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Childhood, Landscapes,
Faces and a Reversal of
Unexpected Fate

Guo Xiaoyan Chief Curator, Ullens Center for Contemporary Art



Landscape of Childhood

Yan Pei-Ming began painting landscapes in 1995, and using his
consistently untamed brushwork in black and white to render
the transitioning spaces of current world affairs, he expresses his
profound worries and solemn thoughts on the environment, or
positions on the common plight of mankind in the international
political context. Examining his series of landscape paintings, it is,
in all circumstances, the scenery which affords a view of the artist's
inner psychology. The natural plains, forests and country landscapes
that he paints, once merged with elements from classic European
landscapes, narrate hazy vistas that appear and disappear into our
line of vision. The spaces, shrouded by murky primary grey tones,
are permeated by an anxiety and an unknown that is difficult to
perceive; this is the particularly Chinese frame of mind known as
having "an abyss in one's chest." He calls these works "international
landscapes," and he also calls them “international landscapes, evil
lands." He has said before: "This is an international landscape, and
thus we don't know where we're located." Revealed within them is
the artist's deep concern for and anxiety over the low political state
humanity has sunk into, and his troubled thoughts on the individual's
fate in history.

Similar to the headline of the exhibition, Landscape of Childhood,
on the occasion of his solo exhibition at the Ullens Center for
Contemporary Art, Yan Pei-Ming has wielded his brush on a gallery
walt to paint an "international landscape," a mural of enormous
dimensions — and it is an illusory scene, always hard to define. The
artist said: "This is a view of the world, and a view of the heart,
similar to childhood landscapes which we can never clearly discern
as being true." Childhood landscapes are where we begin our lives,
with their hazy beginning, magnificent natural calm, that all belong to
an inherent vastness, and they have an uncontrollable sorrow. When

we recollect our lives, scenes from our childhood become a realm
of perplexity containing ambiguous characteristics and a certain
radiance; they are concealed amidst the distant places in our lives, yet
forever materialize before our eyes. In a certain sense, the beginning
of our lives is marked by a kind of purity and equality. But our personal
fates are ever working in concert with profound historical depths, the
echoes of history lingér within us, and respond to the summons of
fate. Childhood scenes echo both the freedom of life and its restraints,
those things that it absorbed from its submerged fountainhead, and
the things that make up the heart of life and its territory. When life
drifts away from this source, it becomes like Yan Pei-Ming's clumsy
and ambiguous winding road: is it an escape from life, or a road
leading to emptiness? And only through the road's disappearance do
our lives become like an endless twisting contortion.

What we see contrasting with this enormous landscape in the
exhibition hall, and these arbitrary "childhood faces" - individuals
between birth and death — are ourselves. Can the story of the
individual finally be narrated as a life with both an end and a
beginning? The actors are individuals, and they are also the narrators,
and this becomes a portion of the ancient story, one with no end and
no beginning. But history is like an enormous curtain of "landscape,"
and within it we become lost amidst our thoughts.

The term "faces," if we inspect it carefully, not only act as a surface
or the outward appearance of people as "objects," these "faces" are
likewise observers. Only when we face "them" do they become the
face of a person. Then, shouldn't we examine more closely these
fateful encounters? Is this a metaphor that is communicated through
the faces of those children in the portraits? The testimony of our own



existence is reflected in encounters with "others," in encounters in
which we can't know the outcome — perhaps the burden of our fate
began as a childhood journey. In 1987 Yan Pei-Ming started painting
chairman Mao, then in 1991 he exhibited the group of portraits in
the exhibition My Story Began With His History. In Rome, 1994 he
completed his large scale series of paintings “Water Margin, The 108
Outlaws," in which he painted figures from the French art world and
the legendary Chinese outlaws of the marsh, and covered the walls
of the famous Villa Medici. In 1996 Yan Pei-Ming painted the portraits
of 21 vagrant children on the streets of South Africa's largest African
city, Soweto, and then exhibited them at the memorial of Hector
Peterson — a memorial built to remember the people killed in anti-
apartheid struggles of the 1976 "Soweto Uprising." It was the death
of Hector Peterson, a twelve-year-old boy, which incited these riots.
After returning to France, he spent several months interacting with
the children on the most impoverished street in Paris, St. Dennis
Street. He painted their portraits, and depicted the spirit and dreams,
desires and fears that lie deep in the hearts of these marginalized
children from immigrant families as idols, and then exhibited them in
the Pantheon of Paris. During that time, the portraits that he selected
were of those insignificant people with nothing to their name: the
outsiders, crippled, prostitutes, and wanderers.

As everyone knows, the concept of the "naked human being"
received much attention from Western political thinkers in the 20th
century. One example is Hannah Arendt's analysis of the condition of
nation-less refugees and their state of nakedness while living deprived
of citizenship and human rights in The Origins of Totalitarianism. The
[talian philosopher Giorgio Agamben took this concept even further,
attempting to discuss and redefine the politics of modern sovereign
states and the fundamental state of existence that contemporary
humans are confronting. He used the Latin term "homo sacer" to
explain the "naked" life. In the most general sense, "naked" lives are

those who have been excluded from the nation-state, as in refugees
who have no state, or criminals who have been stripped of their rights
and privilege. Yan Pei-Ming's reflection on the issue of "naked human
beings" gave his creations an air of social criticism.

The images of the "childhood faces" exhibited here at UCCA were
provided by a private hospital in Beijing and a charitable organization.
These children are marginalized in their own society; they are sick,
abandoned orphans and homeless children. They seem to exist in a
paradox: in one respect, according to formal laws they should enjoy
the right to fundamental protection rights and enjoy formal civil rights,
but in fact, they do not enjoy any actual rights. So much so that
sometimes, they are abstracted into a certain identity and afforded
cheap sympathy, which floats about in their ears without an ounce
of significance — but in actuality, the world is numb to this, one's fate
seems to be an imminent fact incapable of arousing any emotion or
political reaction.

Here, Yan Pei-Ming's portraits ought to be a kind of “spirit portrait."
This point is especially reflected in the exhibition design. For their
exhibition, Yan Pei-Ming has depicted his children's portraits as
national flags, appropriately dimensioned for national flags, which hang
from upside down flag poles. The overall installation is composed as
a "line of flags" — they surmount the ordinary feeling of grandeur or
variety, and hint at the strength of life and the goodness of original
intention. With the fluttering of the flags, the infinitely alternating
and crinkling faces have an even less indeterminate "appearance,”
endowing the work with a unique complexity and ability to stir the
viewer. It exceeds the artist's concern for the individual and takes
shape as a concern for the "naked human being" and universal fate.
Flags, over thousands of years of history have symbolized leaders and
power; in ancient wars until modern war, they have always represented
advancing troops. Today, the flags here are imbued with another



implication — they represent direction; they represent human pursuits.
The stately and emblematic symbol of the flag in Yan Pei-Ming's
work, together with the abstractly magnified and undulating fate of the
common people, is thereby confirmed in our memory.

The artist's "Ego," is in fact "emptiness" with a capital "E." Yan Pei-
Ming understood this clearly very early on. Painting provided him
with an excellent opportunity to contemplate issues of time, fate and
death. In painting, the cycle of life and death is carved into our minds
through traces of existence, and Yan Pei-Ming is deeply cognizant of
painting's significance to him. He has brought physical experience
into his painting production cycle, emphasizing mastery and the
possibilities of maximum expression painting has on the driving
process of mind and body. This has intentionally created a tension
between the artwork and artistic norms, subverting the experience
of easel art and any knowledge that comes with experience. He
always completes a painting in an incredibly short amount of time,
indisputably congealing traces of speed and power within it, as well
as a definite body and living emotions. In the exhibition hall, when he
opens his posture, wields his brush and confronts his "canvas," he
brandishes healthy smears of paints and absorbs his entire person
in bursts of creative intuition and in utter domination over the canvas
space. This process brings together the fleeting understanding of
life and death with anxiety over the realization and contemplation,
creating an "image" of existence for the very moment. Yan Pei-Ming
honestly admits he is incredibly sensitive towards issues of life and
death. He has painted his own father's death, the pope's death, the
death of national leaders, and he has painted what he imagines his
own death to be. "l rather like tragic, dark and sorrowful stories, | use
my own language to convey them more sharply." The exhibition hall
of UCCA had precisely such a compelling feeling of existence and
destiny. Yan Pei-Ming orients himself not merely as a painter, but as a
great artist who works in oil paint as his medium of expression.

Yan Pei-Ming's work mingles a concern for human fate with
grievousness and sentimentality, and his oeuvre is colored by a
reticent and solitary mood. Just like in this exhibition, where he paints
the hopeless and despairing gazes of these childhood "faces" with
an uncertain future — although not all hopeless — into a high place. He
paints them as a fluttering desire trying to break free from the heights
of an anonymous space, a place separated from the ground, placed
above the fluttering of flags. Is he similarly placing "us" in a high place
that should inspire concern? Or does it become hopeless once we
recognize fate?
























