XIE FAN: THE ETERNAL BACKGROUND
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Xie Fan’s silk paintings place a heavy emphasis on their visual foundations; while they do have a physio-

logical aspect, there are also cultural aspects involved. If we confine our discussions to the cultural aspect,

what Xie Fan refers to as the most intrinsically “traditional” is in fact a relationship between humanity

and nature that has not yet been eroded.
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GENERALLY SPEAKING, ANY
sense of 3D in a painting is a 2D facade
that lacks genuine depth. But I have
discovered that if, for example, I paint a
black mountain on translucent material,
it may still be on a flat surface, but the
transparent nature of the material will
allow light to leach through the back
of the painting, allowing the painting’s
reverse to transcend its original func-
tion and making the mountain seem
intensely 3D. To take the blue in my
paintings as another example: accord-
ing to painting tradition, blue is a very
deep hue, but if one uses paints it on a
piece of white paper, one discovers it is
actually extremely bright and resplen-
dent. When that same blue is painted
on translucent material, it seems to soak
up natural light sources just as the wa-
ter in a lake does, creating a beautifully
natural azure that is worlds away from
the contrast of light and dark of a blue
painted on canvas. I aim for the visual
effect of all my paintings to approach a
sense of peace and nature; my choice of
subject matter is the same, and the use
of silk complements this perfectly.

My painting language, however,
is rather pixelated. For example: when
I paint a mountain, it looks like noise.
I start painting from the most distant
mountain, and continue until the silk
is filled with mountains. But beginning

with the most distant mountains can in
fact be seen as a rather rough graphic
imitation; it has a filmic sense. Whether
like a photo or an image that appears on
the retina, the mountains will always be
flat, because they will always rely on op-
tics. I gradually came to the conclusion
that the closer I wanted the mountains
to be, the larger the dots would have
to be. I slowly began to find a common
connection with the images in traditional
Chinese painting. I painted objects that
the ancients had painted: stones, clouds,
water, and so on. Such objects never
change; I am simply drawing on my own
visual experience to paint them. The
mountains people painted in the Song
are different to the mountains of the
Ming; each era has a different aesthetic.
People’s visual habits change, but I be-
lieve that an interest in objects such as
these is still an intrinsic tradition.

In the past, I have tried many dif-
ferent things and gone through many
different artistic phases, making changes
to everything from language to subject
matter. After a while, however, I became
aware of a problem: it seemed my art
had become a way to painstakingly re-
solve different problems, even though
real painting should seek to eliminate
such superficial narrative. With narrative
eliminated, something else must support
the work; if nothing can be found, then

the work will appear to be without mean-
ing—though in fact such meaningless-
ness has already solved a very big prob-
lem. But after I completely dispensed
with narrative, what remained seemed
much closer to me. It is like meditating;
everything around me disappears, and I
find myself in the void. I believe this sort
of environment can respond to the psy-
chological anxiety of people today. Every
day, we busy ourselves with finding new
things, new topics, the freshest gossip,
all so we can attract the attention of oth-
ers—but what lies behind these things
goes almost completely unnoticed. What
I strive to do is eliminate what is on the
surface, in order to focus on what is in
the background.

I left Beijing and returned to Mi-
anyang partly for family reasons, but
mainly because my painting originally
emphasized the concept of centrality,
and genuinely embracing concept en-
tails embracing a new way of life. I felt I
should move away from the center that
is Beijing and get closer to the peace
and empty surroundings I craved. My
only goal is to paint a painting; I am not
concerned with where I paint. Finding
the peace I want in Beijing would come
at a great cost—but in this third-tier city,
peaceful environments can be found ev-
erywhere. Every place has its own things
that never change. Mianyang is my place
of origin, my starting point. I feel more
emotionally connected to this place. I
could go to Europe and take photos of a
few mountains to paint, but that environ-
ment is strange and unfamiliar to me,
by its very nature not the environment
I want. I am used to the mountains, the
water, the atmosphere of Mianyang. 1
am familiar with these. When the city
changes, I can feel where it is changing,
and after I have felt it change, I know
at last what is most precious to me. The
peasants carry their farm tools to the
fields in spring and fall, they stoop and
they plow, an action that has existed, un-
changed, ever since ancient times. When
you realize that, politics and history no

longer exist. =
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