The Latent Enlighten Series

Niu An, 2017

Studying oil painting as a child, then modern industrial design in college, | am
significantly influenced by western aesthetics and theories on art. Moreover, | have
always been quite partial to western post-expressionism. As a result, most of my works
created in the past ten years explore personal emotions through topics such as human
life, life and death, femininity, etc. Although western ideologies inspired these themes,
they were manifested through techniques of Chinese calligraphy. It is because | grew up
studying Chinese calligraphy, and | would sometimes naturally apply lines in paintings
the same way as | do in calligraphic works. The thick lines and thin lines stand for the yin
and yang of human emotions. Influenced by Chinese painting master Huang Binhong
and his idea that “rough brushwork could build beautiful landscapes,” | let lines run
spontaneously in a picture and let the subject emerge from the interweaved lines. | think
this resonates with the idea of “reclusion”. When | was rereading some books on the
history of traditional Chinese painting, | spent a lot of time thinking about the concept of
“reclusion.” Noticing that this idea is present throughout Chinese art history, | started to
understand more deeply the sources of traditional Asian art rooted in the personality of
Asian people. Gradually, my work started to focus more on Asian philosophy and
aesthetics. A few years ago, | came to realize that “the essence of Tao (the way) is never

fully shown"'

while painting the Buddha Guanyin, thus creating a few related series.
Since | have had some new thoughts on the meaning of “reclusion”, | decided to

explore more on this topic in my recent works.

Most of the motifs for the Latent Enlighten series come from famous traditional Chinese

paintings or auspicious images in Chinese folk art — they are either human figures or



animals. Chinese Spring and Autumn Dolls is one of the works in the Latent Enlighten
series. The ancient Chinese artists generally had two methods to express the concept of
“reclusion.” The first one is to paint with rapid and spontaneous brushwork, which is
similar to the “Da Xieyi” (sketching ideas) style and the “Po-mo landscapes” (“splash
ink”) style. Other artists employ the literary concept of metonymy — by depicting a vast
landscape and tiny human figures, the artists display the existing state of a recluse. |
decided to combine these two methods. Nevertheless, the Latent Enlighten series is
also inspired by Shi Tao's idea that “the ink is given by God, yet we paint by following
our heart.” Thus, the figure of the subject is hidden, but the spirit is shown. To display
the formless yet eternal spirit and aura is the reason why | started to paint the Latent

Enlighten series.



Selected Image:

Niu An (b.1968), Latent Enlighten, 2017, Acrylic on canvas, 79 x 79 inches (200 x 200 cm)

The first chapter of Tao Te Ching states “the Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao".
Tao, which literally means a “way” or “path” in Chinese, refers to the primary principle

underlying all being. (Stephen Mitchell, Tao Te Ching: A New English Version, Harper
Perennial, New York, 1991)
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