“Three years on a stone”

Niu An

“Three years on a stone” is a Japanese proverb, meaning that persistence and hard
work pay off. From the time | first started to paint the Scholar Stones series until the
opening of my Microcosm solo exhibition, exactly three years have passed. To me, it is

quite meaningful to depict a journey in life through a theme using the language of art.

Art is my destiny. Starting to learn Chinese calligraphy when | was a child, | went on to
study western painting, and then went to Japan to study industrial design, interior
design, and crafting. As a student of design, | noticed that the western concept of “less
is more” was significantly inspired by the Japanese philosophy of Zen. Naturally, | was
deeply fascinated by this. During my eighth year in Japan, | went to Kyoto and spent a
year there, which unexpectedly determined my artistic direction. In Kyoto, | was
enchanted by the dry landscapes in the Japanese Zen gardens. | used to ride to
Daitoku-ji Temple almost every other day, order a cup of tea, and then just sit quietly
beside the corridor of the tea house, contemplating upon the sea and the islands made

by stones and sands, upon everything there.

At that time, | had started to paint the Men/Women/Self series, in search of an answer to
the philosophical question “who am I?” Nevertheless, hidden deeply within myself was

the pursuit of Kyoto's Zen spirit.

After going back to my hometown, Shanghai, | was eager to gain a deeper
understanding of traditional Chinese culture. Because of this idea, | thought about
becoming one of the “Beijing drifters”, which is the dream of all young Chinese artists.

This plan was eventually discouraged by the heavy smog in Beijing. | started to ask



myself a question: the reason | came back to China from America was that | wanted to be
a Chinese artist, but why would | want to leave Shanghai for Beijing? Is it because | was
looking for my roots? But Jiangnan* is my hometown, the land where | was born and
raised. Perhaps what | had been searching for all those years lies in this: there are many
remarkable Chinese artists, but could any one of them be considered as a remarkable

Jiangnan artist? Is it possible for me to put more Jiangnan spirit in my work?

So | started to take action and worked really hard. Although | was someone who had
spent only six days getting a driver’s license, whenever | had time, | would drive to
Suzhou for the gardens or to Huizhou to look at the old houses, at how rainwater ran
around them and into the courtyard. | could not help but begin to paint. Gradually, |

came to realize that | was trying to answer another question, which is “where am | from?”

I've been very interested in stones since | was young. | used to pick up a stone on every
trip. It seems to me that stones in a garden are playing a symphony. If you step inside
the garden, you would be touched, for the stones are alive. But | do not like artificial
stones. To me, they are like acrobats doing car stunts. The charm of the stone comes

from the natural process of its creation, which holds the philosophy of “less is more.”

While painting a stone, | did not wish to only admire it, depicting it as the ancients did;
nor did | want to conquer it, creating something completely unrecognizable. | was trying

to feel it, to paint what | understood about it. It is kind of interesting to depict a stone as
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“thin,” “open,” “perforated,” and “wrinkled,” as well as “ugly,” “majestic,” “strange,”

and “clumsy.” Nonetheless, the stone's happiness and sadness should also be depicted.

How to capture the beauty of the stone? The only way is to let it be free.



| hope to learn the language of the stones and turn it into my own. Every stone has a
different expression. For instance, there could be 30% pleasure, 10% anger, and 50%
happiness, which is something difficult to describe. | believe the hardest part of painting
is trying to express the artist’s own changing emotions with a paintbrush. | used different
techniques and strokes from Chinese calligraphy, creating not a character, but a painting.
Although the structures of these paintings seem very spontaneous, not one stroke was

carelessly placed, and all the details were made comfortable to look at for the audience.

The Scholar Stones series is about the Jiangnan people's sentiment for their homeland.
As a Jiangnan artist, | believe this sentiment will always be a source of inspiration for me.
As they say, if you keep sitting on a stone for three years, eventually, it will be warmed

by you.

* Jiangnan is a region which encloses most of the area of Zhejiang and Jiangsu Provinces

in China.
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Niu An (b.1968), Humbly Scholar Stone-G, 2016, Ink on paper, 17 x 16 inches (43 x 40 cm)
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