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Towards Absoluteness
My Impressions on Yang Kai’s Paintings

Wang Duanting
Researcher at China Arts Research Institute

Paintings show us things that people can see and should see,
but also often do not see.
Goethe
It was in 1987 that Yang Kai went to study at the Ecole
Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, when he should know that
the step he took was not simply an entrance to a world-famous

artistic institution of higher learning but an encounter with a
century-old history of traditional Chinese painting. He was not the
pioneer, though. Since the 20th Century, more than 20 Chinese
master painters, including Lin Fengmian, Xu Beihong, Wu Dayu,
Yan Wenliang, Liu Haisu, Wu Zuoren, and Wu Guanzhong, had
studied at this school, which was founded in 1795; and they, just
like Prometheus holding a baton, had endured great hardships in
taking the kindling of Western oil painting back to China, adding
glamour to the traditional Chinese painting.

Time speeds past; everything changes with the elapse of
time. Over the last century, the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des
Beaux-Arts has sent away countless students of the arts to all
corners of the world; and the histories of both France and the
Western arts have experienced many ups and downs. At the time
when Yang Kai set foot on the land of Paris, Western arts had
shifted from modernism to post-modernism, while in China, his
motherland, there had been no fluctuation artistically, yet socially.
As it’s known to all, Chinese arts had long been shadowed in
politics—from the wars of national liberation to the revolutionary
civil war; from the time of the Republic of China to that of the
People’s Republic of China; from the anti-rightist movement to the
Cultural Revolution—all of which have restricted and controlled
the progress of the arts.

It was the big year for Yang Kai to seek further study overseas
when China implemented the economic reform policy and opened
its doors wider to the rest of the world.

Yang Kai began to study at the studio, one of the two studios
for figurative painting in the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des
Beaux-Arts, at that time, run by Professor Pierre Carron, a well-
known modern French painter and sculptor.

Professor Carron was born in Fécamp, a coastal city in Seine-
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Maritime, western France, on December 16, 1932. He studied
at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in 1951;
and continued his study, with Prix de Roman, at the Académie
francaise in Rome, lItaly, under the guidance of then President
Balthus in 1960. Seven years later, he became professor of the
Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts. In 1990, he was
made academician of the Académie des Beaux-Arts. And in 2002,
he served as president.

Prof. Carron’s painting style has been deeply influenced by
Balthus: His motives are described concrete figurative — concise
and dignified at the same time. However, there are differences
in terms of topics and presentation: The majority of Balthus’
are depictions of characters and their loneliness while those
of Carron’s are religious, strongly mysterious with an appeal of
decoration.

Over the past few decades, as a senior professor at the Ecole
Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Prof. Carron has guided
innumerable students from all parts of the world. He tutored Xu
Mangyao and Chen Weide from China at this studio prior to Yang Kai.

Yang Kai, 31 then, was quite confident before he entered Prof.
Carron’s studio. He graduated from Xi’an Academy of Fine Arts
and the Department of Fine Arts, Northwest Normal University,
where he later taught for seven years. He should have been a
fairly matured painter with solid groundwork of basic skills. What
he had learned and taught, however, was only the oil-painting
language filtered through the conception of local Chinese culture.

As Prof. Carron saw it, his new student’s work in Chinese style
was lack of vitality, color of light, and space. Prof. Carron told
Yang that he could not grasp the right language of painting unless
he abandoned his old habit.

Like many professors in Western academies of fine arts, Prof.
Carron never imposed his ideas upon others, nor did he lead them
on the path blazed by other painters. What he insisted on is to give
full play to the talent of every of his students, advocate individuality,
and discourage convergence. He encouraged Yang all the time to
feel with his heart and observe with his eyes the vitality inside the
natural subjects and the subtle changes of light outside.

Explaining in words rather than teaching by his own example,
Prof. Carron put Yang Kai, who was used to the education at
home focusing on detailed skills and techniques, in the middle of
nowhere.

In almost half a year, Yang Kai got lost and felt himself a
complete new hand at painting because what he had learned
at home was useless; and more than that, he knew nothing at



all about the language of the arts in Paris—just like his language
problems: nobody could follow him when he spoke Chinese and
he could hardly understand anyone talking in French. The only
thing he could do was to draw some simple stuff, stiff.

Yang Kai was more bothered in face of so many choices of
schools of painting. He was aware of the direction but had no idea
of which way to go. He placed himself in a dark tunnel, far beyond
the outlet. He was not desperate, though, but spared unremitting
efforts, searching. One day, he suddenly saw the light, and flied, in
a sense, from a worm. He became acquainted with the language
that belongs to painting, and finally satisfied his tutor with a set of
paintings.

Prof. Carron’s studio seemed to still use the Renaissance
teaching methods. He came to teach twice a week; or he would
take his students to all museums in Paris, explaining masterpieces
of the past on display.

Prof. Carron asked his students to bear in mind that painting
should be bestowed with life, a product of blending and fitting
between the painter and his subject. Each of his brush wielding
and touching should be closely linked to his heart beat and pulse.
Prof. Carron paid special attention to the function and utilization
of painting materials as well as the importance of the drawing
details. He showed his students how dramatic a work would be
changed by using a wee bit of paint.

Yang Kai believes what he has learned in the studio is
an enlightenment of modern painting rather than a training
of technical skills. His heart completely changed under the
imperceptible influence of the free atmosphere created by Prof.
Carron and the artistic environment in Paris. As it were, Yang
experienced a process of getting rid of the stale creative mode
of traditional Chinese oil painting and receiving the fresh genuine
language of Western oil painting during his study at the Ecole
Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts.

What marks Yang’s newborn painting is a set of work,
Courtyards of Paris, which mainly depicts the upper part of
buildings in Paris, represented by Corner of les Beaux-Arts de
Paris and Orange Window, finished in 1988. These works might
look nothing remarkable, but they are the New World that Yang
has discovered.

The point is that these works are all about what Yang Kai
has seen through the windows of Prof. Carron’s studio: These
structures are centuries old; and they are more than common in
Paris. What’s amazing is that Yang described them in his own
painting language—a reminder of a saying, in the Western art

circles, by Paul Cézanne (1839-1906): “What you paint doesn’t
matter but what matter is how you paint.”

Yang Kai completely left what he had taken for granted,
traditional Chinese oil painting, for a standard French language of
modern oil painting.

His new works look as concrete as before; but, obviously,
lifelike representation is no longer the core of his artistic creation.
He even renounced three-dimensional building but stressed on
two-dimensional surface composition. No detail is overlooked,
even the lightest stroke beyond one’s vision: the shadow of
branches on the wall - submitting to the balance and coordination
of the entire picture.

As Paul Cézanne believed, “Painting is not a pursuit of nature
but it exists in parallel with nature.”

Educated by modern Western concepts, Yang Kai presents a
new look in his paintings, which shows very different tastes and
interests from traditional realist painting, and splits farther from
photography.

Later on, Yang Kai named his style Nouveau Réalisme, which
has been defined by Pierre Restany (1 930-2003), an internationally
well-known French art critic and cultural philosopher. Restany
defined a group of artists, including Yves Klein, Arman and
Christo, as bearing in common a "new perspective of reality"
through ready-made articles, equipment, behavior, and
performance.

As a matter of fact, during Yang'’s stay in Paris, Figuration
libre was very popular in post-realist France. It was not isolated
artistic phenomenon; it was actually a French version of Neo-
Expressionism that sprang up across the Western painting
circles during the 1980s. In another word, Figuration libre was an
alternative name for Neo-Expressionism in France.

There is another term for this school—Nouveau Fauvisme,
which involved many painters living by canvas in France.

Though varying in works by different artists, one thing was
in common. All pictures were vividly depicted—not for the sake
of lifelike representation. Instead, they were drawn to express
feelings rather than telling the stories.

Yang Kai's painting style met the artistic trend in France at that
time. In this sense, not only Yang has learned how to talk in good
Western language but he has also learned how to talk in Paris
dialect in his artistic creation.

As such, in September 1992, four of Yang Kai's works were
chosen to be showcased at Salon Figuration Critique in Grand
Palais, Paris; and they won high praise from the viewers and the
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French artistic critical circles.

Yang Kai resembles Paul Cézanne during his work. Peaceful
and rigorous, he could gaze at an ordinary view and put it on his
canvas—meaningful and thought-provoking—after careful go-
over. Nevertheless, his works are not as rationalistically detached
and cool headed as Paul Cézanne’s.

As far as taste is concerned, Yang Kai's paintings are more
like Henri Matisse’s Fauvisme, which holds that "I am waiting for
a kind of balanced, pure and quiet art which does not contain
any subject of disturbance or distress. For a mental worker, a civil
servant or a writer, it could be a comfort, a kind of sedatives, or a
comfortable long chair, able to eliminate fatigue. "

As we can tell, the painting gusto of Yang Kai has derived from
the same origin of the artistic pursuit of Matisse; and its artistic
style is as elegant as the French.

It is a faithful goal where the truth lies for modern Western
art to get rid of the ties of religion and politics, to slam the
door of literature, to surpass natural imitation, and to build the
independent value of the art form.

Therefore, we can say, a modern Western history of arts is a
history of arts marching towards the absoluteness. It took half a
year for Yang Kai to step into the kingdom of Pure Art in Paris;
and for the Chinese arts, as a whole, it took more than half a
century.

During the late 1920s, Lin Fengmian and Xu Beihong went
to Paris in 1917 and 1919, respectively, to study at the Ecole
Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts. One learned the newly-
rising modernist art, another learned classical realism. After
returning to China in 1925 and 1928, respectively, Lin's “new art”
was left alone while Xu’'s “old art” won tremendous appreciation.
The reason is that China did not develop as fast as the Western
world and what was needed was realist art, which could serve
politics, rather than the non-utility formalist paintings.

In 1931, Ni Yide and Pang Xungin established Juelanshe in
Shanghai, and the next year, they made a bold and generous
declaration in Juelanshe Manifesto: “Come on! Let’s create a
world of colors, lines, and shapes with the passion of hurricane
and the sense of iron! We believe that painting is no more a slave
of religion, nor it is an explanation of literature. We want to build a
pure world of figuration, freely, comprehensively.”

The faith of Pure Art, the artists of Juelanshe held, was soon
demolished by the War of Resistance Against Japan (1937-1945).

In 1950, Wu Guanzhong returned to China, his motherland,
with patriotic passion and enthusiasm. Soon after the founding
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of New China (1949), the Chinese painting circles was dominated
by socialist realism; and what Wu admired as modernism was
criticized and rejected as “the bourgeois-formalism.”

“Class struggle,” a subject of the Chinese people’s life, was not
shifted to the nation’s economic development until the late 1970s.
Realist art, headed by Xu Beihong, lost its dominant position,
giving rise to formalist art, represented by Lin Fengmian.

The Chinese artists studying abroad after China’s
implementation of reform and opening-up policies are lucky.
They had broken loose the political bondage and could choose
whatever they wanted in the realm of arts of Western post-
modernism.

Yang Kai was one of them, lucky. He was enamored of
Figuration libre, then a true love of Lin Fengmian. To a certain
extent, Yang continued the exploration of Lin’s Pure Art and
accomplished his long-cherished dream.

After his Courtyards of Paris, Yang Kai completed another
series of work, the Atelier, during 1992 and 1993, when he went
back to study at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts.
They are about Prof. Carron’s studio, where he worked everyday.

By that time, Yang Kai's sense of modern painting became
more conscious, his artistic language richer, and the picture more
concise. The indoor scenery, seemingly ordinary, was turned
into pictures full of interest after his thorough arrangement. The
interlude of lines, the organization of blocks, and the configuration
of colors present significant abstraction of constructivism.

In 1996, Yang Kai rent a studio in an attic on Rue Pierre Nicole
in downtown Paris, the well-known Quartier Latin in quiet and
tasteful surroundings, with a number of places of historic and
cultural interest, such as Panthéon, Sorbonne, and Jardin du
Luxembourg. The high physical feature offered a panoramic view
of Tour Eiffel, Tour Montparnasse, and Saint Germain des Prés, all
in the distance.

Looking out of his window, Yang Kai saw appealing pictures,
which inspired him for his series of 20 paintings, Paris Attics,
represented by Quiet Courtyard and Paris in blue. The angle for
this series is different from what he had for his Courtyards of Paris.
Looking down, Yang, for the first time, depicted views of longitude
with his brush.

The structures row upon row in Paris look tranquil and warm
through his brush, rich in color and effective in movement. The
scenery on his canvas became more plentiful than what he had
made due to the expansion of vision—a remarkable pace from a
“young wood” to a “big forest.”



