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An Imitation of Song Dynasty Painter Ma Lin's
“Secret Fragrance and Dappled Shadow”
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1999
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Interview Dream Day

SUNDAY-ART: From 1996 your work has successively undergone some changes in creative
methods and choice of topics. In those works you fused traditional photographing on the spot,
computer synthesis, and even more direct method - dyeing the surfaces of the pictures. They
were portraits, still life, landscapes and installations. Can you describe the creative thinking and

motives that resulted in those works?

HL: The whole concept has originated from Chinese traditional (art). For one thing, it was
my interest in painting style of the Song Dynasty. There was a time, when 1 could not paint
in oil, so I tried doing some small installations and made photos of them. Later, I used some
flower-and-bird paintings of the Song Dynasty. From the point of form and composition I
used the method of a round silk fan of the Song Dynasty. At the beginning I didn't think
well. I borrowed the irregular round form of the round silk fan of the Song Dynasty. But
later, taking into consideration of modern aesthetic standards, I made it look more like
advertisement: the form of a fan was made perfectly round, the image clearer, the colours of
a background also cleaner, brighter, such as bright yellow or blue. The old paintings on the

round silk fans time would age into that dark brown.

Facing modern society, I chose a pattern of those times, the structure of pictures of the Song
Dynasty, but the birds that were alive in the paintings are dead in mine. A dead bird, being a
kind of conceptual symbol, is actually a continuation of my ideas when I made oil paintings.
The dead bird is maybe me. As an existentialist philosopher Martin Heidegger said: “I face
reality with my eyes closed tight.” Pondering on a problem with such philosophical background

is actually a kind of nostalgia for traditional beautiful things that are already gone.

I must say it's a sort of a terrible, contradictory state of mind. Including the Suzhou Park
that I photographed, and the scenery like in the Forbidden City are also very contradictory.
Chinese traditional culture isn' t always beautiful. It has good things as well as bad things.
This is how I understand Chinese ancient civilization. I can "t say I criticize it, or appreciate

it. I just reveal the traditional Chinese culture that exists in my heart, and the way I
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understand it. It's the saying of one poet: "I love deeply and also hate that land under my

feet.” This kind of contradiction.

SUNDAY-ART: In your creative work a lot of inspirations originate from duplicating and

reproducing of Chinese famous classical paintings. Does this duplicating and reproducing have

any special meaning to you and your audience?

HL: First, modern Chinese people do not really understand the paintings of the Song
Dynasty. China itself has a lot of outstanding culture, but it has been slowly fading from the
memory of today 's Chinese people. In this society, hit by the shocking wave of developing
economy, there are not so many people who still think about the relationship between

the inner world of Chinese people and the blood running in their veins. Therefore, when [
advocate this, I, in fact, remind or even warn everyone that those things are beautiful. We

have lost what we used to have. It 's a kind of nostalgia for lost things, lost native land. Deep

in my heat I have a kind of melancholy that is characteristic of Chinese scholars.

SUNDAY-ART: To fully understand your works do the viewers have to know and understand

beforehand the history of that period or do they have to understand the original background of

ancient paintings?

HL: If the viewers understand ancient culture in some way when they see my works it 's even
better, because a tradition can "t be cut off too easily. A lot of modern aesthetic standards
originate from traditional ones. Even so the viewers don "t know the Song Dynasty or ancient
culture, but in their heads they still have a kind of imprint left by traditions that will always

help them to understand what they see and consider it beautiful.

SUNDEAY-ART: Do you believe that your works will stimulate an awareness of that imprint in

their heads?

HL: It “s very difficult to say, because the modern culture is developing very fast. It 's almost
impossible to say that after a viewer sees a painting, he or she will start contemplating what
he or she had seen. I don "t think it will happen. My works contain a kind of beauty that can
make you feel uncomfortable. I remember what curator Wu Liang said about my works: “At
first glance the works are very beautiful, but at closer look they make you feel uncomfortable.”
Maybe this oddness will induce the viewers to start thinking. For example, you see a beautiful

flower, and the composition is also beautiful, but suddenly you see a bird, lying there, and a

drop of blood next to it~ And you feel as if a needle has pricked you.

SUNDAY-ART: After you "ve tried different methods of photographing and creation do you

regard yourself as a conceptual artist or a modern photographer in a traditional sense?
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