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A Brief Introduction to Wu Fan

Wu Fan, from the ancestral home at Suining
County in Sichuan Province, was born in
Chongqging, China in 1923. as the first-grade painter
in China. he was once the member of the Executive
Council of Chinese Artist Association, member of
the Executive Council of the Chinese Graphic
Association and Deputy Chairman of Sichuan
Branch of Chinese Artist Association. He is now the
adyviser of Sichuan Branch of the Chinese Artist
Association, artistic adviser of Sichuan Academy of
Poetry, Calligraphy and Painting, and artistic adviser
of Chengdu Painting Academy. His wood-block
print Dandelion won the Gold Medal of the World
Engravings Competition at Leipzig, East Germany in
1959, and the Second Prize at the Seventh Interna-
tional Youth Festival of Peace and Friendship. Many
of his works are collected by art galleries at home
and abroad. His major publications include Selec-
fion of Wu Fan's Paintings, Selected Wood-block
Prints of Wu Fan, Chen Zizhuang: Master of Chinese
Painting, and Random Comments on Paintings.

He was granted the special honor of the Outstand-
ing Personnel in Culture and Arts by the State
Council, People’s Republic of China.






=g RPX)  (RDPRH)

Mr. Huang Yongyu drew a portrait of Wu Fan in Wu's home in 2002.
Wu Fan's wife (second from lefe) and his youngest daughter Wu Xiao'ai
(right). (The photo was taken by Wu Xiaokui.)
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Brother Wu Fan
“I met my old friend on a tour in Chengdu.” Huang Yongyu.
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Dandelion, 1958, water-color block print,
34.8 x 55cm

25 (KEPEEARH)
Early Spring, 1979, water-color block print,
37 x 46.5¢cm

NE (KENEEARZ])
At Coach Station, 1964, water-color block print,
38 x 38.5cm
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Ferry in the Rain, 1957, colored block print, 22.

5 % 15.5cm

B (KEPEEAZ)
Feathers, 1976, water-color block print,
35.4 x 46cm

WImaEKRk (EEBARZ)
Mountain Rain is Coming, 1956, colored block
print, 28.5 x 47cm

Painting from Life, Freehand Brush-
work and Artistic Realm:
On Wu Fan’s Art

® Liu Xiao-chun

Wu Fan is one of the representatives of realistic graphic art since
1949;

The mainstream of realistic graphic art after 1949 is to denounce
the seamy sides of the old society and to praise the life of the new
in ways that are popular among the masses, and to serve the poli-
tics by education in enjoyment. Yet there are some excellent works
that enjoy lasting values, for the artists do abide by the laws of art
and do not give up their responsibility as artists. A number of water-
color block prints Wu Fan created in the 50's and 60’s in the 20th
century, such as Dandelion, Coach Station, A Girl Cook, and A Vil-
lage Post Woman, are within and yet deviate from the mainstream,
enriching the Chinese realistic graphic art.

The unigue feature of Wu Fan's watercolor block prints is, as Mr.
Wang Chaowen once pointed out, his “artistic realm,”® which is
conspicuous among the neo-redlistic graphic art in China and even
in the graphic art of the world. Dandelion (1958) is the outstanding
example.

Two points need to be mentioned. First, Wu Fan’s works are fre-
quently regarded as kind of sketches, feelings, scenes or interest of
common people. This impression is, however, superficial. The pur-
suit of artistic realm is confined neither by the sizes of the paintings
nor by the topics of the work. The paintings by Zhu Da, though of
frees and grasses delineated with freehand brushwork and in bold
outlines, were profound in artistic conceptions. Second, harmoni-
ously fusing of feelings and settings, the main qualities of the fine
works of neo-realistic graphic art, does not necessarily lead to lofty
artistic realm. Very few neo-realistic works could match Dandelion
in this respect.

Then, what is artistic realm.

The term was first put forward by Wang Changling, a poet in
Tang Dynasty. In his writing On Poetry Realm, he noted the distinc-
tion between realm and inscape. In appreciation of poetry, he put
forth the three concepts: landscape (wu jing), inscape (ging jing)
and realm (yi jing), maintaining the poetry of the lower order was a
vivid description of nature, that of the second order was a vivid
description of the emotion, and that of the highest order was to
reveal the truth.® Therefore, emotion evolves from the scene, while
the realm is superior to, and evolves from the vivid description of
emotion.



Applying Wang's notion to painfing, we could summarize the
unique features of Dandelion by five Chinese characters:
simplification, emotion, remoteness, tfranquility and transcendence.

Dandelion is simple in contents and style. A country girl is blow-
ing a dandelion, with only a basket and a sickle by her side; yet it
could stimulate unconfinable imaginations. The simple and con-
cise image is the pre-condition of attracting the audience. The ex-
perience of the artistic realm demands a simpler and more con-
cise image than the experience of mood. Of course, simplification
is not the matter of style. Multiplicity needs many to explain one;
simplification needs one fto represent many. Wu Fan is inclined for
simplification.

Mood, as feeling and setting perfectly blended, is essential to
the artistic realm. In Dandelion, the gestures and detailed
description, including the little seeds flying in the sky, are true to life,
revealing the artist’s longing for the pastoral life and his naiveté.
The feeling is true and setting pleasant. Wang Guowei once said,
“Scholars in the past, when talking about poetry, distinguished the
delineation of landscape from that of the feeling; actually, the first
is always the delineation of feeling as well.”®

Different from the neo-realistic paintings that are generally full
of radical passions, and far different from the exaggerated paint-
ings produced during the period of so called Big Leap Forward,
Dandelion is tranquil and detached. This is the key of Wu Fan'’s
originality. The mood in painting evolves into artistic realm is by
means of the image of space. Only the spiritual experience of the
painter is the void, the empty, the remote and the profound, could
the arfistic realm reveal itself in the painting. The essential psycho-
logical features of the experience of realm are displayed in the
meditation in franquility. It will reveal itself in tranquility, serenity, so-
lemnity and loneliness. Experience of the realm is from near to far,
from false to true and from solid to void. It is a wrong and fruitless
approach to pursuit of the realm without touching on the space.
The watercolor block prints by Wu Fan are in the main graceful and
restrained. Dandelion adds the meanings of the void, the remote,
the empty and the tfranquil o the poetic flavor, thus it is superior in
its artistic realm.

Dandelion delineates the three spaces of the near, the middle
and the distant by means of different shades of color and the

whiteness. The thick strokes are few; they become thinner from near
to far, and the huge background is devoid of any brushwork but
whiteness. It is a successful fransformation of the traditional Chi-
nese ink painting in deploying the black and white. The cutting,
the shapes and the colors in delineating the little girl and the dan-
delion seeds are blended into a harmonious whole and bring info
full play the unique gentleness of the watercolor block prints. The
delicate and graceful effects turn the character and the setting
info an integral whole, and the blank paper into a space of flavor.
The blowing of the girl and the flying of the dandelion seeds are in
motion, which strike a sharp contrast with the motionless space,
just as the poem says, “Mountains and woods seem calmer still with
birds’ song and cicadas’ trill.” The space could be interpreted as
thin clouds, the fog at dawn, the meadow, the pond, the inclined
slope, the plain, the haze at dusk, the light at dawn, the gentle
breeze or drizzling. It is a pure land fresh and moist.

Transcendence is the essential factor of the artistic realm. It is
the metaphysical spirit that transcends worldly cares, or as Zong
Bing said, "meditation with a clear and pure heart."® When the
tranquil and remote scene is subordinated to the lofty spirit, the
arfistic realm gains its profundity.

Different from the traditional Chinese paintings of landscape
that are above the worldly affairs, Dandelion displays a spirit of go-
ing into the world; it is not far from the life but longing for the life. It
is not franscendental but empirical. It is worth notice that Wu Fan is
both interested in and detached from the reality, which adds the
flavor of indifference. It is the indifference and detachment that
enable Dandelion to be unconventional, profound in implications
and superior in artistic realm, as well as elusive and to defy any
ultimate interpretation. It was regarded originally as a song in praise
of a new life; however, it was interpreted as the symbol of peace
right after it went abroad. It won a prize on the art exhibition at the
Seventh World Youth Festival of Peace and Friendship and the Gold
Medal of Graphic Art at the International Exhibition of Books and
Art in Leipzig. Today, it is found to be significant in the environment
protection. It is the voice of the child, the voice of the country and
the voice of nature that are so attractive and yet so remote and
faint. It enables people to reflect and ponder about the increas-
ingly deteriorated conditions of human beings.



Qi Baishi maintained, “Skefch from nature before freehand
brushwork, and then sketch from nature again.” It is especially true
for Wu Fan's Art.

About at the end of the Cultural Revolution, Wu Fan created
some watercolor block prints to depict the damage and wound of
the turmoil in a metaphoric way, such as Feathers, Plum Blossoms
by the Road, Early Spring and Just Clearing Up. These works of art,
with flowers, still life and children as the main objects and being
graceful and restrained, brought about a dispute about the artists’
intention and effects of the art. Some argued that the moral mes-
sages of the works were foo obscure; whereas Mr. Wang Chaowen
wrote extensively to expound the significance of Feathers and Early
Spring.® What is consistent in these works and those created in the
50’s and 60Q’s is the harmonious combination of sketch from nature
and freehand brushwork.

Wu Fan’s graphic art is of western style in structure, including
the way of finding a view, modeling and ways of sketch that are
melt in the charms of Chinese ink painting, of the freehand brush-
work and of the flexibility and unpredictability.

These artistic characteristics are closely attributive to Wu Fan's
experience and artistic cultivation.

Wu Fan was born in Chongging, 1923. His grandfather, a suc-
cessful candidate in the imperial examinations at the provincial
level in Qing dynasty, was once the schoolmaster of the Second
Women Normal School in Sichuan. Although his father turned to do
business, his family kept an abundance of collection of paintings,
calligraphy and books. His grandfather’'s Hand-copied Poems of
Wen Tingjun and Li Shangyin and The Pedigree of Wu Family in
Suining County were preserved until the Cultural Revolution. Wu Fan
said, "the calligraphy is of authentic writing style of Zhao Mengfu,
whose delicacy and elegance left me a deep impression.”® In high
school, Wu Fan, being more and more enlightened by the new
culture and new thoughts, became increasingly enthusiastic in the
struggle against Japanese invasion. In 1940, the National Art Acad-
emy (merged on the basis of former Peking National Art Academy
and Hangzhou National Art Academy) moved to Chongging. Wu
Fan took the enfrance examination in 1944. In order to play a bet-
terrole in popularizing the thought of democracy and in the struggle
against Japanese invasion with his paintbrush, Wu Fan wanted to

learn Western Painting. As he lacked the basic fraining in sketches,
he entered the Department of Traditional Chinese Painting with
good grades, where he was under the direct instructions from those
famous professors such as Pan Tianshou and Li Keran. After moving
back to Hangzhou with the National Art Academy in1946, Wu Fan
transferred to study in the Department of Western Painting untfil
graduation in 1948. Under the influences from both the Eastern and
Western cultures, Wu Fan gradually generated his artistic belief that
the Chinese tradition should be strengthened by making use of the
Western one.

In the 50s and 60s, Wu Fan reached his climax of watercolor
wood-block prints. He was, on the one hand, under the influence
of neo-realistic thoughts on arts and became more and more fas-
cinated by the poetic flavor and artistic realm of Chinese tradi-
fional paintings on the other hand. According to Wu Fan's memory,
he was deeply touched by Chen Zizhuang's art in the painting ex-
hibition jointly sponsored by artists in Chengdu and Chongging in
1963, and that was the beginning of their friendship. His apprecio-
tion of Chen'’s art is the reflection of his inner need for Chinese
tradition. Chen paid great attention fo the skill and artistic realm.
His works contain not only rural sentiments but also the elegance
and aloofness of literati paintings. Besides painting, Chen Zizhuang
was engaged in literary creation and even exercised Kongfu in a
temple. It is not difficult to image the pinch brought to such a man
by the disastrous political campaigns in those years. Just like the
unswerving belief against philistinism in artistic creation, the friend-
ship between Wu Fan and Chen Zizhuang was enduring before
worldly prejudices. Wu Fan began to infroduce and recommend
Chen Zizhuang's paintings in the 60s.

Opening up to the outside world and reform brought a new
perspective to our own tradition. With social development in the
80’s, people came to realize the artistic treasure brought by Chen
Zizhuang, who passed away in 1976. In the meantime, Wu Fan's
recommendation for Chen's artistic works and their friendship also
received people’s attention. To meet the need of society, Wu Fan,
in the following years, wrote a dozen arficles commenting on Chen
Zizhuang and his works, and compiled the book Chinese Great Mas-
ters of Fine Arts Weekly: Chen Zizhuang, which was published by
Jinxiu Publishing House in Taibei, 1997.
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Wu Fan once said, "l love the prominence and severity of Bada
Shanren, freedom and naturalness of Shitao, dignity and honesty
of Wu Changshuo, simplicity and freshness of Qi Baishi, sincerity and
flourish of Huang Binhong, majesty and imposing of Pan Tianshou
and elegance and innocence of Chen Zizhuang.”? His intimate
relation with Chen Zizhuang reveals his deep love for and profound
understanding of Chinese culture. It is no wonder that his graphic
art is permeated with strong Chinese spirit of vivid expression and
bold outline.

The sketches, calligraphy and wash paintings of Wu Fan are in
consistence with his graphic art in style and taste. Compared with
his wash paintings and sketches, | love better his calligraphy, which
is elegant, easy, natural and with unique characteristics. As | am
no expert in calligraphy, | would only discuss his paintings.

Among his sketches, | love best those he drew in 1972 about
the country folks, such as At the Grain Supply Center in Anshun
Commune, A Peasant Carrying Coal, Boy Dong Chun, Boy Daicai
and Kid Gathering the Duckweed. By intuition, | think 50's and 60's
is the climax of his graphic art, 70’s his sketches and 80's and 90's
his calligraphy and wash paintings. The sketches, similar fo Zhukov's
sketches of the battlefield, unrestrained, simple, accurate and
lifelike; but Wu Fan is superior in his poetic notion, taste, local flavor,
and unaffected, flexible and seemingly unskillful style. The seem-
ingly unskillful style is reflected in his tip of drawing pencil. Zhukov is
skilled, free and artful in style, which the beginners are inclined o
admire. The higher realm, however, in both Chinese and Western
arts is the truth. The “skill without skill” by Shitao and “Unskilled after
skilled"” in Chinese theory of painting both warn against blind belief
in skills. Ni Yunlin, when talking about “elegantly careless”, is not
pursuing the careless but freedom and elegance. These art no-
tions all emphasize the truth; first and foremost the forthright, unaf-
fected and sincere personality of the painter and second, the over-
flowing of the genuine emotions. Wu Fan's sketches, appearing to
be clumsy, careless, easy and without any rules to go by, truly re-
flect the spirits of the objects and the personality of the painter. His
sketches, therefore, share the flavor of calligraphic effect.

Wu Fan's wash paintings, gentle, indifferent, easy and flexible,
are obviously influenced by Chen Zizhuang. The most original are
those works combining sketches from nature and freehand

brushwork, Winter Morning, Lotus Field in Autumn, Flowers Fall in
Silence, Qingming Festival for Mourning the Dead and Another
House with Five Willow Trees are the examples. The modeling is not
derived from the Jieziyuan Model Paintings, but of the western way
of finding a view. His modeling is crystallized in terms of images based
on sketches, and his light-ink strokes and delineation are the com-
bination of sketches and traditional brushwork. If his sketches have
the calligraphic flavor of the traditional freehand brushwork, his wash
paintings are, in various ways, more of freehand brushwork than
sketches from nature. The artistic realm, the poetic flavor and the
effect of the brushwork Wu Fan tried to pursue in Dandelion are
achieved more at ease in his wash paintings.

The essentials of Wu Fan's art is neither the combination of the
Western and the Chinese, nor the combination of sketches from
nature and traditional freehand brushwork, but his original fusion
and the depth of the artistic realm he has achieved in his works.
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into a poem and achieve resemblance of the mood. The highest order is artistic realm. The resemblance of the
objects and the resemblance of the mood, with your artistic cultivation, will evolve into the truth.” Guo Shaoyu, ed.,
Selected Literary Theories in History, Second Volume (Shanghai: Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House,
1979), p.88.
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