Yan Li and Li Yan — Two Sides of a Mirror

By Libor Secka

“Are you nervous?”, a blue nurse asked me when | was lying down on a surgical bed
at one Beijing clinic, awaiting a doctor who was supposed to undertake a small
surgical procedure on my right eye. | imagined that, because of a congenital defect in
my other eye, | will not be able to see at all for a while. | will be useless. “Everyone is
nervous here”, she answered her own question and decided to dilute the silent
tension with music. She turned a button on the radio and a traditional Chinese
instrumental composition started to fill the air. Suddenly, the room was full of a lazily-
winding river whose surface was combed by a soft, warm evening breeze. | think that
even a sunset was not missing. “The only thing that | am missing now to be happy is
your dance”, | said with exaggeration. “So | will try the butterfly”, she reacted readily
and in a slow rhythm she started to make circles with her hands and arms. We
laughed. And so | entered my temporarily blurry world of light and shade much more
content.

Strengthened by this recent experience, | thought about contrasts. | thought about
the paintings of my two friends — Li Yan and Yan Li, whose names are a mirror image
of one another when using pinyin. Drama and calmness, pain and joy, crudeness and
playfulness, hopelessness and levity, death in many different variations and a
celebration of life, ruin and new hope. You can differentiate them but not
divide/separate them. Contrasts of our life connected together just like night and day.
At that moment, | realized that their paintings can be heard more than those of others.
Sharp sounds of sirens, dusty noise of a landing helicopter, wails of the injured as
well as silent sobs of those left behind that are mixing together with the echo of light
footsteps disappearing in the heat of a Sunday afternoon, the sweet melody of a
guitar and the nostalgic tones of black vinyl records. Once again | became convinced
that if such a thing as an overarching harmony, consonance is to exist, then it
necessarily needs to contain, at least, the consciousness of this broadest scale of
sounds.

Li Yan is a reporter, chronicler, catcher, who mercilessly inscribes into his paintings
all that is unusual, unexpected, destructive and cruel. All that got out of the traditional
order and control. All that in one second changed the lives not only of individuals, but
of hundreds and thousands in misfortune and disaster. He is not only interested in
the dynamics and internal tension of a moment, but also in the silence that follows.
He gives testimony about the human suffering of today, as well as about places
where events took place and about their atmosphere, one would even want to say
mood. Yan Li is a poet, visionary, explorer. He also tears apart the shackles of the
ordinary, the usual. Looking at his paintings brings out in me a feeling of an
unstoppable ascent of a rising balloon. If you get on, it will take you into the endless
space of fantasy and imagination that is springing out of a poetic perception of things
around us. You can feel the sun which gives sharpness and brightness to colors, you
can hear music into which colors seep in, your soul is touched by a kind voice reciting
poems somewhere far away. You want to stay, to rest, to not go back, to fall asleep
in this painting. Both reflect our world. However, they shine light on it from different
angles. And also thanks to them, we can come to understand it better.
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