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BAMBOO
INTRODUCTION

The popularity of painting bamboo in monochrome ink began in the Sung Dynasty and
continues to this day. It is a category of painting separate from the figure painting, land-
scape painting and birds and flower painting.

The bamboo stands handsome and elegantly tall. The vigorous growth, the ability to re-
main fresh and green even in the coldest weather, and the unyielding quality before the
heavy wind gives bamboo the characteristics traditionally associated with the gentleman-
scholar. The hollow center of the bamboo also indicates that the scholar, learned yet
humble, is able to accept criticism and is open to new ideas.

The overlapping leaves of bamboo resemble the Chinese character ‘An’ which means peace
and security. A popular Chinese saying is ‘“‘Bamboo brings tidings of peace”. It is a custom
of Chinese families to hang a painting of bamboo to bring peace and well being to the
household.

The painting of bamboo is often referred to as “‘writing’’ the bamboo, because the strokes
used are very similar to those used in Chinese calligraphy. Bamboo painting requires more
than composition, good form and structure. It also requires calligraphic execution of each
individual stroke. The strength of one’s brush work will increase through the practise of
writing the bamboo.

Mr. Wu Tzu-shen, the master and expert of bamboo painting of this century, was the
teacher of the author.

The techniques introduced in this section follow the major schools of the Yuan and Ming
dynasties, especially the traditional Wen T'ung Bamboo School (1018-1078) and in parti-
cular the style of Hsia Ch’ang of the Ming Dynasty.

In order to learn to paint bamboo perfectly, one has to practise constantly through a life-
time. A Chinese saying states that you should ‘‘paint bamboo in anger’’ meaning that it is
best to paint bamboo in an excited state, in order to produce powerful brushstrokes in
the painting.
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Monochrome bamboo

1. Drawing canes and joints

Use the Lan Chu brush to paint bamboo. It comes in 3 sizes, small, medium and large.

The length of the cane between the joints is shortest at the top, and at the bottom. The
length increases towards the middle of the cane.

Cane standing straight or leaning towards the left should be drawn from the bottom.

In drawing each section in one stroke, the edges of the cane should be distinct.

In general, use light ink for canes. If two canes are standing side by side, one should be
darker than the other.

The ink tone should be consistent in all the sections for each cane. Shading is not neces-
sary.

When several canes are standing together, avoid having the joints next to one another at
the same level and at the same intervals. Paint the joints in a slightly darker tone, using a
drier brush. The joints should be slightly wider than the cane itself. This brush stroke
curves slightly to give a rounded look to the joint. This is the single stroke joint. There are
also the double stroke joints like those done by Chinese artists Chao Meng-fu and K’o
Chiu-ssu and dotted joints traditionally done by Wu Chung-kuei. Do not draw the joint
with a hook or a jerk.
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2. Horizontal canes

Horizontal canes are painted when they are needed as a compositional addition in a flora
painting.

A cane may bend in any direction, but the sections between the joints should remain
straight and the joints are the points where a bamboo cane bends slightly.
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3. Broken and old canes

Use a worn brush to paint old and broken canes. Hold the brush firmly and use a drier
brush. Move the brush quickly without hesitation and white space will be left within the
stroke producing the ‘‘fei pai’’ flying white stroke.

At the place where the cane is broken off, the strokes should be stiff and strong.

In a thick grove of growing bamboo, a few broken canes will add interest to the composi-
tion. In a bird painting, the broken cane can provide an unusual perch for the bird.
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4, The bamboo root and new bamboo

Bamboo growing on a slope with sandy soil may have the soil washed off by running water
and part of the root may show.

The new bamboo has very tender leaves painted in a soft color. Some of the sheath of the

cane can still be seen.
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5. Bamboo shoots and running roots

After the spring rain, bamboo shoots grow up very rapidly along the side of old bamboo.
Somtimes these grow several inches overnight and are regarded as symbolic of the vitality
of life.

To draw the bamboo shoot, begin from the top, use dark ink for the tip of the shoot,
then lighter ink for the lower part. Draw the sheath alternately on the right and on the
left with downward brushstrokes.

The sheath gets longer and thicker, and then slightly smaller at the root. Before the ink
dries completely, draw the veins and the dots. Add narrow new leaves at the tip in dark
ink.

New bamboo grows from the joint of the running root, and there are also small roots
growing from the joints. These grow underground but occasionally some part may appear
above the ground between the canes of bamboo.
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6. Bamboo branches on a sunny day

The branches are stiff and strong. The thick and thin brush strokes should be very well
controlled by applying the right amount of pressure to the brush. The composition, pos-
ture of the bamboo, and the density of the leaves depend on the arrangement of the
branches.

Paint the branches in the Chung-feng position. The tip of the brush should be concealed
so that the branches are not pointed at the end like needles.

Bamboo branches point upward on a sunny day. First paint the main branches, then the
side branches. The main branches also have joints, but there is no need to leave space in
between. Simply make a short stop at the joint and continue to draw the next section.
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