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Brushwork
Chao Shao-an

The first thing to learn in traditional Chinese painting is to master the
technique of brushwork. Even though the painting subjects such as
landscapes, figures, flowers-and-birds, animals, insects and fish, all varied
in nature and forms, yet they are all visualized by the brush. In outstanding
works, one or a few brushstrokes could well represent the form, the
essence and even the nature of the subject.

The secret in mastering the brush is learning the correct technique,
followed by continuous practice until one acquires fluency in expression.
Once the brushwork has become spontaneous and accurate, one can
achieve the perfect co-ordination of the eyes and the hand.

For beginners, it is always difficult to depict satisfactorily with the brush
what one sees and visualizes. This is mainly due to the lack of fluency and
spontaneity that are essential for the mastering of the brush.

In Chinese painting, a single brushstroke could evolve many variations and
expressions.

It is difficult and challenging to teach Chinese painting. There are various
schools of teaching concept. Nowadays, the commonly adopted method
emphasizes the faithful depiction of form and the choice of format.
Students are encouraged to copy from large scale works, which to them is
the indication of their abilities. Eventually, when they have to create on
their own, they lack the confidence and intuition. When a painting is done,
very often it only embraces the external form but not the intrinsic value
which is essential to a fine work of art for which fellow painters admire.

When I teach, I put special emphasis on foundation work. Once the basic
skills are acquired, one should study the masterpieces, old and new, from
all over the world . Sketching from life is an important step to the
understanding of nature, the metaphor of life and subsequently the quest
for truth. When these intrinsic qualities are rendered with the perfect
execution of the brush, the painting will be highly appraised by fellow
artists and scholars. Therefore, beginners should not concentrate on
copying the outward appearance of the subject, but should rather make use
of the painting process to acquire the fluency and spontaneity of the brush.

Each model painting involves a variety of brush techniques. With constant
practice, perfection can be achieved. When one paints, one has to
understand every aspect of nature in order to derive the appropriate
brushwork for their representations. Under such careful treatment of the
subject, a fine piece of work could be produced with excellence of form
and harmony of spirit.

The following are the mottos that summarize my theory of painting.

1. In addition to the traditional theory of the “Six Cannons of Chinese
Painting” , I supplement my art with anatomy, perspective, science,
design, light and shades, etc; and assimulate various schools of art,
old and new extensively from all over the world.

2. Using the simplest brushwork to capture the form and spirit in an
animated manner. Then enriching it with literary and poetic
elements to attain truth, perfection and beauty.

3. The vitality of brushwork expresses liveliness; the tonality of ink
reflects the spirit.

4. The theories of old masters are for reference only but not for blind
indulgence. Otherwise, one would be bounded by traditions and
lose one's personal style.

5. Contemplate and observe from nature, then one will understand.

6. Reading and travel broaden and enrich one’s experience; experience
makes a learned person.

7. An open and broad mind accomodates; while narrow mindedness
limits one's achievement.

8. A life of aesthetic beauty enhances unconditioned love, consoles the
hardship of life, and improves one's virtue.

9. Artis a pleasant experience. Those that aim at eccentricity lead
people astray. They are but witchery.

10. Learn from the masters with the intent to create; explore the
unexplored 1o develop one's unique style. Following the traditions
and the footsteps of the old masters is not what [ would
recommend.

11. Be modest and industrious; lead a frugal life; and do not be too
contented.

12. Understand the principle and order of things to extract their essence;
then work with one's creativity to attain excellence and perfection.

(Translated from dengta yuekan, no.107, May 1965)
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Sunset at Lei-feng Pagoda 1955

Ink and colour on paper

106 x 61 cm
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Fish 1957
Ink and colour on paper
30x 37 ¢cm
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Daylilies and Rock 1959
Ink and colour on paper

50 x 85 ¢m
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