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How Can I Rid My Mind of Her:
"Mother" in Zhao Wenliang's Paintings

Curator: Na Rongkun
Art Director: Carol Yinghua Lu

Withered trees shake in the cold wind,
while a grass fire burns at dust.
Sparse sunset clouds linger in the western sky,

how can I rid my mind of her?

Excerpt from Liu Bannong's poem How Can I Rid My Mind of Her
(September 4, 1920)

In February 1980, Zhao Wenliang's mother, who was nearly ninety years old, suffered
a high-level amputation paralysis in her left leg due to a blood clot, confining her to
bed. Zhao Wenliang had to assist her with eating, drinking, toileting, and even turning
over. From then on, he tirelessly took care of his mother for six years, reducing his
interactions with the outside world and only finding time to create art at home. In
December 1985, his mother died, and Zhao Wenliang himself fell ill due to long-
term hard work. In May 1986, he and Yang Yushu went to Qingdao to sketch and
recuperate. Based on the period from 1980 to 1985, we have sorted out 40 existing
works of Zhao Wenliang, among which 23 are paintings of his ailing mother, including
16 sketches and 7 oil paintings; There are a total of 14 expressive works and still-
life sketches that capture Zhao Wenliang's psychological state. The inscriptions on
the back of these artworks and his personal accounts indicate their strong connection
to his mother's fluctuating health condition. There is also a self-portrait and two
portraits of Yang Yushu.

When we put together Zhao Wenliang's six years of creations, they present another
aspect beyond his perseverance in sketching during the harsh social environment of
the Cultural Revolution. Do these thematic works related to his mother and family
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have any connection or groundwork in other periods? By examining his early works,
we notice that as early as 1967 and 1968, Zhao Wenliang painted Mother Returns and
Sleep. In 1975, behind works like Red Sky, he wrote about spending 42 days caring
for his mother in Fushun, documenting 40 landscapes, 3 portraits, and 1 sketch during
his travels between his mother's and wife's homes. After returning to Beijing, he
named his sketches of the Beidaihe scenery Missing Home, near the sea with Yang
Yushu. In the same year, on the day he brought his 79-year-old mother to Beijing

to care for her, he painted Orchid Mother. Upon returning to his hometown, he said,
"Around 1977, I missed her very much, so I painted the theme of 'Mother Returns'."
Based on a comprehensive impression of the North Sea Back Gate and Guo Moruo's
former residence, Zhao Wenliang repeatedly depicted the image of Mother Returns

in 1967, 1976, 1977, 2002, and 2014. The small figure of the mother disappears and
reappears in different periods of the paintings, while the surrounding environment
gradually becomes blurred in the later works. Zhao Wenliang not only repeated the
subjects he had previously painted, but he also repeatedly depicted the same theme.
However, there were variations in technique and expression, and the emphasis of
portrayal also differed. For example, one of his representative works, Nirvana, is a
combination of the two works n and Sacred Bird, with multiple versions. In 1977, after
escaping the Tangshan earthquake with his mother, he painted a corner of a cracked
house wall, with two figures, one big and one small, looking up at the moonlight,
naming it Nostalgic Song. In 2001, he recreated this painting. However, the 2001
version was destroyed by water damage caused by a leaking heating system in his home.
In 2015, at the age of 78, Zhao Wenliang recreated Nostalgic Song for the third time.
Similarly, the melons he bought for his mother to eat, such as Honey—-dew melon and
watermelons, have been repeatedly depicted by Zhao Wenliang in 1984, 2005, 2008, and
2015, showing his persistence and obsession with these subjects.

In the time line of Zhao Wenliang's artistic career, the transition between the 1970s
and 1980s seemed to be a period of positive development. In the preface to the

New Year Painting Exhibition in 1979, Jiang Feng, who was about to become the
Chairman of the China Artists Association wrote: "We have abolished the system

of censorship through consultation in order to strengthen artists' personal sense



of political responsibility towards society and the people.” In July, the first public
exhibition titled No Name Group was held at the "Painting Boat Studio” in Beihai
Park, attracting nearly 60,000 lingering visitors. One viewer wrote in the guestbook,
"Your paintings have greatly moved me! I feel a special affinity, like a wanderer from a
distant hometown meeting his mother." In September 1979, the Stars Group displayed
their works on the iron railings outside the National Art Museum of China. One of its
members, the poet Mang Ke, said to Zhao Wenliang, "You are the senior generation,
and I will convey the message to the leaders of the Stars Group , Huang Rui and Ma
Desheng, let them learning from you!" In 1981, the Second No Name Group Exhibition
was held, and a German magazine featured the No Name Group and published Zhao
Wenliang's works. The brief convergence between these grassroots artists and the
official art system in the early 1980s quickly came to an end with the "Anti-Spiritual
Pollution Campaign" in early 1983. Two years later, dozens of art groups emerged
simultaneously nationwide, mainly consisting of young artists who just graduated from
art schools. At this time, the mainstream discourse of contemporary art revolved
around the concept of "new," with numerous attempts in new aesthetics, painting,
installation, performance art, and conceptual art. It seemed that everyone wanted to do

something in response to the "new" era.

The outside clamor couldn't reach Zhao Wenliang's bedroom, and the timeline with
his mother was a countdown: "Before her leg had healed, she was sent back from the
hospital." "After six months, the wound finally closed and healed." "This phase gave
me a deep understanding of the coldness of the world." ' Tn articles introducing the
No Name Group and Zhao Wenliang, the period from 1979 to 1985 is summarized as
the time when the No Name Group participated in public exhibitions and gradually
became less cohesive as a group. The articles often mention his bedridden mother,
whom Zhao Wenliang cared for until her passing. However, there are few comments
on the details of this period and his works during that time, generally summarized

as a lack of artistic output. Except for a few exhibition opening ceremonies, Zhao

(1] Zhao Wenliang. (1988). An Oasis in the Cultural Desert: Introduction to "No Name Painting Club". Hong Kong

Literary News Supplement.



Wenliang's presence vanished like evaporation in the photographs from this period of
the No Name Group. In a 2006 interview with Gao Minglu, Zhao Wenliang recalled, "In
2004, 1 became paralyzed myself. It wasn't until I went to the hospital for surgery that
I realized how much my mother had suffered. She was bedridden for six years, while

1 was only for two months. Comparatively, I felt very uneasy in my heart. After my

mother's passing, I miss her all the time." ?

Taking care of disabled relatives is like a hard running race, but amidst the fatigue

of caregiving, Zhao Wenliang still managed to create dozens of artworks. His family
upheavals and social events were implicitly present in his paintings, and have a strong
correlation with real life. If we want to have a deeper understanding of Zhao Wenliang's
paintings, we need to not only understand the changes in the social environment at that
time, but also comb out the artist's personal history beyond his creation. Those letters
that wrapped in plastic bags seems left some fragments as remins: in 1978, a letter
from nephew informed him of his father's funeral arrangements and advised him not to
be overwhelmed by his father's passing without returning home; The black armband
sent by his brother was neatly folded and kept together with the family letters from
that time:reflected in the work, in which Zhao Wenliang sits in the distance and
paints his beloved dementia sister and siblings offering flowers at their father's grave.
The letters occasionally mentioned the mother, who was either thinking of sewing

the children's bedding for the winter or was sick in bed. Several diaries left by Zhao
Wenliang in the 1970s mentioned his desire to bring his mother to Beijing for better
living conditions. He also kept separately the discharge certificate of his mother after
the amputation surgery on March 26, 1980, and the prescription from his own illness
on June 18, 1985. From 1980 to 1985, Zhao Wenliang only left two pal-sized calendars,
the reverse of which were all the nursing routines he hastily wrote down, from hoping
that his mother would get better to advising himself to be psychologically prepared in
her gradually confused language; Defecating and mending clothes were common, while
nights of crying and drowsiness were prominent keywords. For Zhao Wenliang, January

(2] Gao Minglu. (2007). Early Activities of the No Name Group: An Interview with Zhao Wenliang and Yang Yushu.

No Name: A History of A Self-Exiled Avant-Garde (pp.142).GuiLin: Guangxi Normal University Press.
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8, 1984, marked not only the eighth anniversary of Zhou Enlai's death but also the

fourth anniversary of his mother's illness.

What kind of person was Zhao Wenliang's mother? Yang Yushu is the first witness

to Zhao Wenliang's life and these fading memories. In Yang Yushu's recollection,
Zhao Chen who born in 1897 is described as a rural woman with a high nose bridge,
deep eye sockets, and skilled in needlework. Perhaps Zhao Wenliang's insistence on
personally taking care of his mother stems from a childhood experience where he
almost lost her. In the eyes of Yang Yushu who is Zhao Wenliang's lifelong artistic
partner, he was burdened and entangled to the point that his personality changed. All
Yang Yushu could do at the time was to accompany and lend a helping hand in physical
labor, allowing Zhao Wenliang to catch his breath under various pressures. Liu

Haisu, who had interactions with Zhao Wenliang and supported his artistic creation,
specifically mentioned Zhao Wenliang's portrayal of his mother in Such a Beauty: The
Artistic Creation of Several Anonymous Painters. " He didn't have time for meticulous
work. Generally speaking, his paintings were completed quickly. The advantage of
doing so is that the emotions and color tones can be unified. Without a comprehensive
understanding of his situation, it is difficult to imagine what kind of perseverance it
takes to create his masterpieces. The mother he depicted had her face frozen with
the wounds of previous generations: contemplative, honest, poor, introverted, pure, and
loving. She was not a solitary figure. The disheveled hair, intertwined wrinkles, deep
nasal furrows, and hesitant lips seem to be a drama rich in subtext. Without a son's
affection, it would be impossible to depict Mother Returns with such simple strokes,
recording the longing for his mother in dreams. When the mother was diagnosed with
malignant tumor and had to have a leg amputated, the son was isolated outside the
operating room. The deep and dark corridor became the boundary between life and
death. The emotions conveyed in Ward require no additional explanation." *

According to Zhao Wenliang's own evaluation of his paintings during this period,

(8] Liu Haisu. (1985). Such a Beauty: The Artistic Creation of Several Anonymous Painters. Notes on Literature and

Art in Shandong Province. Jinan: Shandong Fine Arts Publishing House.
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he believed that he had entered deeper levels of understanding, both regarding the
human spirit and his own perception of the world. Despite lacking rest and sleep, he
did not cease to reflect on his art. The rapid and improvisational creation of Destiny
during his mother's improved condition, with yellow floating like smoke against a
gray—brown background, and the green moon shimmering in connection with its
reflection in Evocation. The rapid sketches of his mother, depicted with powerful pen
strokes, bring to mind Kollwitz's charcoal drawings or Munch's portraits of illness.
Through his rapid and small-scale creations, Zhao Wenliang found temporary respite
in nursing while suppressing his own pain, avoiding the pure emotional outpouring

in his paintings. Thoughts of life and death intertwined as he painted his mother,
himself, and still life. In the intervals of caring for his mother, he insisted on
discussing painting with visiting art students, as well as the values presented in the
new exhibitions at that time. One of the members of the No Name Group, Ma Kelu,
mentioned in his book The No Name Era: "There is a striking sense of returning from
dreamlike illusions to the harsh realities of life in Mother Returns, Nostalgic Song,
Ward, and Mother. The images shift from clarity to bitterness and melancholy. Zhao
Wenliang's often restless state of mind is revealed without reservation in Evocation,
To the Sea, and Night Sea. The immense span of such profoundly mournful works,

as well as the subtle demands of artistic skill, must be handled with precision and
subtlety." *

Why such concern? The theme of "mother" extended for nearly 50 years from 1968 to
2015, encompassing not only the longing for his actual mother but also alluding to the
changing social environment. The mothers depicted in Zhao Wenliang's works are not
idealized or sacred like the classic "mother" archetype in art history. Instead, they are
filled with illness and decay, realistically portraying the passage of life and revealing
his concern for "real people". In the 1967 painting Mother Returns, there is no image
of "mother", seemingly metaphorizing the beginning of the Cultural Revolution and the
complete degradation of humanity. ® When he reworked the painting in 1976, Zhao

(4] Ma Kelu.(2007). Years of the No Name. No Name: A History of A Self-Exiled Avant-Garde (pp.218).GuiLin:
Guangxi Normal University Press.
(5] Gao Minglu. (2007). No Name: A History of A Self-Exiled Avant-Garde (pp.360).GuiLin: Guangxi Normal University Press.
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Wenliang added the image of the mother returning on a moonlit night, symbolizing the
return of humanity. With this perspective, looking at the moon and distant clouds in
his paintings, the "mother" whom Zhao Wenliang longs for and wants to preserve may
extend beyond the physical subject in reality. The implications behind the "mother"
are perhaps more complex than we imagine. His habit of repeatedly depicting the
same subject not only reflects his exploration of artistic technique but also carries
different psychological experiences and meanings in different periods, establishing
his personal subjectivity. He not only painted portraits of his own mother but also
painted a portrait of his classmate's motherXu Yajun in 1973. Xu Yajun, a poet

and Peking University graduate, was rejected by her children during the Cultural
Revolution, her son wrote on the five yuan living allowance he gave to his mother, "I

"® In such a tumultuous era where family bonds

hereby extend an additional five yuan.
were disintegrating. Zhao Wenliang chose to persist and remain with everything he

cherished.

In 1920, during his studies at the University of London in the United Kingdom, the
poet and linguist Liu Bannong wrote the new poem How Can I Rid My Mind of Her. At
that time, being far away from his homeland, the poet longed for his loved ones. This
profound emotion inspired him to use "her" as a reference to women, as before the May
Fourth Movement, the Chinese character "Him" had no gender distinction. Starting
from this poem, Liu Bannong made an important contribution to the Chinese language
by providing a personal pronoun that gave clear subjective status to Chinese women
who were often in the object position in language forms, even in the present reality. 1
have selected this excerpt from the poem at the beginning of the text as a tribute to
Zhao Wenliang and his "mother." The love for a mother is a universal emotion shared
by all human beings. Zhao Wenliang's paintings on the theme of "mother” remind us of
our attitude towards unexpected events or death. After experiencing the battle with
the pandemic, these concerns are no longer distant. Zhao Wenliang self-deprecatingly
refers to himself as a "foolish son, ignorant and Stupid filial piety". How can we

imagine him simultaneously attending exhibitions, giving interviews, and tirelessly

(6] Han Yang. (2006). No Name Group: Snow Lotus's Eyes.China Electronic Commerce

12



caring for his mother by turning her, wiping her face, feeding her, and recording her?
How can we envision his inner feelings when he repeatedly painted portraits of his
mother in the bedroom? In unavoidable circumstances, Zhao Wenliang's gaze, like his
mother's, was confined to the small room, and he approached his mother's inner world
through his brush repeatedly, reflecting the daily life of a terminally ill patient.
These works also reflect his view on creation: art should be the "electrocardiogram”

of the artist's heart, a natural expression of emotions. At this level, painting has
indeed become a part of Zhao Wenliang's life, and life itself is also a part of his art,
mutually adhering to each other. The brush is his organ, just like eating and drinking,
a supremely natural form of expression, revolving around the suffering and profound
understanding of reality. These emotionally rich and sincere artworks possess a
contagious power that transcends time and space. Today, decades later, when we face
them, Zhao Wenliang's deep yearning for his mother still resonates strongly: "How Can
1 Rid My Mind of Her?"

Text: Na Rongkun

Translator: Chen Jingyi
June 2023
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