Soir de Lune

Niu An, 2016

While | was working on this painting series, a fashion magazine interviewed me. As my
interviewer and | started to talk about the French perfume “Soir de Lune,” it occurred to
me that | should title the series “Soir de Lune.” | have always liked the word “tonight,”
for it reminds me of the phrase “carpe diem” — both expressions seem to be telling me
to seize the day and pursue my dreams before it is too late. In other words: tonight is the

night.

There are two paintings in the Soir de Lune series. The first one is inspired by the story of
Icarus in Greek mythology. Icarus tries to fly higher and higher, but when he comes too
close to the sun, the heat melts his wax wings, causing him to fall into the sea and drown.
For the second painting in the Soir de Lune series, the motif is “colorful clouds chasing
the moon.” While pursuing something precious, just like Icarus, the clouds are lucky
enough to float right beside the moon. Although both paintings in the Soir de Lune
series are about longing and pursuing, the endings of their stories are quite different.

Regarding the painting technique, | added extra water to the colors, creating a feeling of
free flow in the picture. The lines were applied using the technique of “free sketch” from

traditional Chinese painting. Thus, the painting implies the spirit of reclusion.



Selected Image:

Niu Ann (b.1968) , Soir de Lune, 2016, Acrylic on canvas, 79 x 79 inches (200 x 200 cm)
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“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

"o "o "o

“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.



Selected Image :

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

Niu An, 2016

The Scholar Stones series explores an important philosophical question: “Where do |
come from?” | hope to learn the language of the stones and turn it into my own
language. Every stone has a different expression, which is something difficult to describe.
In these paintings, you can find all kinds of emotions — they are the manifestations of
the 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 careless stroke can be found. While painting the stones, | did
not wish to only admire them, depicting them as the ancients did; nor did | want to
conquer them, creating something completely unrecognizable. | was trying to feel them,

to paint what | understood about them. It is kind of interesting to depict the stones as
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“thin,” “open,” “perforated,” and “wrinkled,” as well as “ugly,” “majestic,” “strange,”
and “clumsy.” Nonetheless, the stones' happiness and sadness should also be depicted.
The only way to capture the beauty of the stones is to let them be free. The Scholar
Stones series is about the deep attachment that the people from Jiangnan have for their

homeland, which | believe will always be a source of inspiration for artists.



Selected Image:

Niu An (b.1968), Taoist on the Scholar Stone, 2017, Acrylic on canvas, 79 x 56 inches (200 x 142

cm)
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Guanyin on the Scholar Stone

Niu An, 2017

The ideas for Guanyin on the Scholar Stone are a result of my previous works, the
Scholar Stones series and the Guanyin series. | painted them around the same period.
The stones in the Scholar Stones series are a very common motif in traditional Chinese
painting, and Guanyin is a bodhisattva whom we worship. The Bodhisattvas enshrined
and worshiped in temples are often stone Buddha statues. Thus, it seemed quite natural

to put the two motifs together.

While the stone in Guanyin on the Scholar Stone conceals its stories from hundreds of
years of experience, in the very same painting Guanyin waits for believers to be

enlightened one day.



Selected Image:

Niu An (b.1968), Guanyin on the Scholar Stone-Sutra, 2017, Acrylic on canvas, 79 x 56 inches

(200 x 142 cm)
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Guanyin Series

Niu An, 2016

If you look carefully at the portraits in the history of Chinese painting, you will find that
the figures are usually placed against a flat, empty background. However, this is not the
case for the portraits of Buddha Guanyin, especially the Guanyin portraits in the
Dunhuang murals. In these portraits, behind Guanyin is often a vast landscape, for
Guanyin is a deity. Similarly, during the ltalian Renaissance, the Virgin Mary is often
portrayed as an ordinary woman. But to distinguish between the divine and the
mundane, the artists surround the Madonna with earthly grounds and mountains. With
this aesthetic (that connects the Chinese and the Western) in mind, | think it is rather an
interesting endeavor to depict the amiable deity Guanyin with ink. Moreover, the
landscapes depicted in the Dunhuang murals are less disciplined but more liberated and
modest than those of the Tang and Song paintings. Colors have been applied with a
great sense of naiveté and boldness, but are no less elegant or refined. | like this naiveté,
a naiveté that evokes sincerity, kindness, and beauty. To paint the Guanyin in my heart in

Niu An style is the reason why | started this ink painting series.



Selected Image:

Niu An (b.1968), Grace of Guanyin-Mid-Fall, 2016, Ink and color on paper, 17 x 16 inches (43 x 40 cm)
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Lines of Quality

Niu An, 2017

| pursue quality in lines. | consider the quality of lines to be very essential to an excellent
painting. Lines do not have to be pretty, yet they should be painted with great courage
and no restraints; they may seem disordered, but should never be indecisive; they could

appear to be simple or minimalist, but should not be not careless or without a core.

Sometimes | would paint a line all in one stroke, echoing Paul Klee’'s famous saying

“taking a line for a walk.”

Sometimes | would paint thousands of seemingly chaotic lines. The lines intertwining
with one another produce a strong sense of tension in the painting. Although some lines
may seem unnecessary at first glance, they each turn out to be just as important as the
next. There is no law concerning the thickness of the lines. Some lines are as thin as a
mosquito’s leg, capturing a faint and slightly neurotic emotion; some are as thick as the

legs of an elephant, painted with an enormous brush, depicting a deep, intense feeling.

No matter what the lines are like, they should be lines of quality.



Selected Image :

Niu An (b.1968), Lion Series-CARPEDIEMDIEM, 2017, Acrylic on canvas, 39 x 79 inches (100 x 200 cm)
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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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