscape
painting was beyond other types of painting, so that it has this saying, “there are 13 courses to learn in painting
and landscape first”. While Yi Bi figure developed slowly. Though there were some outstanding masters who had
deep skill of brushwork, it really belongs to rare talents. The common Yi Bi figure painter was far away from the
classical molding of “pictographic character” and skimmed the shape similarity in order to reach freedom of
brushwork in free sketch. They approached to the extensive style of landscape, concentrating on “express mood
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with shape”. Besides, they stressed on ancient and underestimated present, separated themselves from life. This
action caused the mainstream of Yi Bi figure painting fell into stylize, lost the tradition of “write out soul with
form” and the energy to develop continually.

Since 20 century, the figure painters who are determined to develop Chinese painting, introduce the realism
from western in order to correct the wrong stream of figure painting in Ming Qing Dynasties. They set up their own
school which forms a mainstream. This school is based on sketch on modeling, takes brushwork as expressive way,
makes the brushwork serve for the molding. So pattern and formularize are given up gradually, then the figure’s
personality are given prominence to. It reconstructs the tradition of “write out soul with form”, renovates the
appearance of Chinese ink figure painting, and expresses the aspiration which is connected with the whole country
efficiently. But because of overcorrect, it neglects the style beauty and the function of free sketch in a certain degree
and has some deficiency in utilizing brushwork. Those painters represented with “Modern Zhe School”, inherit the
tradition of drawing materials and setting view about ink painting of figure, base on the skill of sketch and master
the ability of figure molding. Then they follow the poetic tone of brushwork and expressing emotion function about
bird—and—flower painting on free sketch from traditional literati. Besides to outline in painting, they make full use
of dots, broken brush strokes and splashed ink to change substance to impetus, and make themselves become the
most nimble genre in modern ink figure painting. In a certain degree, they add the spirit of free sketch and
brushwork beauty for realistic modeling, enhance the expressive power of ink painting of figure.

Before setting up “contemporary style of Wu”, Wu Shanming has been an outstanding painter in the second
generation of “Modern Zhe School”. When he was searching a more suitable aesthetic way and modeling style, the
introspection to ancient tradition from new ages, the opening to western modern art, offer possibility to surpass the
seniors in ink painting of figure. In choosing the material, it changes from focusing on hero figure to all living
things. In expressing emotions, from sonorous passion to rich and varied spirit life, even develop the ink realistic
with slight differences only almost the same to be varied and graceful. But due to the difference of reference, it is
simple expressed in three orientations. One is to take the returning to ancients as renewing, borrow the ancient,
literati painting to free sketch of brushwork. Though having developed the expressive power of non calligraphy,
it always portrays ancient figure, and fall into the same trap of formularize. Another is to seek changes through
learning western. To take advantage of western modern school, devote to the exaggeration of modeling to reach an
impact in visual sense. Though it has lots of exploration in expressing oneself and developing subconscious, also
renew the style on visual sense, however, it goes far away from art spirit of China and brushwork mystery. The
third is to make effort to deepen tradition. Insisting on realistic modeling can get rid of literature of subjective
painting, reach an intuition of painting. In portraying contemporarily materials, he pays attention on the worry and
happiness of human’s. Although this combining of ink technique and western making way has richened the picture
vein, it is not common in devoting traditional brushwork to achieve literati care.

Basically, Wu Shanming belongs to the painter in the third orientation. Taught by “Modern Zhe School” and
influence by the view of Pan Tianshou in artistic idea, he believes that Chinese and western painting as two big
systems, should absorb their character each other. This is beneficial to draw distance and rich the original tradition.
The comprehension to tradition should not be limited to the area of technique and style, but deepen into the level
of culture spirit and aesthetic style. In the same meaning, he is also influenced by Huang Binghong. Due to this,
he takes deepening art connotation and purifying painting language as breach in the process of seeking news and
changes. He grasps two points firmly for this. One is to go towards life repeatedly, to the daily life of common
people which the senior painters haven’t pay much attention to, to find out valuable personality with the culture
spirit of unifying oneself with heaven. The other is to deepen into tradition, into the traditional art spirit,
orientation of aesthetic judgment, language style, and media technique, to see and understand the marrow of
Chinese painting of Yi Bi figure painting is relative thin. He pays special attention to deepen into the ink painting
tradition which the seniors of Zhe school figure painter haven’t deepened into, especially the landscape painting
tradition, from which he can develop persistently and draws into the potentiality of Yi Bi figure painting.

Standing ink tension and realistic modeling

In the digging to tradition, Wu Shanming grasps the essential of brushwork being complementary to each
other firmly, and the unique sensitivity and permeability of writing brush, Xuan paper and ink to try to pure
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language and strengthen the tension of visual sense in the space where the seniors haven’t made full use of.
Through the repeated practice, he forms the brushwork style about middle stroke and standing ink’s combi—
nation which is seemly to be old but new in fact, mysterious and outstanding.

The traditional ink painting about figure is particular about pen and ink. Making ink can’t be separate
from pen, without a certain handwriting, ink’s change will be possibility but not reality forever. Because of
this, Chinese painters always wield ink in handling pen, stressing on one brushstroke owning clear pen and ink.
But stress on brushstroke didn’t mean to neglect the interaction of brushwork, even not equal to control the
ink change into the shape of handwriting and ignore the interaction of brushwork, without which ink can’t
be liberated and it will lose neural interests. Compared to ink painting of same ages, the painting of “Modern
Zhe School” is no doubt to be richer and rhythmic in brushstroke, the ink is also more nimble and variable.
But the appeal of ink is still limited to the outline of handwriting with little natural interest appears.

At the beginning when Wu Shanming tried to purify brushwork language, he had ever pained figure in
line drawing, in spilled ink and boneless painting. Once when he was painting from life in the area of Tibet,
occasionally he used the standing ink and discovered some unexpected efficiencies which encouraged him to
explore more about standing ink. Standing ink is the ink of the precious night which has been placed without
touch, so the prepared Chinese ink begins to separate, parts of its drops fall off and become bigger. The color
turns dark, with fewer lusters and more coverage. As one of ink style, standing ink was referred to in Guo
Xi’s landscape theory of Song Dynasty first. In the past, painter used it to rich ink pattern by accident, but
didn’t make full use of it. Whether it can produce its marked effect or not, since several hundreds years, no
one has thought about it, even to do it, until Huang Binghong who listed standing ink as one of “seven inks”,
to develop its potential in landscape painting. He used the residue of standing ink which can lead to unsmooth
and thick handwriting as well as water leaking out, relied on the overlap of brushwork, to achieve an
efficiency of moving charm and firm bone, vigorous and lustrous, thick and moist. It set up a new space of
landscape painting ink.

The brushwork of “Contemporary Style of Wu” is formed on the base of Huang Binghong’s standing ink.
However, figure painting’s modeling is particular about certainty, while the ink charm of standing ink is of
randomness. The two is contradictory. To use standing ink in figure painting, for Wu Shanming who is
descended from “Modern Zhe School”, it should solve two problems of changing western into Chinese. One is
to change the western style which is based on sketch to Chinese structure on modeling view. The other is to
change the way in which the brushwork should obey to composition modeling to the way mainly about line
modeling. After continuous research, Wu Shanming has solve the two problems, implement the interaction of
brushstroke and ink charm, so that it develop a vast space for standing ink figure painting on free sketch.

The handwriting of “Style of Wu” is full of variable styles and highly refinement, it skims over the
wrinkle point of modern ink figure painting, purify the brushwork of dots, lines, composition’s combination
to middle tip lines, which is mainly about short lines and used in a group. It begins to write from whole, not
being sticker from feeling and secondary details and grasp the most key parts. The handwriting merge the thickness
of Bei taste to influence of Tie taste, being particular about hiding head and tail, it is full of twist and turns. Its form
is just like spring earthworm and autumn snake, owing separate handwriting but whole meaning. Because he uses the
long goat’s hair which store more water, as soon as he put the pen on the paper, it appears strong and think
handwriting, and the ink disperses outside of frame, then it takes shape of concave—convex transition, dispersing both
thickness and charm. The inside and outside of the handwriting’s frame shows different efforts because the degree
of standing ink comes unglued. The condense place holds strength of dry pen while the dispersal place shows the
misty of wet pen. This brushwork language is extremely pure and also naturally variable. Not only conception
comes earlier than pen, but also the pen has a certain self—generated; Not only seeking the interesting of traditional
brushwork, but also taking shape of new different texture; Not only suiting his mind and hand, but also filling with
natural charm, generally are among controlled and uncontrolled, taking on an unprecedented beauty of
brushwork,reach an unity of highly difficult brushwork on free sketch and realistic modeling. It attracts the
modeling marrow of western realistic figure painting, though it comes from with bone and meat, breathy and
blood, owning brushwork of life and personality, it strengthens the expressive power of Chinese ink painting
on free sketch. Although it has unavoidable limitations, it is no doubt that it is a new creation which is

beyond predecessors.
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Landscape Awareness, Expressing Spirit and Making State

Wu Shanming also pays much attention on aesthetic judgment which is to resort tradition landscape paining to
viewers, especially the constructing mood way of sublimating spirit realm. Influenced by Chinese traditional
esthetics, those common but tasteful works always are consider as high taste of Chinese painting. What is the pity
is that the figure painting is rare in ancient’s landscape and bird—and—flower painting. Resent hundreds years, the
agitated changes caused by society reform, the solemn mission of developing china make some ink figure painter take
the lead in throwing themselves into the competing of choosing materials, portraying new figure and expressing new
ideas. The first generation painters of “Modern Zhe School” are more skillful in eulogizing the spirit features of new
ages through expressing hose interests in life. But those realism view and way took from western, on one hand
became the tool of painters to express ideas, on the other hand also limit the effect of tradition aesthetic judgment.
After entering into new ages, the ideas are liberated and fields of vision are widened. The ink painting of figure
has got great development, but there are still some works pay much attention on self—expression. The expression
to inner emotion are too individualize, even keen on expressing depressed, wild and struggling feeling. The reason
can be included into three parts. The first is simple followed western modernism or later modernism, dyspepsia.
The second is limited in the artist’s studio, having narrow life space, the original is dried up. The third is paying
little attention on improving the spirit realm of works to attract views, loosing the tradition, having changes but
no inheritance.

The tradition landscapes on free sketch don’t think highly on mood’s strangeness, but seek it from common
condition, seeking a unity of nature, history and life from common views. In fact, any clever traditional art are
not the venting of emotion and direct narration, but to sublimate the true feeling to aesthetic ideal and spirit realm
through refining personality, purifying heart. The senior aesthete Zong Baihua has pained out that, “the aesthetic
character which Chinese painting has expressed may be said as the basic philosophy based on china. In order to
introduce this essential to figure painting, he went out of artist’s studio and approached closely life. He traveled to
the south of Yuan Nan, Tian Mountain, Tibet, Yan’an and Inner Mongolia. In the touch to those common people,
he felt their life state, understood their inner spirit. In those quiet, pure, unadorned and energetic people, he found
that their life attitude was prosaic and positive, common but not mediocre. Besides, he deeply felt that this kind
of immortal spirit of supporting the whole nation silently unexpectedly exist with sublime mother earth, mountain
and rivers. Those deeply experience which comes directly from original ecosystem and life, become the fountainhead
of their composition.

As stated above, when many painters were passionately thirst for good medicine from western, Wu
Shanming started from life comprehension, focusing on tradition, especially the landscape painting tradition,
comprehended its continuous culture spirit and realized its aesthetic judgment of sublimation spirit. He had a
deeply feeling that traditional landscapes painting always watch the world from whole view. Though it puts scene
and passion together, yet there is little concrete passion and scene, but more about the combination of ideal
environment and ideal aesthetic emotion. Therefore, it owns a kind of distant feeling about dust collector,
merging heaven and human, knowing ancient and present, and improves the view which can be remembered to
spirit environment which is admirable. It is this realization makes his figure painting always be found in tasting
life, sublimated in aftertaste of life and express beauty in drawing away the distance, form the poetry and
aftertaste of “Contemporary Style of Wu”. Though some of Wu Shanming’s ink painting of figure only have
figure, some just draw scene slightly, but he is good at transferring the thick standing ink which Huang
Binghong has ever used to light standing ink, especially reveling figure’s environment of light, wind, snow,
cloud and sun, skillfully achieve “smashing unreal world”, make “sky owns painting while on mark there”. He
unites the figure and environment, not only does he describes the spirit of different figure, but also throws his
tasteful aesthetic feeling to the quilt and bright mood. Thus he makes the ink painting of figure focusing on
lifelike scene since ancient to a new appearance which is based on lifelike scene and guided by mood. Though
some people say that his every work has fully achieved this, yet as far as the path of art expression about
richening figure painting is concerned, it should say, this is a creation of Wu Shanming.






Fou Wong and Fou Kan
EArE® 2000 4 135cm x 68cm

HH




MASTERS OF CHINESE PAINTING - WU SHANMING  FIGURES IN XIEY] STYLE

¥ 1994 4 96cm x 96cm
Mother
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Early Sunshine
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Fishergirl of Erhai Lake
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