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Tracing an Artist’s Mind

Liu Jiang

1 came to know Mr. Yan Mohan (1910~ ) in the 1950s, when I took his courses
on the Russian language and the history of art. In the classroom then, I was
particularly struck by Mr.Yan’ s perceptive observations and elegant language
as he introduced us to a great variety of art works around the world. To many
of his students, he was an attentive teacher with high standards, accessible yet
widely respected.

Only many years later did [ realize that Mr. Yan had other interesting
experiences than what I saw in his classroom. He was an art student himself in

?

the “White Goose Research Institute of Arts” and “Nite Art Studio” in
Shanghai during the 1930s. In the 1950s, he began teaching and researching at
the Eastern China branch of the Central Institute of Fine Arts (now Chinese
Institute of Fine Arts) in Hangzhou. Only after the Cultural Revolution (1966~
1976) ended was he able to devotie energy to establishing a graduate program on
the history of art in the Department of the History and Theory of Fine Arts. He
also translated works from Russian, and published On [lyva Repin, Furopean Arts
dbring.rhe Renaissance, and Greek and Koman Fine Arts.

I became Professor Yan’ s colleague and neighbor upon my graduation and
began my own teaching career at my alma mater. We had apartments in the same
building and saw each other often. On holidays, those of us who studied with him
would go and pay our respect. His joy over the news of our achievements always
makes us feel that he cares for his students even though we had long graduated.

An avid reader, Mr.Yan also picked up painting again upon his retirement.
For years he kept a daily routine of hiking the hills surrounding the West Lake.
Being close to him as neighbors, 1 have had chances of viewing his new paintings
often and receive such gifts sometimes.

Nearly all of Mr.Yan’ s paintings are of small size, most of them take the

subject of flowers and, occasionally, landscape. His ingenious compositions are



accentuated by the sparse, elegant strokes and seemingly simple colors with
unexpected variations. They show his ability to assimilate the artistic
sensibilities of the East and the West, and to break new grounds after his own
taste and insight. Under his brush the images of azaleas, peonies, lilies, lotus
flowers and tulips acquire a unique spirit. Even on the traditional subjects
such as plum flowers, orchids, bamboo, and chrysanthemums, Mr.Yan’ s depiction
departs from the established format and develops his own, with unconventional
composition and color choice that underscore the contrast of the substantial
and the delicate. His landscape paintings exude free will and spontaneity, in
a playful combination of the seemingly chance strokes and broad ink patches to
highlight the paradoxical coexistence of the refined and the bold.

Mr. Yan’ s artistic creation is not the traditional kind of Chinese
painting, nor does it follow the conventions in Western tradition. He goes
bevond the superficial combination of the two, and breaks free from their usual
application of the form and the color and reaches deep into the spirit of both.
Here and there in his paintings we discern traces of the influences from Master
Bada, Jin Nong, Paul Cezanne, and Vincent van Gogh, yet all have served to
enhance the style of his own. It is only natural that he can so readily draw from
this wide array of inspirations after many years of research on the history and
theory of Chinese and Western paintings. His paintings are the reflection of his
tranquil mind and innovative spirit. Attentive viewers will also find a special
delight from reading the many inscriptions and seals he set on his paintings.
“An Occasional Note on Feelings in Idleness, ” “Only for the Limited Span of
Life, ” “Flowers Bloom and Wither, Taking Notes on Praises and Affronts [in the
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human world], 7 are just a few from those seals that mark the paintings and the

painter’s mind
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01 4 & Camellia 26 2L 7% Azalea

024 é—_( Camellia 27 ﬁl’-ﬁ—- Azalea

03,4 % Camellia 28 Ei M orchid

04 4 /‘;—Q Camellia 29 5}:"-7‘%‘ Tree peony
05 .4 :/:\ Camellia 30 #i‘ﬂ‘ Tree peony
06 4 ,/}( Camellia 31 5‘%3’-75}‘ Tree peony
07 b /‘;-Q Camellia 32 5‘&7%‘ Tree peony
08 "%*b}}?x Chinese wistaria 33 #:‘:7‘3}‘ Tree peony
09 7}’5&?’2 Plum flowers 34 #ftﬂ}ﬂ Loquat

10 7}5::{2 Plum flowers 35 2;‘;"; “F Chinese trumpet creeper
11 #84¢ Plum flowers 36 {4;)‘:{52 Lotus flowers
12 #3572, Plum flowers 37 /ﬁ‘?)z Lotus flowers
13 7}5:?{’; Plum flowers 38 {464]“/?1’(‘, Lotus flowers
14 #lﬁ:m Plum flowers 39 f\;}”:{‘z Lotus flowers
15 7*’5‘22 Plum flowers 40 %?E Lotus flowers
16 ¥4t Plum flowers A1 #TTL Lotus flowers
17 # & Grape A2 Frfe Lotus flowers
18 7]‘3:;@3 Azalea 43 4464’-]‘»?2 Lotus flowers
19 J}iﬁﬁj Azalea 44 1’4;]‘?’2 Lotus flowers
20 7}}-5% Azalea 45 7{57}’1} Pine

21 #JLE—% Azalea 46 gﬁ 7; Calabash

22 ﬁiﬁgj -Azalea 47 1—Ll7j( Landscape

23 ﬁiﬁg Azalea 48 @%’;éﬁ;;}g%}}

24 ﬁ:‘:ﬁﬁj Azalea 49 B 18

25 #J:ﬁﬁj Azalea
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Wy A& Camellia
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Ly K Camellia

45 x 50cm/1996
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Ly X Camellia
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L A Camellia
45 x 70cm/1996
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L R Camellia
45 x 70cm/1996
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¥ Chinese wistaria
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