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A Grand Pictorial Expression

And Refined Painting Skill

Paintings By Lai Ming

Looking at the paintings by Mr. Lai Ming, a
Hong Kong artist, one will find his heart aroused and
filled with passion.That is indeed the most highly
valued spirit of genuine art.

To take his work entitled Fagle and Pine Tree
as an example, the vertical painting dated 1996 por-
The

scene of the painting seems still —— thick pine —

trays and eagle perching on a pine branch.

woods show endless vitality and the clear sky sets off
the figure of the eagle. The eagle does not show any
strong tendency to move, yet the fluttering feathers
on its back and neck and its sharp and vigilant eyes,
as well as the open sky in front of it, give you the
idea that it is about to fly towards the clouds and
that a fierce struggle will take place beyond the
painting.

This painting is a good example that demon-
strates how an artist can.express his feelings by im-
plying “motion” with “stillness”.

Hunting painted in 1997 is a horizontal com-
position dominated by surging waves.  Against this
background the artist has painted a giant eagle with
its prey hunted out of the waves. The eagle has
wings raised high and a body liked a full bent bow.
It strikes one with the strong impression of motion.
In this way, it fits well with the background. Its
powerful presence inspires in the viewer a sense of
awe and admiration. Moreover, following the outline
of the eagle’s wings and the waves, our eyes will
naturally meet the green mountain peaks at the bot-
tom of painting. They are the only static forms in the

When we

gaze at the whole scene, we will feel the sublimity of

painting and the most dignified as well.

great nature.

Those two paintings both have eagles as their
central motif against a landscape background. Both
of them convey a sense of extensiveness. They are
the direct expression of the artist’s heart and the re-
sult of his careful consideration, and, of course, his
adept skill.

These two works are clear indications of Mr.

Lai Ming’s refined painting skill, two aspects of

which I wish to offer my comments below.

First is the accuracy in the portrayal of images
Mr.

mass and

as a prerequisite for a realist painter. Lai not
only has achieved proper proportions,
weight of his forms, he is also able to place them in
light and shade and to capture their movement. He
portrays forms “objectively and close to the real” and
ant the same time injects his subjective artistic con-
ception.  For instance, the artist uses different
sources of light over different objects, but integrates
them into a harmonious whole. The eagle in Hunt-

ing has its source of light coming from the upper
right corner, while that of waves come from the up-
per left corner.  The peaks instead are lit form the
front.  As for the use of perspective, the artist does
not follow the rules of Western realism to unify the
scenery and the objects in it. No painting based on
Western perspective, would depict mountains in
front of sea waves, or the sea above the mountain.
However, the artist did precisely that. It is not awk-
ward at all. On the contrary, it looks highly digni-

fied. Mr.
methods of Western realism with the Chinese ideal
Broadly

speaking, it also represents the success of Gao Jian-

Lai Ming has succeeded in fusing the

of “between likeness and unlikeness”.

fu and other founders of Lingnan School who studied
in Japan at the beginning of this century. They in-
directly borrowed the Western painting method and
used if in their own painting.

Second concerns the use of ink, colour and
line in the works of Lai Ming.

Let me first analyze the use of ink and colour
in Mr. Lai’s paintings. He inherits the Chinese tra-
dition of using ink as the main medium, following
the process of outlining and texturing in ink with oc-
casional use of colours, with ink wash for gradation.
Ink provides structure to the painting. In using ink,
the artist is very careful and shows fine draughts-
manship, especially the key elements in an image, in
order to achieve resemblance in form and in spirit.
he relaxes his painting

In other parts, however,

brush and draws freely. In this way, his style attains



great variety in ink gradations and composition, at
the same time striking a balance between formal
accuracy and rhythmic expression.

Colour in Chinese painting is subordinate to
ink, yet it is useful for achieving formal likeness
and creating atmosphere in a painting, It may be
applied lightly or in combination with ink. In Mr.
Lai’s paintings, one seldom finds a lot of bright
colours.  Only small patches would appear in
strategic placements, serving as highlights similar
to the treble in a musical composition.

Mr. Lai Ming sometimes works with bright

colours. Examples are Peacock and Tong Tree

Flowers, Blooming Flowers of 1997. And Perfect
Harmony of 1998. Pure colours are used unspar-
ingly in these works. The contrast between warm
and cold colours are very strong, which makes the
painting delightful to the eyes. But upon closer
scrutiny, one still finds the artist’s insistence on
ink lines as the basis of form.

Finally, let us analyze the fine quality of Mr.
Lai’s brush manner, Chinese painting emphasizes
“brush and ink”, in particular the execution of lines
by the brush. Even in the “boneless method”, the
artist’s competence in brush manner is still essen-

tial.

Wu Changshi,

The strength and vigour in the paintings of
the simplicity and harmony of Qi
Baishi and the boldness and power of Pan Tian-
shou are all realized through their brush. If we say
that artists of the Lingnan School, in striving for a
synthesis of Chinese and Western painting, chose
formal likeness and atmospheric effects at the ex-
pense of the expressive power of ink and brush and
void, then their followers in the contemporary art
scene are making a conscious effort to rectify the
situation. Not only are they carrying forward the
eternal artistic theme —— “the use of brush and ink
shall change with the time, they are also maintain-

ing their lofty ideals without succumbing to real-

ism.” To take Mr. Lai Ming as an example, his

works are filled with a spirit of dignity and sublim-
ity, and a strong sense of our times. His use of the
brush is more careful, more subdued. His progress
is based on the achievement of his predecessors.
His works of eagles especially reflect this view. In
these works, the main motif is constructed by pow-
erful and rhythmic lines charged with the emotions
of the artist. Although the artist keeps the tradi-

tional method of applying washes to cover the
background in the painting, he uses ink and colour
sparingly to leave much blank space. It may be
said that as an outstanding member of the Lingnan
School, Mr. Lai Ming knows better than his prede-
cessors to utilize blank space as an expressive ve-
hicle. In other words, contemporary Lingnan mas-
ters have succeeded in dispelling certain criticisms
against their predecessors brought about by their
close resemblance to the “morotai” style of Japanese
painting and the adoption of a sentimental style
catering to popular taste.

Mr. Lai Ming carries forward the Chinese tra-
dition in using brush and ink, and also inherits the
courage and originality of the predecessors of
Lingnan School in boldly absorbing Western artis-
tic expression. Therefore, his works not only retain
the harmonious beauty of the Lingnan style, but al-
so capture the heroic boldness of contemporary

Lingnan masters. His paintings are echoes of our

times. I admire Mr. Lai Ming and his colleagues
and feel truly pleased with what they have
achieved.

Written on 25 January 1999, a windy night in
Beijing.

(The author is the editor—in—chief of People’s
Fine Arts Publishing House, a member of National

Arts Education Committee of China and an artist.)
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STUDENTS CEEILY NGAN,SIUFOON YOUNG,
ANGELA SUEN,SIUWAN YEUNG,SIUCHUN WONG,
CHUNCHIN KO & YUETWING CHIU.

A WORTHY SUCCESSOR TO THE

LINGNAN

I am pleased to learn that Mr. Lai Ming is
compiling a selection of his paintings dating from
1947 to the present for publication. I came to know
Mr. Lai through my research on the collection of
the Art Museum, The Chinese University of Hong
Kong, specifically those paintings by Gao Jianfu for-
merly in the collection of Mr. Jian Youwen, a good
friend of the Lingnan master.

Mr. Lai, who came under the personal tutelage
of Gao Jianfu in 1940 at the tender age of eleven
and lived with the master since his admission to the
Spring Slumber Painting Studio as a disciple in
1944, has provided me with a wealth of intimate
details of Gao Jianfu's living habits, his teaching
and creative activities during the last few years of
the life of the master. It was also a rare treat to
view his personal collection of works of the Lingnan
School, and the few postcards of Chinese and Japanese
paintings and calendar paintings published by the Aes-
thetics Book Store, carefully preserved by Mr. Lai,shed
light on the impact of Japanese painting on the Lingnan
School and Republican painting, as well as the early
artistic career of Gao Jianfu.Moreover, I was impressed
by Mr. Lai’s deep respect for his teacher and his love
for the Lingnan School.

The Lingnan School has established itself as an
important school in the history of modern Chinese
painting. All three of its founders, namely Gao Jian-
fu and Qifeng, and Chen Shuren, were moved by
the weakness of the nation and the suffering of the
people.  They embraced revolutionary ideals which
were manifested in politics and in art, seeking to
modernise China and to rejuvenate Chinese culture.

Their artistic ideals of harmonising the past and the

present and synthesising Chinese and Western art

[SPA
=2

SCHOOL OF PAINTING

symbolise the spirit of the new era. Yet, with the
passing away of the founders and the many political
and social changes taking place since 1949, ques-
tions are raised as regard the legacy of the Lingnan
School and the new directions it would take. Mr.
Lai Ming’s paintings may provide an example of the
school’s continuing development.

Mr. Lai has studied with Gao Jianfu for more
than ten years when the master passed away in
1951. By this time he has complete grasp of the
artistic expression of the Lingnan School and was
already showing signs of a personal style. From the
eighties onwards he travelled extensively, producing
many landscapes with a fresh vision. There is one
thing which runs along his entire artistic career and
finds expression in all his subject matter, whether it
be landscape, flower, bird or animal. That is the
study from life and nature, which can be considered
the cornerstone of the art of the Lingnan School.
This new awareness of real nature, originated in the
art of Ju Chao and Ju Lian in the late Qing period,
was inherited by Gao Jianfu, who expanded it by
assimilating the realistic techniques of Western art
to free Chinese painting from the slavish imitation of
the ancients. Mr. Lai Ming has followed this tradi-
tion to the best of his ability. He is in direct con-
tact with the myriad manifestations of nature, captur-
ing their form and essence, at the same time giving
expression to his own moods and feelings.  His
paintings are eloquent testimonies to the celebration

of nature in the Lingnan School of art.

Mayching Kao
Professor of Fine Arts

The Chinese University of Hong Kong




The Artist Lai Ming

Recently, I read “A Short Bilgraphy of Macau
Painters” by Mr. Chan Kai—chon, a young schol-
ar in Macau. In this publication, there is a long
article “Lai Ming and the School of Compro-
mise” which gives a detailed descriptions of the
decades of painting experience of Mr. Lai Ming,
particularly his close relationship with Master
Gao Jian—fu, the founder of Lingnan School of
Painting.  Also mentioned in the article are de-
tailed descriptions of some incidents happened in
Guangzhou, Hong Kong and Macau. After reading
such plenty and accurate information, some ideas
came up to my mind.

Among the many students of Master Gao Jian-
fu, Lai Ming might be the only one who had the
Master Gao,
from a young age. Being a close friend of Lai
Ming’s father, Mr. Lai Siusek, Master Gao often

visited the Lai’s family when the Gao’s family

opportunity to follow his teacher,

stayed in Macau during the Sino—Japanese War.
The ten —year —old Lai Ming was particularly

Master Gao’s favorite. Master Gao regularly
brought along some art—prints with him and ex-
plained to Lai Ming accordingly. Accompanying
his father, Lai Ming also had frequent encounters
with senior painters at that time. Such favourable
circumstances gave rise to the later art career of
Mr. Lai Ming.
In 1944,

Gao’s students at the age of fifteen.

Lai formally became one of Master
He also
changed his name from Lai Kwok —on to Lai
Ming under Gao’s will, and became the youngest
member of the “Chun Shui Art Academy”.

After the victory of the Sino-Japanese War,
Lai accompanied master Gao to Guangzhou. Dur-
ing the next year, Gao established the “South
China Art Academy” at the original premises of
“Chun Shui Art Academy” and instructed Lai to
take up accounting duty in addition to assisting
his in writing down key words on the blackboard
At the

Lai was also under Gao’s strict su-

during his seminars at the Academy.
same time,
pervision and guiddance in respect of painting
study. Whenever there were exhibitions, Gao also
urged Lai to participate as an opportunity to ap-
ply his skills. All these clearly showed Gao’s
trust in Lai and high expectations on him. No
wonder after half a century as of today, Lai still
bears in mind Master Gao’s fostering so deeply
and sincerely.

Nevertheless, Mr Lai’s art life was not as
plain—sailing. He could not concentrate continu-
ously in his art field with all his will,
other painters do, due to some external factors.

Early in 1945, soon after Lai became a “Chun
Shui”

father encountered some setbacks in his business.

as some

member, Lai had to quit painting as his
Fortunately, not long afterwards, Master Gao per-
suaded Lai’s father to let Lai stay with him in
Guangzhou to continue his studies. This was time
when Lai’s talent became noticed in the painting

circles. This was also time when his creation in

art became appreciated. However, in 1949, there was
big improvements in his father’s business and Lai was
forced to return to Macau to help his father. Since Lai
could not disobey his father, he had to bid farewell to
Master Gao and leave Guangzhou despite of Gao’s ob-

jection. It was indeed a great loss to the painter him-

self.

Nevertheless, this was also a big test to painter Lai.
Should he give up painting and become a business-
man, or should he work harder and spend all the time
he has available and continue his exploration and pur-
suing in the field of art? Obviously, Lai had chosen
the latter.

During the following decades, whether Lai was deal-
ing with family business or when he later joined the
education field and until then when he left Macau for
devoted all his
spare—time to painting. Since he had laid solid founda-
tion in “Chun Shui” and “South China” art academies
during his early years and had been following what his

Hong Kong to make a living, Lai

teacher had taught him: “base on nature, emphasize on
nature,” he could carry on the traditional method of
Chinese painting to describe and reflect the reality. As
a result, unique works were produced one after anoth-
er. At the same time, he maintained a close relation-
ship with the artists in Hong Kong and Macau. And it
was his diligence that was spoken highly of by the
other artists. More importantly, even though Lai was an
“amateur painter”, his achievements were no worse
than other professionals, and maybe even better. This
has to attribute to Lai’s grasping of every minute and
his will to keep on painting. As time went by, his
works became more delicate and closer to perfection.
It was really due to his hard work that he worked
himself through all those disturbances in real life and
lived himself up to Master Gao’s expectation.

As early in 1947, there was a group of young artists
in Guangzhou who set up the “Springtide Society” to
spread Master Gao’s advocacy in art and to explore a
new way in traditional painting. Half a century later,

in 1996,
Kong Springtide Art Society”

Lai Ming formed and chaired the “Hong
His act
and even

in Hong Kong.
was supported across the Chinese art field,
by those members and students across the Pacific O-
cean, in the US and in Canada. In 1997 when Hong
Kong reunified with China, the “Springtide Art Soci-
ety” was busy in organizing activities in art. This in-
cluded the “Lai Ming Art Exhibition 1997” held in
Guangzhou and Hong Kong which received high ap-
This establishment of
also marked a new page

praise from the painting field.
the “Spingtide Art Society”
in the art life of Lai Ming.
Ming poet Li Dongyang once wrote a poem “Cross-
“Tides

are strong in wild places, while the waves end in fine

ing the Qian Tang River” with the two lines:

weather.” 1 would like to use this poem as a tribute

to the “Springtide Art Society”. May the “Springtide

Art Society” expand and roll on forever, and continue
to spread the world of Chinese Art.

Yu Fung

September 1998

Guangzhou Academy of Fine Art
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