[_ .__:r.

[ ~:? &
A ~|>,/()(\/ HOR " ;]Lg e
TRADITION [
I'HE ART OF LI YANSHAN

=3 SUNE ¥

10.6 - 16.10.2011







WP FEEEEREET (B B > EPREDR
BEAN > MAWFILZKXAE » REEBEEEL » HE
PR AV BB

o ] ~~

Pan He, the elderly Lingnan painter who gave Yanshan
bis first painting lessons, considered the young man to be
the most talented among the bundred or so students be
bad taught all bis life and expected him to surpass even bis
teacher in accomplishment.

~~Gu Danming~~
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Yanshan’s painting has an inberent refinement to it.
Reminiscent of Wang Shimin’s intensity and Wang Jian’s
elegance, be is truly a leader among Lingnan painters.

~~Yu Shaosong~~
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A native of Guangdong and a student in Beijing, Yanshan
built on his foundation in the Four Wangs and uncovered
the secrets of the painting tradition through studying the
masterpieces of the Tang, Song, Yuan and Ming. In other
words, be started out availing himself of Shen Zbou’s
robustness and Wen Zbengming’s ethereality and proceeded
to seek enrichment from the untrammeled Yuan masters.
For thirty long years, be bas been tirelessly training bis hand
and mind in this way. More recently, be has exerted himself
to emulating Dong Yuan and Juran and has returned to
Nature for the majestic landscape and verdant lushness from
under bis brush.

~~Chen Zhiding~~
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“A passion for tradition”, message engraved on one of Li Yanshan’s (1898 — 1961)
seal, alludes to Ji Kang’s poem “exalts the virtues by emulating the ancients”. In
Li’s friends’ eyes, he was so resolved to emulate the ancients that he seemed to
be a hermit straight from the past. True to this spirit, this exhibition predominately
displays works that Li copies and imitates the past masters’ styles. The hermitic
life of Li can be felt most strongly from his later year works, which at the same
time highly reflected his strong desire to be one of the ancients that he so

admired.

The exhibition features over 100 items of Chinese paintings of landscape and
flower-and-bird by the late Guangdong master Li Yanshan on loan from the Li
family. The exhibition will divided into six sections namely, The Guangzhou
Years; The Teaching Years; The Drifting Years; Vocabularies from the Past;

Discourses from the Heart and A Presence to Endure.

Li was one of the core members of the Guangdong Chinese Painting Research
Society and the principal of the Guangzhou Municipal College of Fine Arts in the
1930s. He developed his unique style by studying various traditional paintings in
particular the works of Yuan and Ming masters. The exhibits and documentations
well reflect Li’s art and life and his times in both the Guangdong and Hong Kong

art scene.
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Born to a prestigious family in the Guangdong province, Li Yanshan was
sent to Guangzhou, the provincial capital, to be educated under a modern
curriculum at the Guangzhou Middle School. Greatly influenced by his
father Li Zaiping (? — 1928), a lover of art and literature, and his art teacher
Pan He (1873 - 1929), he developed a strong passion for Chinese painting.
Upon graduation, he was admitted to the Peking University to study law.
After returning to Guangdong in 1925, he joined the Chinese Painting

Research Society led by eminent traditionalist painters such as Pan He.



Stylistically, Li’s early works
show borrowings from both his
father and Pan He. Young as he
was, he had already unrivaled
the secrets of proportion and
shading as is evident in the
figure against the background
architecture in the portrait (Fig.
1) he painted of his father at the
age of 17. His intention to reform
traditional Chinese painting also
speaks for itself in the light and
dark shadowing and sense of
volume that he employed to add
a realistic touch to his work. The
tradition, however, was still very
much in his heart, especially the
refined elegance typical of Wen
Zhengming (1470 — 1559), an
exponent of the Wu School of
painting prevalent in the Ming

dynasty.

i — OB HEZD)
Fig. 1 Father’s portrait
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During the 1930s, Li was at one time president of the Guangzhou
Municipal College of Fine Arts. When the war of resistance against Japan
broke out, he fled to Hong Kong by himself and opened the studio Feng
Yan Lou with his painter friend Li Fenggong (1884 — 1967) in Wanchai for
giving painting lessons. From the period between 1939 and 1941 when he
was active in both Hong Kong and Macao, there is Midnight reading in
Apricot Studio (Fig. 2) of 1939, in which the reclusive world represented by
the serene garden and distant mountains is a far cry from the tumultuous

reality at the time, fully revealing the painter’s yearnings for peace, albeit

momentarily through his painting.
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Fig. 2 Midnight reading in Apricot Studio
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Fig. 3 Poolside Studio

Li’s style during this period is well exemplified by the painting Poolside
Studio (Fig. 3) produced in 1939. The composition and the garden theme
are adapted from the Wu School of painting of the Ming while the setting
is inspired by the typical Lingnan garden. As for brushwork, it is an
ingenious hybrid of the hallmarks of various Yuan masters: Wang Meng’s
(1308 - 1385) “ox-hair texture strokes” in the rocks in the foreground,
Ni Zan’s (1301 — 1374) “folded belt texture strokes” in the angular rocky
banks, Huang Gongwang’s (1296 — 1354) “hemp-fibre texture strokes” in
the distant slopes, and the archaistic willows, bamboos, Chinese Parasols
and banana trees reminiscent of Qian Xuan (1239 - 1301) and Zhao
Mengfu (1254 — 1322). There is no doubt that Li had brought to maturation
his attempt to blend archaistic interpretation with real landscape for a style

that is truly his own.
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The ten years between 1942 and 1952 caused Li Yanshan to drift from one
place to another. It was not until 1946 that he could finally head home
to Xinhui. His jubilation at the restoration of peace and reunion with his
family found expression in the painting A land untarnished (Fig. 4). A
visual documentation of the sceneries seen on his homeward trek from
Maoming, the work is also a celebration of his mastery of brush and ink
after years of honing since the outbreak of the Anti-Japanese War. The

vigour and robustness arising from the dry-brush texture strokes and the

tonally apt dots and washes are largely indebted to Huang Gongwang and
Shen Zhou (1427 - 1509).
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Fig. 4 A land untarnished
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Fig. 5 Reclusive life in the
autumn mountains
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In 1948, Li returned to Hong Kong, a city where the displaced found refuge
from first the eight years of resistance warfare and then the changeover of
political regime on the Mainland. Furthermore, it was an ideal place for
living in seclusion. Clues for this inclination of Li’s can be found in the
1952 painting Reclusive life in the autumn mountains (Fig. 5) , which was
inspired by a poem by Huang Gongwang about shunning the mundane
world in the Fuchun Mountains. In 1953, Li set up home at a bungalow in
Ha Yuen Leng, Diamond Hill. From then on, the painter began signing his
works with “dwelling in Kowloon hills”, signifying the end of his drifting

years.
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Fig. 6 Copy after Huang Gongwang'’s Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains

Thanks to the access to ancient masterpieces in abundance, Li was able
to study systematically the developments and styles of different schools of
painting and individual painters. Between 1950 and 1954, he painstakingly
copied a selection of paintings in Chen Rentao’s (1906 — 1968) Golden
Chest Studio collection and reinvented their merits in his own works.
Among the ancient masters, Li held those of the Yuan in highest regard,
producing in succession Copy after Huang Gongwang’s Dwelling in the
Fuchun Mountains (Fig. 6) , Withered trees, bamboo and rocks by Ni
Zan, and Copy after Wu Zben’s The glow of the autumnal dales. As for his

own creations informed by the copying, there is Retreat in the summer

mountains (Fig. 7) in Wang Meng’s hallmark ox-hair texture strokes.
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Fig. 7 Retreat in the summer mountains
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Fig. 8 Landscape in the style of Hongren
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To add vigour and robustness to his brushwork, Li sought inspiration
from Shen Zhou and loyalist painters active in the interim years straddling
the Ming and the Qing. His unrestrained late-year style was particularly
indebted to Hongren (1610 — 1664) and Shitao (1642 — 1707) as attested in
Landscape in the style of Hongren (Fig. 8) , Stream and waterfall in autmun

and Copy after Shitao’s Visiting Dai Benxiao in Tiaotiao Valley.
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Iconography has always been employed by Chinese painters to meet
their expressive needs. Among those drawn from the plant kingdom, the
bamboo has never failed to endear itself to literati painters from any given
period. Li Yanshan was no exception especially in his late years. He would
have a manual of bamboo painting completed if not for his death. Like
what he did with the landscape, Li approached bamboo painting in light of
the history of the genre and with reference to available masterpieces. His
repertoire covers not only ink bamboo but also outlined ones in colour

(Fig. 9).
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Fig. 9 Bamboo and rocks
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Fig. 10 The metaphor of bamboo
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From the notes kept by Li, it is known that he had meticulously copied
two manuals on bamboo painting by the seminal Yuan master Li Kan
(1245 — 1320) and another one by Zhang Tuigong (act. ca. late 13th century)
from the same period. While diligently studying the realistic forms of the
bamboo as observed and captured by the former, he also delved into
the moralistic and spiritual qualities that literati from the past saw in the
plant. Stylistically akin to the unadorned portrayals of the Yuan masters,
his bamboo paintings are as much about divulging his outlook on life as
formally representing the plant. In fact, he identified himself so much with
the bamboo that he inscribed thus on The metaphor of bamboo (Fig. 10) of
1960 : “Aiming for the sky and sounding like the noble jade, the bamboo is

worthy enough to join the ranks of pines and cypresses.”
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A pavilion caressed by spring

breezes

Fig. 11
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A leisure seal used by Li in his late years is “Here I am”, alluding to the
early Qing painting master Shitao’s saying “Here I am because I am but
what I am”. Confident that he had succeeded in forging a link with the
ancient masters while projecting his own personality, the painter took pride

in proclaiming “Here I am”.

The elderly artist’s contentment with his reclusive life permeates his late-
year works. One good example is A pavilion caressed by spring breezes
(Fig. 1D from 1958. In the monumental composition borrowed from
the Northern Song, a pavilion in the shelter of pine trees is dwarfed by

precipices ablaze with azalea. The wild flower grew in profusion from
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midway up the Lion Rock to Hung Mui Kuk. Living in the vicinity, Li was In both paintings, Li has succeeded in blending archaistic charm and

simply painting what he saw in the spring year. Another illuminating appeal with real landscapes such that A pavilion caressed by spring breezes
example is Panorama of the Kowloon seashore (Fig. 12) . Also from 1958, is practically a modern rendering of a Song landscape while Panorama
the painting captures the eastern shore of the Kowloon Peninsula. The of the Kowloon seashore, with its hills and shores in unrestrained hemp-
fishing villages in the east of the Victoria Harbour are probably those in fibre texture strokes and moss dots, comes across as a reinterpretation of
Tiu Keng Leng and the Junk Bay seen from Yau Tong in old Hong Kong. Duwelling in the Fuchun Mountains by Huang Gongwang of the Yuan.
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Fig. 12 Panorama of the Kowloon seashore
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Painting matters for the person bebind it and the person is
revealed through painting. This is why purifying one’s nature
is a prerequisite for learning painting. Learning will arrive at
nothing if one’s nature is not purified to perfection. Purifying
one’s nature is the first essential step towards learning
painting and at the same time the ultimate fruition of the art

of painting.

Copying ancient masterpieces to acquire the necessary
knowledge is also an important key to painting although the
ultimate goal is to achieve originality.

~~Li Yanshan~~
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For thousands of years, preserving the tradition was a priority for
the Chinese literati to the extent that it seemed to have acquired the
proportions of an ingrained calling or even culture. It is a sad thing that
the same tradition should have been brutally attacked and denounced
by the intelligentsia in the past century or so. More recently, however,
the tide has turned. This time, there is a loud clamour for preserving
our cultural heritage and for reviving our great tradition. Unfortunately,
Li did not live to see this. He was going against the current and majority
inclination during his time, but it was a well considered choice for him
to embark on a traditional path despite his modern education. With
hindsight accorded by history, we know that it was this vision and

wisdom that has put Li Yanshan ahead of his time.
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