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With the arrival of spring 2013, intrepid art collector Cees Hendrikse presented Mao Yan's works in an exhibition named
Face2Face, alongside two of my favourite Dutch portrait painters, Jan Worst and Philip Akkerman, at Beijing’s Today
Art Museum. In a catalogue piece titled A Strange Constellation, co-featured Chinese artist and respected scholar Chen
Dangqing observed of Mao Yan:-

“At the very start of his career, he [Mao Yan] already proved to be a sensitive, almost neurotic talent. Some of his portraits of the
early 1990s indeed gave me the impression of neuroticism spread across the canvas... He is one of the very few Chinese painters who
disdain political correctness, and as far as I know, Mao Yan has kept his youthful impetuosity; when he paints, he only cares about
himself”.

In a case of life not imitating art, as a professor at the Nanjing Art Academy and a generous, convivial character his
guests invariably enjoy getting to know over earthy pu’er and metaphysical musings, Mao Yan would seem to care
intensely for the well-being of his coterie, whom he not only holds dear but keeps physically close. He may disdain
political correctness and standing on ceremony, yet Mao Yan has nonetheless constructed a framework of great formality.
As he observed in his interview with Michelle Ho:-

“If you set out to change reality, you must simply create for yourself an atmosphere, a refuge, a utopia even. And not just yourself
but your surroundings, your friends and so forth. A place where everything is light, natural, free and unfettered. Then you can
immerse yourself in the things you love. It's a basic ideal... Here I'm free to say yes or no to invitations. It’s not a place where people
can just come and go. I control this space”.
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Within this serene, ‘solemn’ artists’” community with Mao Yan at its helm, and far from the international art circuit of
which he is increasingly a part, the work of another, highly sensitive artist, popular with his peers, stands out. While
Mao Yan may give the surface aura of bubbly, ‘youthful impetuosity” as Chen Dangqing put it, his former student, Fang
Kai, exudes a near-unsettling calm. Yet, beyond winding encounters and spirited discourse, the clearest revealer of
character is naturally the artist’s body of work. Like the man, still waters too the pools of grey, green and aqua Fang Kai
conjures for his subjects. In the stillness, over and over again, this artist lets off life’s flashbulb, removing artifice while
simultaneously creating a web of psychological layers, capturing his subject when their guard has just been laid down.
Fang Kai’s works frequently bring me back to Virginia Woolf’s great quote from Orlando:- “By the truth we are undone. Life
is a dream. 'Tis the waking that kills us...” Yet Fang Kai’s dream is not undone by the truth of the light; and if life is a dream,
then he manages to preserve his subjects in a hypnotized state, not to be numb to the world, but conceivably in order to
create an unfiltered stream of consciousness.

A delicate strength, the receding of colours and contours to intensify the non-referential are the denominators of Mao
Yan and Fang Kai; the truth, no matter how convoluted, holds traditional beauty and innocence for both. Yet, where Mao
Yan found Thomas, the exotic foreigner who provided him with, as Michelle Ho has observed, his “mysterious no-man, or
everyman... [culminating in]... a triumph of the portrait over temporality and human will”, Fang Kai focuses on subjects closest
to him, removes all markers, even of ethnicity, and let's “intuition... [be] my guide”. We see this in, for instance, Unbroken
Gaze (page 21) and elsewhere, he skips art history’s chapters with occasional cheeky references to the ‘greats’, such as
Munch’s 1913-1914 Weeping Nude in his Female Nude (pages 28-29). Fang Kai has clearly taken inspiration from Mao Yan
when his former professor asserts:- “I think the great is unattainable but the good is easily won. As long as you are dedicated you
can be good... Greatness traverses time, it penetrates time.”

To our team who worked on this project, I would like to express my sincere gratitude. There is one person without
whom this project would not have been half so enjoyable, Li Li. Thank you Li Li for your generous hospitality, opening
up your beautiful hotel to our team, and your warm reception on our arrivals in Nanjing on the coldest of evenings and
hottest of days. Thank you Yitong for your careful engagement with artists Mao Yan and Fang Kai and patient translation
throughout; we wish her all the best as she pursues further studies at the University of Chicago under Professor Wu
Hung. Special thanks to Michelle, who tirelessly distills every idea discussed and gracefully makes collaboration such a
joy. We wish her every happiness as she enters the most significant of life’s partnerships in Switzerland this summer. And
a thousand thanks to Mao Yan and Fang Kai - our new best excuses to linger in the old ‘southern capital’.



MUSINGS ON TWO

Wang Yitong

“In art, progress lies not in an extension, but in a knowledge of limitations. ” - Georges Braque

"For me, to paint is not to master one advanced or transcendent style of painting, but to achieve sustained expressions within self
limitations." - Fang Kai

Fang Kai and Mao Yan are two portraiture artists of the same artists” haven, and share much the same philosophy of
life, yet are two radically different characters. While a conversation with Fang Kai may be light-hearted and concise, an
exchange with Mao Yan often involves great intensity and loquaciousness. However, an essential feeling emerges from
communication with both artists, where one finds oneself to have fallen completely in love with the creative process for
the first time - or indeed all over again; moreover, in the pleasant if perplexing realisation that art, as George Braque once
suggested, has its very source of infinite possibilities at the core of our own limitations.
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Fang Kai's works, Peking Art Associates, Beijing
JTHUER Y, AU EAREW
2013

No matter light-hearted or intense, concise or verbose, these are just some of the aspects to the distinct personalities
of Fang Kai and Mao Yan. Fang Kai's directness draws an image of unyielding attitudes, yet he would never force his
opinions upon his audience, such is his softly spoken manner. Mao Yan shares his younger neighbour’s clarity of opinion,
however rather than reserve, with Mao Yan one senses a gentle affection for his own ethics as an artist. Discussing more
in-depth or sharing just a brief few words, clear and honest fundamentals emerge from both artists.

One of the refreshing aspects to both Mao Yan and Fang Kai is that neither is too fond of talking about themselves, nor
praising their own creations. Yet both could continue endlessly when it comes to the practice of art, when concerning
great artists, music, philosophers, and directors. Perhaps their effective power is precisely due to their sincere enthusiasm
for, and selfless humility towards, the faults of the mortal world and ideals that point to a kind of divinity. Such power re
lights the flame of belief in me, belief in the creative process, and in the creators. Thus we turn to the works of Fang Kai
and Mao Yan, keeping in mind the Chinese saying: ‘to read the picture is to see the person’.



BECONTNG
WAD VAN & PANG KA

Michelle Ho

A MAN PERFORMS THE SEEMINGLY ABSURD TASK OF CARRYING A LIT CANDLE ACROSS A MINERAL
spring in the closing scene of Tarkovski’'s Nostalghia, creating one of the most disturbing images in cinematic history
of man’s struggle to keep the spiritual or artistic light alive. Like the flame, Fang Kai’s portraits, just as his guide Mao
Yan before him, haunt like flickering souls on the brink of becoming extinguished at any moment. In the works of this
master-protégé duo, one senses not only a mystery, but a discoverable mystery, lying beyond the narrow chambers of the
“1”. For the widely-feted, Hunan-born Mao Yan, that outer realm is home to all the things that matter - works of genius
by the greatest artists and philosophers, timeless standards of the good, and the beauty and potency of all genuine
emotions and deeds. For Fang Kai, grappling with an inner realm of sublimating technique to place pure experience to
the fore, the growing pain that artistic freedom only comes with a fair dose of withdrawal is all too familiar. This mantra
of self-restraint perhaps goes some way to explaining the characteristic close-toned palette of grisaille, its in-between
state favoured by both artists as the closest version of reality. It may also explain Fang Kai’s preoccupation with a veiled
layering and unseen source of elucidating light; likewise Mao Yan’s desire to purge all individuality and sentimentality
from the human portrait for the 21st century. As Mao Yan keenly instills in his students from the start, in order to explore
this immutable kingdom, one must keep a little distance from the world. “Painting,” Mao Yan has said, “will always have
this multifarious, intricate relationship with life and reality. But in the process you discover the rhythm and emotions of the universe
inside you.”

Such is the paradox of engaging by detaching, Mao Yan’s premise for a philosophy of teaching is as much
an exercise in self-extrapolation. The best teacher in his view, is the invisible messenger - one who carries the timeless
truths from one soul to another with as little contamination as possible along the way. Pointed thus towards a place of
permanent ideals, what began as a means of escape for the young Fang Kai became a means of attaining. Moving from
his native western Anhui province to pursue his studies in Nanjing in 2007, he embarked in search of that instinctive,
intuitive consciousness that lies behind all great works of art. That he had access to everything from Chinese folk paper-
cutting art to Pop Art during his formal training did little to stir passion. Crammed with head- knowledge, all that
Fang Kai had to go by was an inextinguishable instinct to paint. It was Mao Yan’s canvases that opened the door to a
new way of understanding art. Beneath the formal roughness of Mao Yan’s early works, Fang Kai felt the stirrings of
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Michelle Ho: Tarkovsky once said art would be useless if the world were perfect, as men
wouldn't look for harmony, but just live in it. He said art exists because of an ill-designed world.

Mao Yan: I agree... Art concerns human morality and consciousness as well as the
ideals and aspirations of the world... Tarkovsky put it quite elegantly [but] reality could
in fact be much uglier... The imperfections of the world may very well be the artist’s
responsibility. Art is not a career, not a craft, not a plaything... Every individual artist
is distinct, but to go beyond this personal imprint, beyond even the imprint of time,
that’s another level. This is the biggest challenge for a serious artist. It's very difficult.

- In Conversation, January 2013

Clockwise from opposite (all Oil on Canvas i [/ ):

Mao Yan EJf Posie Musgrau No.2 Oval portrait #ilA# 1% 2010 53.7 x 72.6 cm;
Mao Yan £ Thomas JT-5HIH 5 - 20782 = 2008 75 x 54.8 cm;
Fang Kai Ji#ll X Portrait Il X A 1&%>/ 3 2011 40 x 30 cm
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an instinctive consciousness, affirming that all the technical qualities of a painting did not add up to its soul. Mao Yan's
portraits had the power of a cleared passage to the soul, prompting the student to embark on his own journey into
intuitive knowledge, searching for timeless forms innate or inherited from the old masters. Fang Kai's figure in Seated
Man (overleaf) indeed appears as if he were on the threshold of newborn knowledge, and another birth. The artist’s
choice of a closed-toned palette, reminiscent of grisaille, is a further embrace of the vicissitudes of surface reality. Once
widely-used by the old masters as an exercise, or as a stepping stone towards a finished oil painting after adding glazes,

grisaille is in many ways a gateway method. Mao Yan, who has shifted from more colourful palettes to grey over time,
has said, “grey is exquisite, ambiguous and full of possibilities." For Fang Kai, captivated by grisaille early on, it marks a
similar abnegation of self, leaving a gateway for intuitive knowledge to play its part. The delicate gradations of grey,
infused with warm or cool tones, renders each of the artist’s canvas like a film negative caught in its developing process,
approaching its true and vivid image. If art is indeed but a thin and sensitive skin between the heart of the world and
us, then Mao Yan and Fang Kai’s choice to present it through grey and amorphous portraits may be the conduit offering
the most direct path. In some ways, Fang Kai is the personification of grisaille and its spirit, a gentle keeper of hovering
characters and conjurer of in-between states.

Mao Yan EJ
Side Portrait of Xiao Shan
MET/ L
Oil on Canvas i T JH 1]
1997
61 x 50 cm
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Michelle Ho: Tarkovsky once said art would be useless if the world were perfect, as men
wouldn't look for harmony, but just live in it. He said art exists because of an ill-designed world.

Mao Yan: I agree. Art concerns human morality and consciousness as well as the
ideals and aspirations of the world... Tarkovsky put it quite elegantly [but] reality could
in fact be much uglier... The imperfections of the world may very well be the artist’s
responsibility. Art is not a career, not a craft, not a play thing... Every individual artist
is distinct, but to go beyond this personal imprint, beyond even the imprint of time,
that’s another level. This is the biggest challenge for a serious artist. It's very difficult.

- In Conversation, January 2013
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To the viewer standing before one of Fang Kai's paintings, it is as if witnessing a spirit hovering, most especially
through his recent body of work that catches that hallucinatory, almost unearthly frontier of awakening. Fang Kai does
not focus on the dark, a silent agent of restitution and recompense for the loss of enigma through the light. Nor does he
focus on that icy, tingling light, which always seems just beyond reach. Instead, he looks into the eyes of the dreamer.
Some have surrendered to waiting (Portrait of MK), while some gaze in awe of what is to come, as in Night Light Man,
where a youth gazes from his desk into an orb of light as if expecting a swirl of noumenon to form within. Literally
“light-dark” as defined by the Italian Renaissance masters, chiaroscuro was favoured by portrait painters of bygone
epochs, notably the Dutch. But whereas the old masters often painted religious scenes lit by candle or the divine light

Fang Kai Ji 8l

Portrait with a Spider
R F R

Oil on Canvas A7 [ ]
2011

60 x 50 cm

from the infant Christ, in the hands of Fang Kai the method evokes a sense of modern man’s gaze turned-inward but
seeing only darkness, longs for restoration. In Smoker (overleaf), the longing has turned into defiance, while in Seated Man I,
the figure, perhaps having waited too long, turns hostile, a little impetuous even at the silence of their watcher. Modern
man may have grown very suspicious of anything existing outside his own mind, let alone a divine light. But by drawing
the solitary figures out of their vast shadows such as Unbroken Gaze with a lucid, almost crystalline light (page 21), Fang
Kai seems to be teasing not only the soul out of its shell, but modern man out of his subjective cave. Experimenting with
the position of the light source in relation to the figure, Fang Kai seems to be questioning the different postures that man
takes towards his spiritual vacuum. In part, it marks the artist’s response to a contemporary China of abandoned ideals
and spiritual bankruptcy. Graduating from Nanjing Art Academy in 2007, Fang Kai watched his friends abandon the
path of art one by one. Unemployment was a reality, some wound up working in office jobs and thinking themselves too
good for it, or self-glorious because of it. Discontent, materialism, internet syndrome, social anxiety disorders, and a host
of other social illnesses debilitated much of Fang Kai’s generation. For a young man searching for authenticity, it was a
troubling period.
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Fang Kai may belong to a generation of graduates from one of China’s finest art academies who had all the privileges of
free choice as well as all its burdens. Whereas those of the earlier generation lost friends who fought for their ideals, as
Mao Yan himself all too acutely experienced, Fang Kai lost those who abandoned their ideals. A generation which desired
happiness without pain, success without burden, achievement without cost wound up with a sense of facetious living,
a host of social illnesses and a gaping spiritual void. Fang Kai's earlier works were expressive of the desolation felt as
the sheer number of students deserted the art world as quickly as they had entered. Reprimanded by their professors as
an ungrateful lot, today’s Chinese art graduates in turn bemoan that all the world’s theory and technical know-how has
done little in the way of enlightenment or vision.

Mao Yan EJf
My Poet
FHIFN
Qil on Canvas A3 & i
1997
61 x 50 cm
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Just over a quarter of a century is a long time when counted in Chinese chapters. When the nation’s elite youth
rushed together under the banner of art for the first time since the Cultural Revolution, Mao Yan was one of them
as a student of the Central Academy of Fine Art (CAFA, Beijing). They were, as one Academy professor remarked in
hindsight, “afflicted with schizophrenic tendencies, torn between urges to return to the past and progress towards the future”. Cool
in the face of artistic fashions, Mao Yan packed his bags and set off for in search of timeless ideals in the quieter quarters
of Nanjing. Nonchalant about artistic fashions and the art world’s growing fascination with him, Mao Yan set about his
mission of getting rid of that troublesome “1”. His early portraits such as My Poet and Black Rose, though icy with their
angularity and rough, blue washes of shadow, still bore the imprints of individuality and time. But in 1999 a chance
meeting with Thomas, a foreigner from Luxembourg studying in China, granted the artist the model that would allow
him to purge all tell-tale signs of individuality, such as gestures, expressions, contextual objects and clothes, as well his
own judgment and sentimentality from the portrait. Mao Yan took countless photos of Thomas, sometimes directing his
poses very precisely, sometimes allowing him to try different things out, but always settling on those which rendered
Thomas most serene and remote. As the colours and contours receded further, Thomas at last became the mysterious
no-man, or everyman, that Mao Yan had been looking for. For Mao Yan who believes that it is an artist’s job to discern,
rather than impose oneself upon, the natural laws in art, Thomas was a triumph of the portrait over temporality and
human will and a triumph of the human portrait.

Today, in Mufu Hills on the outskirts of Nanjing, art is sacred but also a lifestyle. Like one who heeds the call of
the great unknown and pitches his tent where he can see the stars, Mao Yan, after discovering that it was good, invited
his friends to join. An invitation to “come see for yourself” has become this artist’s way of guidance. After all, it is much
better to light a lamp than to try and describe a room full of shadows to another person. It’s an invitation which Mao Yan
extends to only his most treasured students. Dedication, a genuine heart and hunger for the ideals are signs of readiness,
all of which he found in Fang Kai. Here in the Nanjing art colony, Mao Yan, Fang Kai and a dozen fellow artists go
about their daily work, painting and chatting over tea rituals, enjoying a hearty meal and receiving friends from afar.
The famous grey, floating faces, mostly from the Thomas series, hover in Mao Yan'’s studio like distilled spiritual
essences, rising from piles of heavy books, neatly stacked jars of paint brushes as well as a sizeable glass hill of Scottish
whisky. There is, without doubt, a kind of qi maintained in here, a lightness and composure, a freedom and coherence,
which suggests that precisely because something is sacred, it must be living. As to what exactly the true image is, the
professor and his followers don’t seem too concerned for now. Eschewing grand declarations about life and art, Fang Kai
continues to draw on reflection, shared experience, and his artistic inheritance from the old masters, putting his faith in
a natural unfolding. It's an approach shared by mentor and protégé which, for all they have accomplished for Chinese
contemporary portraiture, for all the enlarging shadows around man’s true image or destination, is a conviction about
the way.

Fang Kai /58l

Lovers ZEA
Mao Yan EJf Oil on Canvas A [ JH ]
Thomas (opposite, X ) 2013
Oil on Canvas A7 THI{H ] 24 x18 cm
1997 Private +Ckollectiin, Beijing
65 x 54 cm FANHE, L5
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IN CONVERSATION WITH FANG KAI

Michelle Ho

Michelle Ho (MH): Art colonies and communities across China are considered loosely knit and in a constant state of flux.
What was life like for you in Beijing? Nanjing? And how much does the environment affect your art?

Fang Kai (FK): I went to Beijing with a very simple mindset. I'd just graduated and was curious about everything that
was strange and unfamiliar. Life back then was very instinctual. I painted and had to make a living. At times I thought,
forget it, I'll just paint. But very soon I'd come around and try to earn money again. I was confused and tempted to give
up many times. With hindsight I now realise that had I stayed in Beijing, I might have given up on painting altogether or
drifted away from my ideals. Reality was very oppressive. That's why I decided to go back to Nanjing, a familiar place,
a place where I had friends and teachers. I set up my studio in Nanjing about a year ago. Life these days is painting,
drinking, chatting and having a good time with my teachers and friends. It's much simpler now.

MH: What was it like growing up?

FK: My upbringing was really ordinary. I grew up in China’s countryside and as a child my parents were never around.
I was mischievous and didn’t like to study. Then I learned to paint and got into the art academy. There was nothing
special. But one incident I remember very clearly was when I was swimming in the river below our primary school and
someone rescued me from drowning. I woke up to find lots of people staring and pointing at me from above with every
kind of expression, like a huddle of monsters. I was so terrified I ran away. I only found out later that the man who
rescued me had been sent to hospital.

MH: Solemnity and loneliness are a feature of your early works. What occupies you now, or what issues are you
challenging?

FK: I painted those early works between 2008 and 2011 when I was in Beijing, about one year after I graduated. My
entire state of mind and emotions were all very raw at the time. I simply needed to express. Everyday new doubts
and struggles came up, but I had no answers. I questioned why I painted, why the people around me were the way
they were, I questioned my own nature and what exactly I was pursuing in painting. Everyday I grappled with these
questions. So I thought, well, I'm just going to paint. But at the time, I didn’t think of it this way. Retrospection brings a
different experience. I didn’t understand loneliness then. Loneliness is an emotion, a very restrictive one. In my mind, a
good work of art should not be defined by my emotions but by its own nature and qualities.

MH: There’s a problem in China these days of graduate numbers rising, but jobs failing to keep up. I guess for art
students, dropping your ideals to face reality, is always an option. What kept you faithful, when, as you mentioned,
many in your "student brotherhood" abandoned the path of art?

FK: I figured that if I give up painting, I'd have to do something I have no interest in. Of course I could, but it'd be
painful. So I just decided to paint. At least I enjoy it. I guess my friends found their pleasure outside painting, and
painting in turn became their pain. In that sense, we're all the same. So it’s not about loyalty, it's about what’s natural.

MH: Professor Mao considers the borders vague between fine art, literature and film. For one of your paintings, you
mentioned you were captivated by the Italian film Malena. There’s a theme of atonement running through those
characters. Is that close to home for you?

FK: It's not my intention to capture a particular concept in my painting. I don’t want my art to be so restrictive and
narrow. So there’s no analogy to be made between my life and any particular film such as Malena. A film can only have
limited influence. I watched Malena in my twenties while I was still studying, so I experienced similar emotions as the
young boy. I thought I was the boy. So his Malena is my Malena, and the local villagers are my local villages. When the
film ended, I felt as if something had happened in my life, so subtle yet important.
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MH: What is the process of creation like for you, from inspiration to completion?

FK: In the Bust of a Seated Man, 1 painted a friend I met in school who worked in Nanjing. We lived quite close to each
other, so we hung out together a lot. He could play computer games for days without moving. At last he vomited blood
and was sent to the hospital. We all told him off but in the end he continued playing computer games just the same. I felt
compelled to paint him because we're both part of the same world, sharing the same isolation. There was nothing more
specific I wanted to convey. In Seated Man 1 used the same model in the same pose with only minor variations. I think
bust portraits and full-figure portraits conjure up such a different kind of power. So I came up with the idea to capture
these differences by retaining the same model and pose.

Fang Kai outside his Studio,
TrELTF TAEE S,

Nanjing Bt

2013

Another portrait Unbroken Gaze I began to paint in December 2012. I used a model at first but the painting didn’t go
smoothly, so I put it aside for a while. When I came back to it, I began painting without the model. I imagined all the
details and the whole picture relying on my intuition. Intuition was my guide and as I painted, I felt uncertainty evolving
into certainty. In the end, intuition completed the painting.

MH: Your generation is often chided for being dislocated from its own history and culture. What do you think?

FK: That's not a question for me to answer. It’s too big, too complicated.

MH: One thing which Professor Mao and yourself share in common is a respect for the timeless standards shaped by the
old masters. It’s like an artistic inheritance. And like an inheritance, I guess it comes with baggage. In the case of Balthus,
what draws you to him? And does it affect what you learn from him, given he’s often been seen as a self-mythologiser?
FK: Balthus painted figures at a time when most artists were following the major modernist trends of the 20th Century.

But he said that what matters is not individual character but a common spirit. Which explains why he was fond of
oriental art and was never a radical. True, many of his paintings depict young girls, but sex and eroticism form only the
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veneer. Behind this we sense the movement of instinctive human emotions and consciousness, which we often find in
the works of the old masters. My favourite Bathus works are Alice dans le miroir (1933) and the Cat in the Mirror series,
painted in his later years. Balthus painted in the way he reflected upon himself, which is also the way I paint. Very few
people still paint this way now. I understand him from my own perspective. So even criticisms of Balthus as a self-
mythologiser don’t matter. I see him as I see him.

MH: As part of your formal art training in China, you have the entire tradition of Western painting at your fingertips.
What about Chinese art? How much has the canon of Chinese art influenced you?

FK: I read very little, so I haven’t been too influenced. But growing up in China means that inevitably I've come to
internalise certain standards. Painting is just a tool so you can’t really brand me as a Chinese artist or that I paint in a
Chinese way. It doesn’t explain anything. In any case, I'm planning to read more and I hope everything will fall into its
natural place.

MH: You mentioned that in terms of artistic skill, it's been a steady growth path but at some point, you were frustrated
with a kind of “technical anxiety”. What's going on?

FK: When I was at school, I thought of painting as a technique. Two years after graduation I was still obsessed with the
complexities and technicalities of painting. I bought dozens of types of paints, and since I didn’t understand anything,
I experimented with everything. But slowly I began to discover that these things had no real relationship with painting.
In fact, they could detract me from painting. Things are much better now. I think I'll continue to focus on painting the
people I know. But I can’t be sure. I don’t want to make plans. I think there are still many things I want to do.

MH: What kind of student are you?

FK: As a student, I love learning. I accept what teachers tell me. And I'll think about the same question for a very long
time, from different angles.

MH: Your professor talks about differences within a uniting ethos. What do you think?

Fang Kai 77l
Chen [
Oil on Canvas A1 [ 1 ]
2013
24 x18 cm
Private Collection, United Kingdom

FANMTE, [

38



FK: There are indeed many differences. We grew up in very different environments and we have our own personalities
and stories. For example, Professor Mao started painting at a very early age and was influenced by the sights and sounds
around him. In his youth, he experienced turbulence and moved from place to place. His life permeates his paintings.
On the other hand, we experienced nothing. Life is boring, which makes us boring, myself included. I always think that
these differences don’t matter much though. What matters is your ideal. Once we shed these generational shells and get
inside ourselves, we are no different. I just want to immerse myself in painting and stay passionate.

MH: Most valuable lesson in art from Professor Mao?

FK: I remember several years ago, while we were in Professor Mao’s studio, after painting for a while he stopped and
asked the person beside him what he thought of the painting. The guy said it wasn’t perfect, because the right hand
wasn’t good enough. Professor Mao added some strokes, lit a cigarette and said: “Done. A little regret doesn’t make
things imperfect.” I'm only beginning to understand his meaning now. He wasn’t just talking about painting but
ourselves. Painting is just painting. Everything has it’s own time and place. So every lesson is valuable in its own way.
And lessons in life are sometimes just like lessons in art.

MH: Which of his paintings made the strongest impression on you?

FK: When I was a student, I saw one of Professor Mao’s undergraduate paintings at an exhibition in Shanghai. It was
powerful. It showed a man against a silk screen, strong and uncompromising. At the time I was still trying to understand
a painting through its technical qualities. But with this piece, roughly painted and yet so intimate, I began to understand
something different.

I was also very drawn to Professor Mao’s My Poet, which I first saw in his studio. The man’s expression is cold and
indifferent, but when you look closer, every little detail draws you into the painting. You can experience every thought
and emotion that passed through Professor Mao as he was painting, as if you were painting it all over again yourself and
retracing his consciousness through every variation of colour and stroke. I think a good painting never reveals its secret,
which is why I like them.

MH: Do you listen to music when you're in the studio?

FK: I listen to a bit of everything and anything. Lately it's Damien Rice and Sinead O’Connor. Listening to their music
makes me feel like I don’t exist.

MH: How would you characterise painters of your generation?

FK: Our generation is around 30 years old so it’s too early to identify its characteristics. Or at least, what we are now
doesn’t count yet. We are still accumulating.

MH: If you could paint anyone you wanted to, who would you paint?

FK: I want to paint someone who doesn’t exist in reality, who has no emotions. If there’s such a person in this world, I'd
find him and ask him to be my model.

MH: What will be the first thing you tell your first student?

FK: To get to the heart of painting, you must search with all your heart, from the very beginning.
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IN CONVERSATION WITH MAO YAN

Michelle Ho

Michelle Ho (MH): Tea or coffee?
Mao Yan (MY): Coffee before, but now tea. Tea everyday.
MH: Your work in an artist's sanctuary in Nanjing. What is the value of solitude compared to the energy of a big city?

MY: It's to do with artistic ideals. If you set out to change reality, you must simply create for yourself an atmosphere, a
refuge, a utopia even. And not just yourself but your surroundings, your friends and so forth. A place where everything
is light, natural, free and unfettered. Then you can immerse yourself in the things you love. It's a basic ideal.

I spend most of my time here face-to-face with myself, society and reality. Part of painting will always be a solitary act.
Painting will always have this multifarious, intricate relationship with reality but you find the world’s rhythm and
emotions inside you. Here I'm free to say yes or no to invitations. It's not a place where people can just come and go. I
can control this space.

MH: What's a day in the life like for you and your circle of artist friends?

MY: China’s social fabric is rich and complex and Chinese people by nature love crowds and gathering friends. On a
typical day I'll have friends visiting from afar. Today I had an artist friend from Paris in town looking for a studio. I
provided a place for him and we just talked. At night I'll have another group of friends with me to eat, drink and be
merry. Probably later on, another friend will call and ask, are you around, let’s go for a drink! Well, there’s no typical day
actually. They look different on the surface but they’re more or less the same.

And you can’t exactly call these things a joy of life. Sometimes, it’s just a habit of life. Everything has two opposing sides.
My studio is my workplace so I try to protect its peace and quiet. It's where I work everyday and I don’t want to disturb
that atmosphere. So all these years I've never thrown a party or an event in the studio, never anything too rowdy. The
studio should be a solemn and strict space, almost cold, not entirely pleasant. It houses all your anxieties, your thoughts
and all your artistic materials with a coherence to every corner, accumulating in in a way that cannot be lightly altered or
tampered with. It has to be solemn.

MH: What keeps you up at night? What about when you were starting out as an artist?

MY: Anxiety. Thinking. No matter how well the painting is going, after a while, the anxiety comes back. When you set
about a task, new demands will constantly crop up. And you cannot satisfy all of them. It keeps going back and forth like
this so if you're not serious about what you're doing, no matter how talented you are, things can slip out of your hands
any moment, If you don’t treat it seriously, it can always abandon you. I think it’s a Buddhist concept. It can belong to
you, or not to you.

My father didn’t achieve his ideal so he was determined to nurture me as an artist. I knew I wanted to become a painter
since I was a child. So painting for me is really innate, a belief that has only grown stronger over time.
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MH: You have a contagious joie de vivre! But we're convinced all artists are tormented on the inside. And Tarkovsky
once said art would be useless if the world were perfect, as men wouldn't look for harmony, but just live in it. He said art
exists because of an ill-designed world. What do you think?

MY: I agree. Tarkovsky is my favourite director. I read his diary Sculpting in Time. Of course, every artist of maturity
and wisdom has his own perspective on reality and art. Tarkovsky is entirely on the spot. Art concerns human morality
and consciousness as well as the ideals and aspirations of the world. Precisely because the world is imperfect, we have
infinite hope and longing which gives value to the things we pursue. The sky may be full of holes, so we fill it with
genuine ideals, beliefs and love to give the world its sense of harmony and continued possibility. Tarkovsky already put
it quite elegantly. Reality could in fact be much uglier.

The imperfections of the world may very well be the artist’s responsibility. Art is not a career, not a craft, not a plaything.
Without a genuine heart, how can you create vivid and powerful images that resonant with people? Every individual
artist is distinct but to go beyond this personal imprint, beyond even the imprint of time, that’s another level. This is the
biggest challenge for a serious artist. It's very difficult.

MH: What's the difference between good and great?

MY: I think the great is unattainable but the good is easily won. As long as you are dedicated you can be good.
But greatness traverses time, penetrates time. Everything else only conforms to the laws of time. Our sense of self-
preservation, for instance, may be innately good but only god is great.

The human body can contain a spark of divinity and there are figures in the course of history who have shaped
themselves to attain some form of divinity. Wittgenstein, for instance, tirelessly pursued the meaning and value of
existence, ignoring the vanities of the world and devoted only to what is real.

We are far too vain, too material, with too little knowledge of ourselves and our times. Even the ancients couldn’t achieve
this. What else can we say, except that the distance is too great.

MH: You mentioned that, very often, true genius must first be founded on a deep understanding of the relationship
between man and his time (or history), then perfected through a relationship with something universal, more mysterious.

MY: I personally have no mystic tendencies whatsoever. But at my age now, I recognise that human beings will only
ever belong to a part of history and time, which is our greatest predicament. Our concept of time and history can be
continuous or not. Our best partner in life is time. Nothing else leaves you with that infinite nostalgia. The concept of
time is too mysterious and elusive, something you can only connect with through “doing,” for instance, as you paint,
you experience the vague confirmation of time.

If you've spent a long time on a painting, and perhaps you've reached a point when you can perfect it no further, you
may obtain a vague sense of this act in time, a sense of your coordinates in this life and in history falling into place. Or
perhaps it’s just the nature of human hope that we need to affirm our own value and the reality of our existence. Without
a concept of time, what I do may have no value.

MH: We've heard that you get into moments of intense, creative rapture when you are trying to capture the perfect
image. What's going on in those moments?

MY: It's an experience of intense happiness, a brief instance of absolute fulfillment, of having struggled and at last created

a thing and affirmed your own being. It's miraculous to think that so many difficult things can be achieved through
human effort. It’s a state of joy to be totally self-immersed in this process. It’s the great joy of painting. Sometimes the
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sense of fulfillment is imagined, sometimes exaggerated, but in that moment it’s very real, very concrete. Later perhaps,
you may realise it's also ephemeral, passing into nothingness.

MH: After a fascination with the West, you returned to Chinese art and culture a decade ago. How different are the two
sensibilities?

MY: It’s all a matter of time. When I was young, I was exposed to China, later to the West. Several years ago, perhaps for
personal reasons, I turned my eyes to China more closely. The East and West have their differences of course, but I don’t
think these are fundamental. To me things are more or less similar.

Ancient Chinese thinking emphasises the inner-outer, where the inner and outer are not so distinct, but merged, in
natural union, in some areas. The idea is particularly important to the past few generations in China, who've had to
step into this China-meets-West stream, absorb the West, then jump out again and reshape themselves. I guess it's been
a dilemma for China in the past few centuries. But I personally think its not that serious. It's natural. There’s no need to
emphasise the differences between China and the West. It’s basic, inherent. You must pass freely between the inner and
outer, nothing more, nothing less.

MH: You mentioned that one must have "gods" in our lives, the ancient masters who guide us, who check our path and
with whom we have a dialogue. Who are your gods?

MY: Since a child I've loved the old masters. Delacroix is my god of painting, Goya and Diirer are also the gods of my
heart. I've admired their works from a very young age and they defined my life path as an artist. They make a powerful
appeal to the spirit and even today I need to know and read everything about them, even if I've read it many times
already. Their presence confirms that my choice to be a painter is very substantial, very real. I keep their books in the
most prominent position in my studio, right beside me. Even if for a period I don’t open them, they are always by my
side, like an anchor.

Of course, as we mentioned, there’s Tarkovsky and Wittgenstein too. Many masters restore a sacred sense to my heart.
Modern men are so full of insatiable ambitions but the old masters make you aware of something greater than us, which
fills us with awe for art and life.

MH: And if you have gods, any demons?

MY: It's not a relative concept. I personally have no demons. I know some people who have their demons, people who've
gone through a particular experience. Life’s setbacks contain demons. But I believe if you have god in your heart, you
won't have demons and if you have demons, you don’t have god.

MH: Critics of your work often say that you capture a kind of spiritual essence, stripped of personhood. And since Plato,
people have believed that art exists to help man mature spiritually. What is spirituality to you?

MY: Actually, everything comes from the longings of my own heart. Inside there is deprivation, emptiness, nothingness,
fragmentation, a lack of passion, drive. Art originally comes from this place of hunger in the artist, his spiritual state of
being. It comes into existence in the first place to answer a question, a personal problem for the artist, and through his
work, bodied forth by his experience, his knowledge, his unique method, someone else may also find consolation. If
someone can experience that peace or longing fulfilled through your work, then art also serves its function. An artist’s
work is extremely subtle, rich and intricate, and through its ebb and flow, you experience self-discovery or perhaps,
experience the world.

As we mentioned, an artist must have a genuine heart. Then his body can become a filter, consciously and subconsciously
refining little by little what may be, or is indeed, a product of the spirit.
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MH: When I last came to your studio, you were working on a large canvas of a woman. Your earlier works focused on
close friends, then Thomas, and now the female nude. How has your engagement with subjects changed over time?

MY: There’s some continuity between these phases, between the Thomas series works and these female nudes. But until
I've completed the latter, it’s hard to say exactly.

MH: I heard there was a breakthrough moment for you, when the ideas and images just simply overflowed because you
had mastered your technique.

MY: Well, not exactly a breakthrough. But after years of learning, only now can I say that I understand what painting is
all about. Perhaps this is as much as there is to understand. So much time was spent learning, exploring. Only when you
feel that you’ve more or less found the form of your art, can you think to yourself, “I get it now.” If you just imitate, you
only scratch the surface.

Cézanne for instance was said to be the father of painting, but it’s not just his works but his way of doing things, his
person, that makes him so exceptional. He had clarity. He lived in seclusion for a long time, depicting the same thing
over and over. That was his belief and in the end he achieved his ideal. That was his approach to time, to history and life.

MH: You encourage fellow artists and apprentices to pursue and discern the good works, the good masters. How does
one go about cultivating a taste for the good?

MY: Fortunately, timeless works of art and standards of the good exist. They have always existed. They’'re not difficult to
discover but you have to pay attention. Otherwise, even when the good is right before your eyes, it might pass you by
because you don’t recognise it. Of course, you also need guidance.

We should constantly keep our eyes on these timeless standards, consolidating them in our minds. And as you develop
your own ideas, insights and judgment, you can share it with others. It’s like religion. Transmitting and spreading
religion and spiritual knowledge is exciting in itself, it fulfills and enriches you in turn. So to me, sharing my experience
with students and friends and fellow artists, proliferating knowledge, is itself such an exciting process.

MH: Tarkovsky says we can never pass on our experience to others. We must live our own experience, we can never
inherit it. Confucius says by three methods we may learn wisdom: first by reflection, which is noblest; second, by
imitation, which is easiest; and third by experience, which is the most bitter. What's your take?

MY: Of course I'd be inclined towards Confucius and his two methods of reflection and experience. You can’t simply
imitate. Imitation may be necessary in the early stages, but nothing can replace personal experience. You must process
everything you receive and learn with your own physical being, judgment and cognition in order for some kind of
chemical reaction to take place. It doesn’t matter what that chemical reaction produces, because whatever it is, it is real
and can lead you to more discovery, more knowledge. And even if you don’t really harvest anything in particular, by
entering into that experience you naturally gain so much more than you'd imagined.

MH: So do you encourage your students to consume all sorts of culture and art?

MY: To be honest, I save this advice for my favourite students. And I save this advice even from them, until they I think
they need it. Otherwise, it falls on deaf ears. When they are seeking, but don’t know where to seek, that's when I come
in. That's when I can use my experience to tell them where to find what they’re looking for.

I once had this student and from his paintings and his figures, you could tell his heart was trapped in its own struggles.
I bought a set of Ingmar Bergman films and said to him, each frame, each question and each story in these films can
speak to you. The same can be said of many other works of cinema, literature, and music. When one is confused or lost,
sometimes the way out does not lie in the source but rather from a fresh angle. Then, suddenly, within those works of art,
you might discover the emotion or means of expression you've been looking for. For that particular student it worked.
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MH: How do you teach?

MY: To be honest, I don’t have a teaching method, none at all. I'm not an educator. It’s just that painting is inherently
heuristic, an act of communication, illumination and inspiration. I also don’t have many students at all. And of those, I've
only had a strong influence on very few over all these years. I think it’s less about what you teach and how you teach but
more about your attitude. It's about your experience and view on doing what you do.

We're all different, so if I can sense what an artist needs, I can tell them where to find it. That doesn’t count as a teaching
method. It’s just like a suggestion. To find out whether you like that suggestion, simply go and see for yourself.

I've never thought of myself as a good teacher, but maybe a good brother or a good friend. Someone who helps them
adopt the right attitude. Then it’s about how to align painting and life. If you truly ask this question, then in many ways,
you've answered it already. What remains is how you go after it. If you have understood all things but done nothing,
then all is in vain.

MH: What do you see as your role in the lives and career of your apprentices?

MY: I'm cautious about this since each person is in a unique place, unique in their maturity and growth. For younger
students, I ask them to be fully devoted and focused. That’s the most important during the early stages. Everything else
is just secondary.

The relationship is fundamentally very simple. We are all on the same path. Within that, I may have much to offer them
and also much to learn from them. Human relationships are just like that. We each have our own needs, and knowing the
needs of each other, we can borrow from one another and offer to one another.

MH: Anything you learned from your students?

MY: Mutual influence is extremely subtle. Things you wouldn’t normally notice can have the power to liberate you. A
split second can spark your imagination, your understanding. Because we’re unique but on the same road, there’s a lot of
mutual inspiration. The influence I have on students should be subconscious and natural, not intentional. There’s an old
saying in China, “soak without sound.” An intrinsic absorption takes place, beyond your method and means. If you use
all your heart, you can gather a lot about the other person. Each one of us is a vehicle, containing many elements other
than our own, unlimited in how much from just one other person we can carry inside us, so subtly and delicately.

MH: How did you choose Fang Kai?

MY: It wasn't really a choice for either of us. The period right after graduation was tough for Fang Kai. He was very
troubled and began presenting his works to me. I hadn’t paid much attention to him while he was at school but after he
came to me with these paintings, I discovered how sensitive and intricate his mind was. Perhaps part of me shares the
same temperament so I appreciated in him my own sensitivities. And since he was struggling, I thought I could offer
some advice.

I also felt he had a very strong ability to absorb. That’s of course because he uses his whole heart. In our daily
conversations, I feel that nothing goes to waste, because Fang Kai quickly absorbs everything and puts it to work.

Fang Kai had a breakthrough period in my view. He was suddenly liberated and because he’d suppressed so much up
till then, it was powerful. He has the right attitude. The soil is almost pure, clean.

That’s not to say the teacher and student must always have chemistry. I saw a temperament in Fang Kai that I respected
so I didn’t really have to teach him much. He absorbed and discerned a lot by himself. In fact, I haven’t taught him much
at all. After all, much of what I show him isn’t mine to being with. It belongs to the great masters. I am only retelling,
disseminating what we collectively respect of the great masters.
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MH: How do you see him developing as an artist?

MY: He's just stepped into a fairly new stage. As we say, a foot has its limits and an inch goes its own mile. Each person
is dealt an equal portion of shortcomings and strengths. How you grow depends on your self-knowledge, knowing your
purpose, and gradually finding your own orbit and rhythm. This will be his biggest challenge. After all he is quite young.
He has found his basic direction but he will be tested and he knows it.

MH: I like how you said that, amongst you and your fellow artists and students, there are differences but there is a
uniting ethos, which is the ideal of painting. What is the ideal and what are the differences?

MY: In the big picture, we're not very different. We're all doing the same thing, we all recognise its power and its value to
us, and that very possibly, it's what bodies forth our personal value. Fang Kai and I share the same values standpoint.

The “ideal of painting” isn’t a specific ideal in reality. Painting is itself limited. Only when it fuses with life, with history,
memory and consciousness does it become substantial. Painting is a vehicle, a space, within which life is rendered
truthfully. If we use it honestly, art will grow in value and clarity, to reflect more faithfully the meaning of our being.

MH: Tell us about your greatest mentor.

MY: The word “great” is a bit intimidating. There are many ancient masters who are great mentors, great gods. In my
life there are also many mentors. In fact a good mentor doesn’t need to be extraordinary. He's just like your friend, your
brother. Which is why many of my previous mentors have become my friends. And some who have never been my
teachers have left a profound impression.

MH: What kind of student were you?

MY: As a student I was very serious and diligent. I was traditional, nothing special. I studied hard and whole-heartedly,
and always wanted to improve. In life we always have mentors. Many people will enrich your understanding. Never
stop learning and refining. Many things can be your teacher, whereas your own resources are limited.

I often tell my students there is a “way” to learning. You must understand yourself first. You can’t learn everything
without principles. Learning is in itself an art. You can’t be purposeless. Otherwise you are just following the wind,
talking about ideals but not living it out.

MH: Any memorable teacher-student moments to share?

MY: So many, but all in a whirl! I can’t be specific right now. My head is already swelling!

MH: What would you like to tell young people?

MY: Nothing really. Young people have their own ideas. I only have specific words for close friends, particular words for
particular people and students, no general mantras.
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Private Collection, Beijing
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2012
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Private Collection, Nanjing
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