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Brief Biography

Gu Kunbo (1905-1970) a native of Wuxi, Jiangsu Province. His previous name
was Gu Yi, his aliases were Gu Jingfeng, Erquan Lay Buddhist and Gu Kunlu.He
learnt painting under old painter Wu Guandai in Jiangnan when he was in high
school. Then he entered Suzhou Industrial College to study civil engineering. Af-
ter he graduated from Shanghai Art Academy, he was employed by the academy
as teacher. Two years later, he was employed by Xinhua Art College.He set up
Qifeng Chinese Painting Correspondence College. He became a teacher of
Huadong Branch of Central Art Academy (later renamed Zhejiang Art Academy,
now named China Art Academy) in 1957. He was one of the main founders of new
mountains-and-waters painting teaching in Chinese Painting Department of Cen-
tral Art Academy. Mr Gu was frank and honest, pure and simple, modest and easy
of approach, not hanker after fame and fortune. He had high art achievement
while had no habits of famous men. He was deeply loved and esteemed by his

students.
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Present Mr. Gu Kunbo

When my building faced to the fallen leaves on South Hill,
| began to paint in high spirit.

It was blue-green in the painting with some red,

It was worth being called a poet for painting sails in empty place.

| boiled wine under the west window late at night,
| followed my heart to paint toughly or gently.
When | painted beyond the cliff, clouds and water,

There were thousands of beautiful mountains in my painting.

Wang Bomin

In Hangzhou in 1963
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Tranquil and Pure, Simply but Meaningful

Traditional Chinese painting of mountains and waters were sweet and skilled, gentle and
extravagant, while really void in the late Qing Dynasty. Up to the 20th century, paintings were revived
and a large number of masters came to the fore. Huang Binhong was a master with outstanding
achievements. Rapidly, some painters became masters. Mr. Gu Kunbo was little known, but he was
among them without any doubt.

Mr. Xiaokun compiled Mr. Gu's chronological list to introduce his life. Mr. Cheng Shifa wrote the
preface of Gu Kunbo's Art Collection in 1988 and he introduced Mr. Gu's art in this article. It hap-
pened to be the 100th anniversary of Mr. Gu's birthday, | wrote this article according to my under-
standing for Mr. Gu's mountains-and-waters paintings and related problems, to express our memo-

ries and revering to Mr. Gu.
|. There Is No Great Master Painter

Xie He of South Qi commented on paintings and made the standard of six classes, then Zhu
Jingxuan of Tang Dynasty made the standard of four classes. Later generations commented on the
achievements of painters, some called "master painter", some called "famous master", while none
called "great master". There were no great master calligraphers. Xiang Mu of Ming Dynasty wrote in
his Elegant Words on Calligraphy - Style and Class as follows: because men's intelligence and skill
were different, according calligraphers' achievements, their calligraphy could be commented on by
five classes: "the ones of classical masters are lofty, the ones of masters are rich, the ones of famous
calligraphers are special, the ones of authentic calligraphers are serious, the ones of calligraphers
of side class are bold." He thought only Wang Xizhi was among the classical masters. Zhu Luzhen had
said: "Zhong You, Zhang Xu, Wang Xizhi and Wang Xianzhi were the best calligraphers, then the later
generations only thought Wang Xizhi as the classical master."(The Essentials of Calligraphy)The clas-
sical master was called "master calligrapher" by the later generations, which were the honorific title for
the master of a school of calligraphy. In fact, the "classical master" or the "master" was the "classical
master" or the "master" in a school. There were North and South factions of calligraphy, while the
classical masters and the masters were not the representatives of both North and South factions

except Wang Xizhi. He was excellent in each category of calligraphy with his natural and elegant style.
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So Xiang Mu said that Zhong You and Zhang Xu were "special"; Wang Xizhi epitomized the achieve-
ments of classical calligraphy and he was called "calligrapher among calligraphers". But Xiang Mu
never called Wang as "great master".

Painting was more complex than calligraphy. Painting and calligraphy had the same origin source
while different carriers. To calligraphy, "Temperaments exist in the eight standards, meanings and
significances come from the six categories", "without any other mode" (Zhu Quan of Ming Dynasty).
Painting needed brush pen, Chinese ink and skills of painting, besides the mode of no mode:"Learn-
ing from the Nature outside, there is no changeless mode; coming from one's heart inside, there is
no modes from someone"(Wang Ba of Ming Dynasty: The Records of Learning Painting and
Calligraphy); "Coming from the appearance of the image" meant that there was standards of using
brush and ink, while "adopt the image" meant there was no changeless mode. The ancient calssified
the painting to thirteen categories, while there was no one who could be good at all of them. As time
passed, none of the schools could become the ruler of the painting circle. So in the traditionai
painting history, there was distinct of scholars, officials, painters and artisans; or someone were the
founders or originators of the schools; or there were titles of master, famous painter, big famous
painter, little famous painter; while there were never "great masters". There were really no great
masters. For example Wang Wei, "he was well versed in painting of mountains and waters in the
ancient and modern styles", " the colors of his paintings all were classically gorgeous, his Jiehua
were slender and beautiful with good composition", "similar fo General Li's style"; his mountains and
waters in wash painting "similar to Mr. Wu, while with outstanding grace and charming”. Zhang Yanyuan
commented on him in his The Records of All of Famous Paintings as follows: "...the trees in distance
were too simply and clumsy, the complex one should be exquisite, the imitated were anamorphic."
According to Old History of Tang, "his painting and calligraphy attains wonder, his using brush is
from the Nature, while he is lack of originality." Dong Qichang assessed Wan Wei as the founder of
South School according to Wang's mountains and waters in wash painting, Li Sixun and his son were
still the models of North school. Dong Yuan of South Tang, "his mountains and waters were similar to
Wang Wei's, his using colors was similar to Li Sixun's". The Jiangnan school of mountains and waters
was estimated "ingenous works, incomparable style" by Mi Fu. Furthermore, there were Mi Fu and
his son, Zhao Mengfu, Huang Gongwang, Wang Meng, Ni Yunlin, Wu Zhen, Dai Jin, Shen Zhou, Wen

Zhengming, Tang Yin, Qiu Ying and so forth, who were all called "masters”, none of them had the title




of "great master".

There is no great master painter, in the similar reason of Xiang Mu's distinguishing the classical
master, the master and the famous calligrapher in calligraphy. Now, being master is easy. Yes or
no? "Master" could be an honorific title for a person, but couldn't be used indiscriminately. According
to Xiang Mu's standards, the painters with the titles should decrease one or two class. In fact, those
who are called "great masters", only some of them are masters, while most of them are famous
painters; most of those called masters are just famous painters, those called famous painters are
just qualified, even nbt qualified.

There is no great master painter. Take Mr. Zhang Dagian, the most famous one, as example:
Mr. Zhang was good at all the mountains-and-waters painting, figure painting, flowers-and-birds
painting, blue-and-green painting and freehand brushwork in wash painting. Among the categories
of painting, his flowers-and-birds painting made with fine and delicate strokes were of the highest
quality, while were not able to surpass the skills of painters of Painting Academy of Song and Ming;
his imitations of Shi Tao's mountains and waters were excellent, even difficult to tell the fake from the
real ones, while the ones he himself ctreated were between the able and the wonderful, lack of
origination. His splash-ink was of his unique style, while Wang Qia of Tang Dynasty had used the
technique. Zhang Yanyuan, the authority of art history and connoisseur said about the splash-ink as
follows: "...no strokes, so not called painting. The mountains-and-waters painters' splash-ink works
were not paintings too, and were not worth imitating." So splash-ink went into hiding. The form of
expession was the substance of painting. A kind of painting was unique and had its high quality
because of its own style taking culture value as the core. Zhang Yanyuan pointed that Chinese
painting's special characteristic of form was "spirit is essence" "strokes come from brush”, so splash-

ink couldn't be used. Wash painting is popular now. In spite of "deconstruction" "recompositon” or
"ruffling", all that have no Chinese painting's special characteristic of form are "marginal” "other". Mr.
Huang Binhong had said: "magnificent battle formation, formidable flag. There are men in China who
never give in."(Survey of Chess) Mr. Huang's words are of self-knowledge and self-respect, without
arrogance or self-praise. Most of Mr. Dagian's mountains and waters in splash-ink were of middling
skill and short of temperament and taste, the shortness of strokes being only strokes and ink being

only ink was obvious. In a panoramic view of Mr. Dagian's works, his style, taste and attainments

were not able to let all the people accept him as a great master. He Liangjun of Ming said that the
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people who had the ability of distinguishing the fake from the real one, "maybe there were four or five
among thousands of people"(Comments on Paintings of Siyouzhai). Now painting and calligraphy
are widespread, but ability of appreciation gets steadily worse. The "quality" becomes empty talk and

people appreciate paintings by listening stead of looking. What a pity!
[I. Mr. Gu's Works in His Old Age Made Him A Great Master Rapidly

In fact there are great master painters. My standard of "great master" is as same as Mr. Binhong's
words:"To painting, only origination is difficult. If one is able to break fresh ground, he is more excel-
lent than the ancient and modern masters." "Good skills come from hard work, doctrine is in confor-
mity with the Nature." The great master should be well grounded in painting, show his real temperament,
has ability of origination and reach the high plane of "Nature".

The "efficacy" of painting is the expression of the result of creation(or "found"), while not the
essential condition for painters. So Wang Guowei commented Wang Shigu as the third class, for "his
works imitating the ancient paintings were of high-quality while the ones he himself created were of
low-quality because he worked really hard". The traditional Chinese painting, learnt from the ancient
painters, from the Nature, and "must digest what he has learnt when he is painting,Aaccording his own
temperament and appearance"(Pan Tianshou: Brief Introduction to Mr. Huang Binhong). The great
master can improve his skill according to the doctrine, gets the nature of the Nature, is in conformity
with the nature of painting, shows the nature of a painter. Mr. Gu Kunbo's works in his old age were
worthly of the title of master.

Mr. Gu's works had reached the realm of wonder before he was 45 years old. Mr. Huang Binhong
said: "grasp how to use the brush and ink, study the headstream and genres of painting, be well
versed in all the schools, then get the art composition and express the charm and taste."(The Essen-
tials of Painting Skills) Mr. Gu learned from paiter Wu Guandai when he was 13 years old, later Chen
Mo also taught him. At first he imitated Wang Shigu and Yun Nantian, then Shen Shitian, Wen
Zhengming and Tang Liuru. He made an extensive study of masters of Song and Yuan, knew how to
digested and use what he studied, set up his whole precise painting system, then he developed his
own style by his "floating" skill. When he was painting, his using brush was like floating over the
water, he put brush to the rice paper in the air, the movement of brush on the rice paper was like

waves rising and falling, successive without break, full of power while spirit in the air, full of changes
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