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The Painting and Calligraphy of Yang Shanshen
(Abstract from the Exhibition Catalogue)

From 1978 to 1982, the Museum had launched a series of
exhibitions on masters of the Lingnan School of painting. They
included pioneering shows on Gao Jianfu, Chen Shuren, Gao
Qifeng, Zhao Shao’ang and Yang Shanshen. This year, we are
presenting a retrospective exhibition of Yang Shanshen to
explore into the depth of his art and to display the result of his
creative career for the past decades. I wish to thank Mr.Tu Wai
for his assistance in organizing this exhibition, Mr. Yang
Shanshen for demonstrating painting techniques for an
educational pamphlet on plum blossom, orchid,
chrysanthemum and bamboo, and collectors from Hong Kong,
Taiwan and Singapore for their generous loans. Last but not the
least, we are also grateful to Mr. Lee Yun-woon and Mr. Yung
Shing-cho for their valuable advice in the transcription of the
texts of exhibits.

Early Resolution

Yang Shanshen was born in Chixi, Taishan, Guangdong
Province in 1913 and moved to Hong Kong at the age of
seventeen in 1930. His father was an overseas Chinese, running
a bank which specialized in handling remittances between
China and Southeast Asia.In 1933, he resolved to study painting
at the age of twenty. In his schooling, he enjoyed sketching and
copying paintings of old masters. He had not taken up any
formal training and most of his techniques were self-taught.
Around this time, he met Gao Jianfu,
thus started their life-long friendship.
The two artists met frequently during
Gao’s visits to Hong Kong and
discussed their ideas on painting. He
started to notice SeihoTakeuchi’s (1864
- 1942) influence on Gao’s works. Since
visa was not necessary for Chinese
travelling to Japan early this century, a
large number of Chinese students were
attracted to study in Japan. To name a
few, Chen Shuren, Zheng Gengshang
and Bao Shaoyou were students at the
Kyoto Academy of Fine Arts. This
explains Bao’s influence on Yang’s early
works.The theme in “Blooming Flowers
Under Moonlight” (exhibit 42), Persian
chrysanthemum, or cosmos, the
commonly found potted or wild plant
in Japan, was a challenge to sketchers
with its interweaving dense flowers
and slim leaves. It would not be
surprising to find that it was used
extensively as a major sketching subject
for art students in Japan at that time.
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Blooming Flowers under Moonlight 1975

Hanging scroll, ink and colour on paper
120X 30cm
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Study in Japan

In 1935, at the age of twenty-two,Yang Shanshen left home
to study at the Domoto Fine Arts School in Kyoto, Japan, with
his father’s support, despite the attempt by some relatives to
dissuade him. His teacher was Insho Domoto (1891 - 1975).
Since Domoto learnt painting from Suisho Nishiyama (1879 -
1958) who was a student of Seiho Takeuchi, there was a
definite element of Seihds style in the influence Yang received
from Domoto. From 1935 to 1938, Yang attended lessons with
Domoto three times a week, bringing his latest works to be
assessed and discussed. Influenced by Domoto’s renowned
figures in kimono in a realistic and meticulous style on silk, and
bird-and-flower painting in fine-line style with colour, Yang
benefited greatly in acquiring fundamental techniques of
brushwork and line-drawing. His three years in Japan were
fruitfully spent on sketch training (exhibit 1a, b) and on
viewing works by the three Kyoto masters. Seiho Takeuchi’s
paintings on a great variety of themes, especially landscape
painting with trees in dense ink tone, and other paintings of
animals like fox, deer, tiger as well as paintings of other subjects
like sparrow and human skull, left a profound impact on him.
Landscape paintings by Shunkyo Yamamoto (1877 - 1933) of
the Maruyama School and bird-and-flower paintings by
Yoshifumi Kikushi (1862 - 1918) also played a part in inspiring
this artist.

Yang returned to Hong Kong in 1938 after the outbreak of
the Sino-Japanese War in the previous year. He held a solo
exhibition in the Jinling Restaurant in Western District, Hong
Kong where Gao Jianfu and Xu Dishan, professor at the
Chinese Department of the University of Hong Kong, both
recognized his talents and encouraged him to concentrate on
painting in future. This marked the beginning of his life as a
professional painter.
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Horizontal scroll, pencil, ink and colour on paper
44.5% 60cm
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Refuge in Macau

In 1941, Hong Kong was occupied by the Japanese army.
Yang Shanshen took refuge in Macau and resided in Gao
Jianfu’s neighbourhood. They met frequently and went
sketching in the countryside with Guan Shanyue and Situ Qi on
Sundays. The Xieshe Art Society was founded at this time by
Yang, Gao, Feng Kanghou and others. Although Gao and Yang
never formalized their relationship as teacher and student, they
shared a life-long intimacy. Once Gao asked Yang to put his
autograph in his student record book, thus recognizing their
relationship and demonstrating Gao’s enthusiasm in helping his
juniors.

Return to Hong Kong

Yang Shanshen returned and settled in Hong Kong in 1945
after the War. It was also in the same year that he formed the
Jinshe Painting Society with Gao Jianfu, Chen Shuren, Zhao
Shao’ang, Guan Shanyue and Li Gemin. Since then, Yang had
produced many paintings. He sketched extensively during his
trips to various parts of China and around the world. He had
also held many exhibitions in which constant improvement of
skill was shown. In 1970, he founded the Chun Fung Art Club
and started teaching students. He had been holding joint
exhibitions with students of the Art Club till the present day.
Since 1988, he emigrated to Canada. With the spacious studio
and the less busy social life, he had accomplished some major
works. He moved back to Hong Kong in 1993 and has been
working on new pieces until now.

Theories and Techniques of Painting

Diligence in painting has not spared Yang Shanshen
sufficient time to publish his artistic theories in the form of
books or articles. As the old saying goes, “there are no other
convenient ways to learn from someone but to stay near him”.
Yang often talked of his theories on painting in interviews and
in the guidance he gives to students. His gentle disposition and
cultured manners serve as effective invitation for students to
approach him. With such a close relationship, his students
receive immense benefits.
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Morning Glory and Cat 1949
Horizontal scroll, ink and colour on paper
38 X 62cm

Beasts and Poultry

The firm foundation on sketching which Yang Shanshen
acquired in his initial training from the Kyoto School inspires
him to incorporate formal resemblance, spiritual verisimilitude
and textual emulation of objects in his paintings.The emphasis
on the embodiment of spiritual verisimilitude in formal
resemblance requires a highly personal sensitivity on the part
of the artist. In this way, his principle parallels Gao Jianfu’s
theory of achieving a personal style through the transcendence
from objective portrayal to subjective enhancement.

In terms of brushwork, his variation of techniques frees
him from the confinement of forceful application of
brushstroke by holding the brush upright. One example is the
depiction of cat (exhibit 16). Different touches are employed
for the mouth, legs and hair. Light touches are adopted to make
up a line of dashes at the closure of the mouth and for the legs
to stress the brisky steps and the tender flesh embeding the
paws. Upright strokes are adopted for the whiskers. He has
made use of the split tip of a worn-out brush to achieve the
feeling of a silky texture of the hair. The main elements in his
depiction of animals are to capture their dynamism and beauty,
even in the case of a black pig (exhibit 13). It is only with
dynamism, which is displayed by both the posture of animals
and the variety of brushstrokes, that vividness can be achieved.
The charm in his works is brought about by the sophisticated
manipulation of brushstrokes which are never impetuous nor
ethereal. The strength of his strokes are never sacrificed for the
extension of length of the line.
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Pig 1947

Horizontal scroll, ink on paper
42.5X54.5cm
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Brushing Eyebrows 1993
Hanging scroll,

ink and colour on paper
88X 23.5cm
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Peace and Prosperity 1987
Horizontal scroll, ink on paper
40X 125cm

Flowers

Yang Shanshen’s skilful brushwork is best demonstrated in
his line-drawing of flowers. Line-drawing is usually adopted in
drafts of sketches, but the superb effects shown in his works
“Peace and Prosperity” (exhibit 64) in 1987, “Autumn Flowers”
(exhibit 72) in 1988 and “Spring Flowers” serve as concrete
proofs of the superiority in his technique. For examples, in the
depiction of a peony (exhibit 64), his light touches convey the
tenderness of damp petals while the lushness of ink at the
beginning of brushstroke, created by a slight back thrust,
enriches the lines. On the other hand, the execution of
concrete strokes reflects the more solid leaves whereas upright
strokes are used for the stamen. The xyloid part of the lower
stem is represented by forceful strokes. However, these are not
unalterable rules. They are modified for the depiction of
different flowers. One example among numerous others is the
vigorous brushstroke for thick petals of a lily or a kapok. Other
examples are the different brushwork treatment for the nine
types of autumn flowers in “Autumn Flowers” and the ten types
of spring flowers in “Spring Flowers”.

Figures and Drapery

The human figure is the most difficult subject in painting.
The familarity of the object means that any weakness can be
easily spotted. Major paintings of figures including his works
“Beauties” (exhibit 68) in 1987 and “Scholars in the Orchid
Pavilion” (exhibit 71) are renowned for their numerous figures,
cach possessing a different expression. The works “Brushing
Eyebrows” (exhibit 106) and “The Couple” (exhibit 107) in
1933 are close-up depictions of the figures. The outlines of the
figures’ three-quarter faces are suggested by light brushstroke.
The lines for their hair are never too solid. The softness of the
drapery is emphasized by free brushstrokes. In this case, the
visual sensation overtakes the formal accuracy. It marks Yang’s
idiosyncratic style on the subject.
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Reclining Beauty 1946

Horizontal scroll,

ink and colour on paper

26X 35cm
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Verdant Mountain 1989
Horizontal scroll, ink and colour on paper
45.5X112cm
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Landscape, Trees and Rocks

The recurrent use of split tip of worn-out soft brush made
of goat’s hair for rocks and old tree trunks is another distinctive
feature in Yang’s landscape paintings.The technique he devised
is to absorb dilute ink with a brush and to thicken the ink at the
brush-tip by dipping it in thick ink and drag the brush on
paper. This produces a crescendo of ink tones in one stroke
(exhibit 88).1It is particularly effective in creating a compelling
sensation of texture on an extensive surface, and is highly
economical with the application of several brushstrokes, each
enhancing the aesthetic effect the other
produces. In painting big trees in black ink,
he inherits Seih6 Takeuchi’s style of
dotting leaves. He makes use of precise
prediction in the direction of the inkflow
before it dries to arrange blank space for the
penetration of light amongst the leaves. With
his ample experience in painting, this
delightful effect can be achieved without
long and tedious planning beforehand.

Nude Female Figures

Yang Shanshen once took up
photography as a hobby in his early
years. Together with Huang Boye and
Wang Shiyang, he sometimes took
photographs of human figures. This
served as an initiation for his paintings
on nude female figures (exhibits 8 and
33).1In the 80s, he visited the studio of a
female student who also learned
western paintings and he did sketching
with female nude models (exhibit 61).
In his nude pélintings, he borrowed
Rembrandt Van Ryn’s (1606 - 1669)
techniques, as shown in the famous
works such as “Night Watch”, of
illuminating the centre and dimming
the corners of the picture in order to
highlight the theme as lighting in a
theatre does. This is an example of his
assimilation of different manipulation
of line and chiaroscuro effect in
western painting. His technique of
applying shadow is also noticeable in
his portrayal of lotus (exhibits 34,39,98 |34/
and 111).The reflection of light on the fj{EEf  MEAEK
surface of leaves is brilliantly captured. K B8 L AUA T
As seen in exhibit 34, the two fish in the

K . Hanging scroll,
centre are highlighted whereas the four  jnk and colour on paper
corners are toned down. 96 X 33cm

Lotus and Snakeheads: N.D.
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Calligraphy in Running Script 1989
Hanging scroll, ink on paper
140X 38.5cm
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A Painter’s Calligraphy

Yang Shanshen attained his personal style in calligraphy by
deriving it from the composition of the inscription on tablets
of the Han Dynasty. Among them are “Mount Sangongshan
Tablet”,“King Haotai Tablet”,“General Guangwu Tablet”,“Ode to
Shimen”,“Ode to Xixia” and various wooden and bamboo slips.
What differentiates his works from those of calligraphers is the
quasi-painting style he adopts. Sometimes he does not even
follow the order of strokes in writing characters which gives a
distinctive flavour to his calligraphy.

The Lingnan Spirit

Gao Jianfu was in favour of assimilating various styles of
Chinese and Western paintings. He encouraged his fellow
artists to make use of their own creativity and look for their
own personal style. Yang Shanshen follows Gao’s way and
develops his own style by the application of western
techniques such as chiaroscuro and colour arrangement to
enrich his already fluent command of sketching and
brushwork. This reflects his own belief that “the supremacy of
painting lies in the subjectivity the artist projects into his work
on top of formal resemblance and spiritual verisimilitude. It is
usually accompanied by a certain degree of metamorphosis of
objects according to the artist’s perception.” (exhibit 122d)

Yang Shanshen belongs to the second generation of the
Lingnan School. For decades, he has spent his time and energy
on nothing but painting. He “learns from nature, expresses the
conception of objects sublimated by his instinct and soul”. His
gentle disposition and affection for the world is well expressed
in his self-contained works.

Gerard C.C.Tsang
Chief Curator
Hong Kong Museum of Art
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