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Reading on the Code in Yan Han

Structural Modality of Yan Han’s Abstract Painting
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The Shock Power of Yan Han's Oil Painting

® Jun Li

It is undoubtedly correct for the public to regard Yan
Han as one of the most fruitful and best-known Chinese
contemporary printmakers with most typical spirit of
the age, but this is not what Yan Han is all about, because
the talent of an art master is never limited to only one
kind of painting. As far as Yan Han is concerned, he is
more of a master of "plastic arts" than a mere printmaker.
As aresult, the research of Yan Han's oil paintings must
be based on the understanding from his more and deeper
spiritual levels. Only so can we gain a complete picture
of him. Our conclusion about him should not be drawn
just by browsing his painting albums, but through deeper
analysis, taste and comprehension. All the enthusiastic
representations in the form of "abstract geometric shape”

and mental allusion inspire us to think.

We know from the history that Pablo Picasso is not only
an epoch-making oil painter, but also a printmaker, a
sculptor and even a potter, so is Lion Milo.He is an oil
painter, works at the creation of sculpture. Edgar Degas
not only gets tremendous achievements on the oil
painting, but also is a master of powder painting and
sculpture. These are so many examples of this kind,
from which we can discover a strange kind of
phenomenon: World-class art masters are usually
versatile. They not only have extensive interests, but
more importantly, they have a special kind of creative
power, which is absent in other~ordina’r7/§éaple but
ubiquitous in them. All of them share one thing in
common: "integration." Yan Han's oil painting is just a

good reflection of integration.

The artistic development of Yan Han can be divided into
distinctive stages, each of which inherits its predecessor.
In his early years he studied in Hangzhou National Art
Academy, he had already mastered the expressional
skills of oil paintings. He was enlightened by western
modern art. After the outbreak of Anti-Japanese War, he
left for Yan'an at the moment of national crisis. Soon he
gave up oil painting and picked up woodcarving. This is
partly because of the hard environment and material
shortage in the area of Taihang Mountain, but a more
important reason is that the situation of the war required
him to do so. In the years of "blood and fire," Yan Han,

with a gun in one hand and a cutter in the other, began

his fight career as both a soldier and a painter. During
this period Yan Han created many classic woodcarvings
in Chinese art history, such as When the Enemy Searches
the Mountain, Do Not Let the Enemy Rob Our Grains,
Five Brave Men on Langya Mountain, etc. These works
have already become a reflection of the Far East battle-
field of World War I1. As time goes by, the historic value

of such works will become more significant.

In addition, Yan Han's other classic works, such as New
Door, Choosing Beans, Complaints, Old Shepherds,
and many other modern prints, such as Spring Tide,
Shake Hands Toward the Ocean, Apple in the frame, the
Cosmetic Glory, etc., have been collected by many
important museums in the world, and now they have
become his representative works of each period. Since
the early 80s, Yan Han has restarted to work at oil
painting, which he gave up in 1957 because he was
labeled as a "rightist." With the expansion of spiritual
connotation, his oil painting began to show a "qualita-
tive" leapfrogging. Modern elements are particularly
obvious in his works of late period. Yan Han's works,
which contain his inner impulse and pursuit for new

things, will bring us to an art kingdom of freedom.

The career of Yan Han was full of legends. His zigzag
life experience inevitably was reflected in his works of
each period. In his long career of creation, Yan Han's art
experienced "simplism" period, "realism" period, "black”
period, "romanticism" period and "geometric abstract”
period. In 1949, after the founding of new China, the
impulse that Yan Han accumulated in his deep heart was
inspired by historical upheavals and surging combat life
started to appear in his oil paintings. In several years,
Yan Han created a lot of oil paintings with important
themes, among which are Choosing of Beans, The 8th
Route Army Crossing Yellow River toward East, Cave
Battle, Flooding as Military Tactics, Put the Victorious
Flag on the Peak of Homeland and other large-scale oil
paintings. These thematic and large-scale oil paintings
reflected Yan Han's romantic art qualities and the ability
to control important topics. But soon after, the sudden
and unexpected "anti-rightism" movement interrupted
the development of his oil painting and a disaster fell on

him. He was labeled as a "rightist" in 1957 and in the
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next 21 years, he had to stop his work as a painter.
Although in those humiliating days, his "oil painting
dream" was difficult to realize, he still insisted on
fighting against the fate with his paintbrush and engrav-
ing knife. That's why he was called at that time as "a
fighter who keeps fighting even when he was knocked
flat on his back." After 1979, Yan Han's wrong was
righted. His art flounced out of the dark spiritual world
and entered a colorful world. This was an important
reason why he restarted his oil painting. In the new
period, the oil painting of Yan Han began to be away
from the route of "realism." The frustration and hard-
ship endowed him with a "rebellious" and resilient
personality. Yan Han promoted the paintings to a new
state from his special and abstract art angle of view. The
tremendous "quantitative" change opened the door to
the "abstract art," and the "geometric" consciousness

hidden in his personality was suddenly awakened.

If we see his oil creation which he has carried out for
nearly 20 years since then, we can perceive a strong
power full of humanity. His oil painting shows his
fantastic artistic feats in both quantity and quality. The
strong visual impact and the twisted but erect artistic
form are just an epitome of his personality. Besides, we
have found new artistic concept from his enormous
abstract works. The style of his painting goes in a
"reverse" direction to his age. The older he is, the
younger his painting looks. And even the most radical
young artists are shocked by this. In 1996 he held his art
exhibition in celebrity of the 60th year of his painting
career in China Art Gallery. His works can be divided
into two parts. One is the "simplism" period in the
liberation area, the other is the modern part. On the
exhibition, Professor Richard Moore of the Department
of Psychology of the University of Pennsylvania said
excitedly, "There is a considerable difference between
the two periods. The key point is that the two are both
pretty excellent. It is worth studying from the perspec-

tive of psychology."

It should be pointed out that when we focus on the
change of Yan Han's oil paintings, we cannot ignore the
deep meaning behind these works. For most people,

especially those immature artists, abstract art is a pure

visual "game," but it is not the case for Yan Han, a man
who has experienced hardships and seen the true mean-
ing of life. An artist with strong social responsibility
must reflect his concern for reality and life in any form
of his works. It is this opinion that makes Yan Han
different from most western abstract artists. So the oil
painting of Yan Han embodies not only the reform in
form but also the evolution in his life and art perspective,
which we can see clearly from his works. In 2004 he
finished the oil painting Tortured Column, from which
we can see a standing image under high pressure. His oil
painting /llusion represents his attitude towards life:
"Fierce-browsed, I defy the ten thousand pointing fingers.
" His oil painting Collapsing Wall shows an impact of
the democratic power on the conservative force. His oil
painting Crescent shows an escape from the control and
a desire for freedom. All these works contain strong
realistic spirit, which endows the works with an ever-

lasting life.

We should specially mention Yan Han's contribution to
the art form. He abstracts "image sign" and "structural
modality" to make up his own artistic "code." This is an
unusual and important sign to the great artist, and also
a manifestation of Yan Han's splendid beauty theory. In
fact, there are not too many artists who can stand out and
be worth studying in history. We should make a com-
plete evaluation to these people. As for a-great artist, the
criteria is, his works must go in hand in hand with the
reality, and must be with people in the great historic
reform. His works should reflect the true social conflicts.

Yan Han is a person up to such criteria.

The reason why we should make a study of Yan Han's
oil painting lies in the thought and aesthetic value in his
works. In 2005 he published an artistic book, named The
Mediation of Yan Han's Art, which took him nearly 20
years. The book recorded his in-deep analysis of art, the
mediation of the spiritual phenomenon, and life. It
shows his aesthetic system as well as his great contribu-

tion to the Chinese modern art history.
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