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Of all the portraits painted by Mao Yan there is in fact only one single portrait, that of Mao Yan himself. When I
look at those neurotic faces and elegantly exaggerated features, I tell myself that there is probably only one picture
he will ever paint, which is his own face. In this respect, Mao Yan is an ardent explorer of the soul, so much so as
to ignore the richness of external features of humankind. He seeks to expose the most concealed and delicate traits
of the human character, and turn them into visually striking images. He intentionally erases from these figures
emblems of their age, for instance clothing and ornaments, in order to turn them into general symbols of the human
figure. He paints the individual personality as a representation of human nature in general, so that the human figure
can no longer be restricted by figuration alone. Through elevating the individual figure to a general statement about
human beings, Mao Yan has elevated his own artistic character to achieve a rich narrative in seemingly simple

statements.

Mao Yan’s paintings have become progressively purer and simpler. He has abandoned his own unique
sensitivity to colour in order to create a mysterious dimness and greyness. Perhaps this is a reflection of Mao Yan’s
evolving views on life and art. Through extreme purity art arrives at its most rarefied state. This is a challenging
experiment in the art of reduction. Tempting the edge of precipice and not transgressing it is a rigorous discipline for

both the soul and for artistic creation.

Selected from “Impendence: The State of Mao Yan” by Li Xiaoshan, 1999
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Mao Yan’s Painting
Pi Li

Mao Yan tries rigorously to retrieve the possibility of expression of classical painting in contemporary art. Graduated
from the Oil Painting Department of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Mao Yan received the most traditional
training in painting technique. The Second Studio, from which he hails, demanded of its students a highly proficient
mastery and adoption of realistic painting language. Such training nurtured special artistic taste in Mao Yan’s work,
and has also always enabled him in terms of mind-set to surpass the so-called ‘contemporary artistic practice’. After
graduation, Mao Yan was sent to work for Nanjing Academy of Fine Arts where he is now far away from the centre
of contemporary art. Like all the literati from that region, he insistently engages in the important work he sees for
himself, which is contemporary transformation of the classical painting language. Portraits are the focus of Mao
Yan’s work. During the last ten years, the painter has been concentrating on his immediate friends as subject matter.
Portrait painting is quite ancient. The genre appeared together with the rise of oil painting. When human history
entered modern times, the establishment of democratic politics led to the demise of the momentum for the
development of portrait paintings which used to serve as admiration for ancestry and power. In the arena of
contemporary painting, we can hardly see any artists who take portrait painting as their lifelong subject. Meanwhile,
the appearance of photographic technology also reduced the authority of portrait painting. In terms of authenticity in
physical form, portrait paintings could compete with photographs. It is upon this cultural background that Mao Yan
creates portrait paintings. It is also the pioneering nature of his insistence on portrait painting. Mao Yan does not try
to capture an “image” in the physical sense. He wants to capture an “image” on the psychological level. It would not
be an exaggeration to interpret his paintings as portraits of the spirit of contemporary people. The people he depicts
or the people who are depicted by him are always put into a deep instability and present certain unique neurotic
features. In his portrait paintings, all the figures seem to be separated from concrete time and space, not existing in
any backgrounds. Their absence leads to the disappearance of their identities, social status and concrete cultural

references. These figures seem to float in the air; even though they have a sense of volume, they seem to be



weightless. For Mao Yan, the very ancient category of art, portrait painting,
means the combination of observation and presentation. What he stresses
first is to “observe”. The development of science and technology has
enriched the variety of ways of looking at things from spy satellites to
photomicrography. While methods of observation may have expanded
dramatically, we seem to have forgotten its true purpose. The purpose of
“observation” is getting to know about things. What the infinite expansion of
methods of “observation” has provided us is only an increase in content.
However, this increase in content cannot lead directly to the depths of our
understanding and in particular deep understanding of the human spirit and
time. Sometimes, we seem to forget the purpose of our gaze. What Mao Yan
does is to retrieve the rational and legitimate features of this gaze. For him,
the “gaze” of artistic perspective means not only a way of observation, but
also a tour of spirituality. This manner is out of date, but still very effective.
Or in other words, when we forget why we look at it, it seems there is a
special effect. In terms of artistic taste, Mao Yan is very classical. He is
fascinated with producing “good” works of good taste, and creating
graceful paintings. This is the largest difference between Mao Yan and other
so-called contemporary artists. However, this does not blemish the
contemporary features in his paintings. In Mao Yan’s artwork, there is no
concrete human existence. On the surface, these figures all have one
prototype. From a more extensive perspective, they have no specific
identities. They are one element from the large pool of contemporary people.
What Mao Yan attempts to depict is something spiritual, which is very
sensitive and fragile, though very sharp at the same time. It is because of
this that the objects that Mao Yan paints are so few. He often paints one
figure repetitively. For painters, this repetitive depiction is a research
process for analysing human beings and a mastery of human versatility. Of
course, first and foremost, this process also involves meticulous refinement
of technique and language. Because of this process, Mao Yan presents not
only one portrait, but also a “spiritual portrait” of the present day. He applies

the classical method to approach and expose the spiritual world of his

contemporaries and herein lie his contemporary traits. In these paintings, we
can sense directly the artist’s supreme preference for purity. Capturing his
figures’ characteristics and spiritual sentiments is only one aspect of his
work. At the same time, the artist plays out incredibly well his unique
language in these paintings, which is his excellence in delivering corporal
melodies and delicate colours. Each of his touches is complemented with the
structure of the body. However, there is a sonata-like relationship between

the touches. If you have a chance to communicate with the artist, you will
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