From Dung Basket to Dining Cart:
100" Anniversary of
the Birth of Wu Guanzhong
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Preface

Wu Guanzhong (1919 — 2010), a legendary figure of modern Chinese painting, was
born in a turbulent time in China and lived an unusual life. His artistic career was
treacherous right from the start. Wu was admitted to the National Arts Academy of
Hangzhou in 1936. When the Second Sino-Japanese War broke out, he evacuated
from Hangzhou with the academy. He continued his studies while moving from
place to place with the academy, including Jiangxi, Hunan and Sichuan provinces,
and managed to complete his art training after seven years. In 1947, ranking first
among all applicants, he received a national scholarship from the government to
study in France. In 1950, Wu Guanzhong bid his Paris schoolmates farewell as
he made a resolute decision to return to China. During the Cultural Revolution
in the 1960s and 1970s, he used a dung basket to paint when he was sent to the
countryside for hard labour. Wu Guanzhong survived these difficult times and rose
to international fame when his works have set record prices for Chinese paintings
in the 1980s. During his lifetime he had also destroyed unsatisfactory works,
sued an auction house, boldly published controversial art theories and criticised
the official art academy system. He impressed and inspired the Chinese and
international art circles with his extraordinary life and unique artistic style.

In the late 1990s, Wu Guanzhong began donating a large number of his paintings
to museums in China and abroad. Among all the largest donation was made to the
Hong Kong Museum of Art with more than 450 items over the years. He once used
a dining cart as easel during a live sketching demonstration to the public at the
Museum which became a favourite tale of the local art circle. Wu Guanzhong tried
to build a bridge on his artistic creation, “a bridge between the East and the West,
commons and experts, figurative and abstract.” He assiduously pursued his vision
of “modernising Chinese ink paintings” and “localising oil paintings”. He made
efforts to infuse Eastern sentiments with the aesthetics of Western paintings, so as
to blaze a trail for modern Chinese painting. More importantly, Wu’s art creations
also serve a function of aesthetic education. He strived for getting resonance with
the public and diminishing aesthetic illiteracy. Such endeavours reflect the spirit
and momentum behind his one consistent principle — the bridge-making.

2019 marks the 100" anniversary of the birth of Wu Guanzhong, it is also the year
when the permanent “Wu Guanzhong Art Gallery” is established at the Hong
Kong Museum of Art, followed by an inaugural exhibition in the Gallery. Featuring
more than a hundred paintings of Wu, this exhibition forms a retrospect on the




artistic development of the great master for over half a century. The artworks
reveal the unyielding determination and lofty character that he has been upholding
for art and aesthetic education, wherever he was in farmland or metropolis. The
exhibition is staged in two phases, showcasing selected paintings and personal
archives donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong and his family over the years, as well as
private collections from Hong Kong and beyond. We sincerely hope that visitors to
the exhibition will experience the definite contributions of this great master to art
and society at large.

Heartfelt gratitude is due to Mr Wu Guanzhong and his family for their continued
support for the Hong Kong Museum of Art. We would also like to express our
sincere thanks to Mr Wu Keyu, the son of Mr Wu Guanzhong, and Professor
Liu Jude of the Tsinghua University for their contribution in writing articles for
this exhibition, and Mr Wu Weishan, sculptor and the director of the National
Art Museum of China, for making a statue of Wu Guanzhong and writing an
article. Last but not least, we are especially grateful to The Low Gallery, M K Lau
Collection, The Pisces Collection, Mr Henry Tang Ying-yen and Mr Fong Yuk-

yan for their generosity in lending their precious collections and sharing with the

public the wonders of the art of Wu Guanzhong.
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On a single-log bridge, a lone man, with his back towards us,

headed for the unknown in the distance. Sixty years have gone past
and he has returned to that same bridge, only aged and wounded.
There he is, up on the bridge, this time facing the world.

Wu Guanzhong, 2010
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Wu Guanzhong’s connection with Hong Kong began from 1950
when he returned to China by ferry from Paris. With the sea ban
policy at that time, he had no choice but to transit in Hong Kong
under British rule. Wu recalled that when he first saw this southern

point of his home country on the horizon, he had mixed feelings

and burst into tears. Wu took the train to China from the terminus in
Tsim Sha Tsui, as if stepping onto a single-log bridge and walking
into the world of unknown. Sixty years have passed and with the
exhibitions and donation of artworks he made to the Hong Kong
Museum of Art, he returned to the single-log bridge again, facing
the world with his great achievement and selfless dedication in art.
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Big trees in the western
suburb of Beijing

1953
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Pencil on paper

37.3 x 289 cm

Collection of

Hong Kong Museum of Art
Donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong
and his family
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“I travelled all across my home country, visiting
poor villages and remote corners to experience
the fragrance of the soil and simple minds of the
people... I was completely detached from the outside,

yet it was a truly authentic and native way of life.”
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A river alley of Suzhou

1956
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Oil on board

46.2 x 61.3 cm

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
Donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong and his family
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“Water villages nurtured my childhood. I painted

all aspects and corners of water villages. There is
nostalgia in my paintings. They embody my quest for

aesthetic formalism.”




L33

Two swallows

1972
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Oil on pasteboard
30.5x 23 cm

Collection of

Mr Henry Tang Ying-yen
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“(During the Cultural Revolution when Wu was sent
to the farmland for hard labour) My wife and T always
walked each other home after our reunion, and

refused to part until we reached the midpoint. The

parting place was our ‘ten-mile pavilion’, with two or
three farming households and grapevines on a wall. I
once did a small oil painting there and added a pair
of swallows in the painting.”
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Loofah fruits

1972
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Oil on pasteboard
36 x 27.5 cm
Collection of Mr Fong Yuk-yan
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“Green sorghum, red sorghum, maize, loofah, cotton,

daisies... my series of rural oil paintings was born
from the peasant’s dung basket because I used it as

my easel at that time. My pupils nicknamed me the

) »

‘dung basket painter’.
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An old town of the Jiaohe

1981

KRR A Ink and colour on paper
106 x 102 JEH %k 106 x 102 cm

The Low Gallery & i The Low Gallery Collection
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“Historians have endless stories to tell about the

Jiaohe old town. To painters, the waves of history

have been solidified in the planes and lines of the
broken ruins. Time and space are condensed in my
painting. There is no way to chase away the crows
that have assembled in reminiscence...
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Ruins of Gaochang

#7 1981
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ca.1981

Ink and colour on paper
102 x 105 cm

The Pisces Collection
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... I also painted Ruins of Gaochang, a twin sister
that was created under a high temperature of 40°C.
The tongue of the Flaming Mountains has become a

firewall in Gaochang.”
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The hometown of Lu Xun

2005
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Ink and colour on paper

45.3 x 48.6 cm

Collection of

Hong Kong Museum of Art
Donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong
and his family
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“I was born in Yixing, in one of those villages where
a stream flowed, spanned by a small bridge. In my
childhood, the village did not strike me as in any
way unusual. It was only after I had read Lu Xun’s

novels and novellas set in villages in Jiangnan that I

developed an attachment to such places and a sense
of kinship with the people. Time and again I visited
Lu Xun’s hometown in Shaoxing, as well as Angiaotou
and Huangfuzhuang, and did many paintings there.
I even name my paintings of my own birthplace The
homeland of Lu Xun.”
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Waterway

1997
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FA2002.0012

Oil on canvas

73 x 60 cm

Collection of

Hong Kong Museum of Art
Donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong
and his family
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“Black, white and grey are the hues of Jiangnan. They
are also the cornerstones of my silvery-grey paintings,
and the springboard of my artistic career. Soviet
experts say that Jiangnan is not a suitable location for
oil paintings. The silvery-grey tone appears mostly
on cloudy days. The cloudy spring days in Jiangnan
is my favourite subject matter. My paintings basically
exclude sunlight and reflection. Even when I portray
the light of the sun, I would capture the moment
when the sun is blocked by clouds.”
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Chinatown

1993
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Ink and colour on paper

68.5 x 08.2 cm

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
Donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong and his family
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“I have painted a large number of Jiangnan houses
because of the beauty of geometric combinations
of black and white blocks. From there, I moved

gradually to examine geometric and structural beauty.
Henceforth, the realistic details of these houses became
less important. Paintings such as Chinatown and
Wailled city have entered the realm of abstractionism.”
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Reminiscences of Hangzhou
(a bridge)

2005
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Ink and colour on paper

35.1 x 45.9 cm

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
Donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong and his family
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“On a tall bridge over the canal, T walk up and look
around in every direction. I am the centre of the

universe.”

“I want to build a bridge between the East and the
West, commons and experts, figurative and abstract.”
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Former residence of Qiu Jin

1988

VI ST LRI Ink and colour on paper

68 x 137.4 JE K 68 x 137.4 cm

7 T AN i 8 Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
PSTL Py & PNEL Donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong and his family
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“Ten years after the simple and serene Two swallows
was done, I painted Former residence of Qiu Jin. The
big black door is like a coffin, grieving quietly. Sharp
as scissors, the swallows perching on the power line
by the house are chirping away.”
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Cypresses

1992
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124 x 248 JEk

The Low Gallery &

Ink and colour on paper
124 x 248 cm
The Low Gallery Collection
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“(In the Situ Temple of Suzhou) The Chinese cypresses
survived lightning strikes and sprouted new shoots
from their burnt fragments. Their lush foliage and
robust stature of thousands of years are awe-inspiring
for generations to come.”
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Spring as something of threads

1991
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70 x 140 JEK

The Low Gallery 3/

Ink and colour on paper
70 x 140 cm
The Low Gallery Collection
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“I watch and listen to Chinese opera... I heard a piece
of lyric from Wandering in the Garden, Waking from
a Dream says that ‘spring is like threads’, and thought
that it is a very appropriate expression. The abstract
interpretation of musical lines with a mellow vocal
style coincides with the pursuit of abstract painting. I
have named several of my paintings featuring lines as
Spring as something of threads.”
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The Lion Grove Garden
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Not dated

Ink and colour on paper
95.8 x 179 cm

M K Lau Collection
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“I have added water and swimming fish below the

rocks, while setting corridors and pavilions on top of
that, making clear that it is a garden scene. However,
as I lead viewers into the garden, they are lost in

this abstract world. I hope they can enter the field of
appreciating abstract art.”
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Victoria Harbour

2002
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FA2002.0019

Marker and watercolour on paper

360 x 57 cm

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
Donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong and his family
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“In Hong Kong, I could see the East and the West.
People can exchange their ideas in almost anything...
That's why I like Hong Kong.”
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City night

1997
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FA2002.0008

Ink and colour on paper

96.3 x 179.8 cm

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
Donated by Mr Wu Guanzhong and his family
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“Those intense red, yellow and green dots and planes
dance over the blacks, whites and greys. They are the
eyes of the night, the burst of colourful merriments,
and the most dominant notes in the painting.”




A

Bird Street

1990
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FA2018.0379

Pen, ink and marker on paper
53.5x 47.2 cm

Collection of

Hong Kong Museum of Art
Donated by

M K Lau Foundation Limited
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In 1990, Wu Guanzhong made a sketch on Bird Street (Hong

Lok Street) in Hong Kong.
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“Redevelopment is an ongoing story in Hong Kong. Old buildings
are being torn down to make way for new ones. In 1990, the
Land Development Corporation of Hong Kong invited me to make
sketches of some old streets soon to be demolished. T spent a
month there with my wife. Having grown up in the old world, I am
accustomed to old buildings and old streets and have developed

great fondness for them. I like to paint old mansions and old

streets.”

“The best scenes for painting are the soon to be demolished Bird
Street (Hong Lok Street), Li Chit Street and Cloth Street (Wing On
Street). Even the boss of the Land Development Corporation agreed
that these streets were historical sites that bore the marks of bygone
times. He thus invited me to capture their eternal charm with art.”
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