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A Conversation with the No Name Painting Group

Gao Minglu, Madeline Eschenburg, Ellen Larson, and Dong Li Hui

Abstract

The following is a transcript of a conversation between three members of the No Name Painting
Group, as well as Gao Minglu, Madeline Eschenburg, Ellen Larson, and Dong Li Hui. This
interview was originally conducted in Chinese and has been edited for clarity.

About the Artists

Li Shan, Ma Kelu, and Zhang Wei were all members of the No Name Group. The No Name Group
was a Beijing-based group of largely self-taught artists active from the early 1960s through the
early 1980s. They were noteworthy for their active rejection of Soviet Socialist Realism
promoted throughout the Cultural Revolution by the government. Rather, they upheld the
notion of art for art’s sake. Their work, however, must also be considered as a purposeful
negation of official ideology and is important because of its unique position as the only
underground, self-organized, avant-garde art group during the Cultural Revolution. It took
some time for this group to be recognized as an important aspect of contemporary Chinese art
partially because, while they did not conform to governmental standards, their work also did
not contain overtly political themes, like some of the works by another early avant-garde art
group in China, the Stars. Rather, their works tended to be landscapes or street scenes
executed in a traditional Chinese, impressionistic or post-impressionistic styles. Their first
official exhibition was held in 1979.
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Dong Li Hui: What are your personal thoughts on

A Conversation with the No Name Painting your art? Have your thoughts changed over time?

Grou p BIE BN AN ZERE M LFE 2 NEHHEARIHAE
HTX B AR ?
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Zhang Hui: Actually, I am still pretty confused
myself!

ki BR— D AMIEMRAT - RAERST

DLH: How about with regards to your work? Did any changes occur in your work?

W, WEWZEARIEGRY - (FRA LA ?

ZH: Yes! I always wanted to paint well, but I actually think that the more I paint, the worse I
paint! Now I am faced with obstacles, a kind of hardship, because even though I want to paint
what no one has painted before, I can’t seem to paint this kind of painting. I think it’s really hard
to express this sort of feeling. Recently, it's gotten a little better because I have started to
explore new materials. I want to use things other than (conventional) canvas or paper. These
new (unconventional) materials are much more interesting. This makes me feel like my
paintings have changed. I have started to use tools that construction workers would use, like
shovels or wall plastering. I am trying to find other things to paint on. As long as these objects
have a planar surface, I can paint on them. These objects change the relationship between me
and my paintings and this form of “canvas.” I think using a piece of paper or flat canvas is too
limiting. But take a shovel, for example. I bought a pile of shovel heads. The backs of these
shovels look a little like the shapes of human faces, with a pointed shape on top.
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Ma Kelu: You didn't tell the truth

Dy R R

ZH: Then, after I applied the color it looked a little like a Peking Opera mask. After I showed it
to people, they all agreed that it looked like a painted mask, particularly like a Peking Opera
mask. I used really simple colors. It was just what I wanted to paint. I think that changing my
materials in this way is really interesting. If I take this table (that we are sitting at) and paint it,
it could be really interesting. But if I was painting the same painting on canvas, I would be really
bored with it. I wouldn’t achieve anything by painting in this way. Painting on this chair (I am
sitting on) wouldn’t be bad, either. Painting on its front or back would both be really interesting.
This is how I feel about my painting now. (To Ma Kelu:) How about you?
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From left to right: Gao Minglu, Ellen Larson, Zhang Wei, Li Shan, and Ma Kelu (photo: courtesy of Gao Minglu
Contemporary Art Center) -

MK: I would first like to add a little to what you just said. Don’t get mad at me, ok? Changes
you’ve made in terms of certain things aren’t that big, but overall, you’ve changed quite a lot.
She (Li Hui) asked what the changes have been from the 1970s to today. Just now, I said you
didn't tell the truth because your works, how do you say, have a lot of simple or essential
(elements), ok? That shovel looks like a butt (laughs). (Zhang Wei) is an extremely relaxed
artist. His paintings say that he isn't really concerned with the paintings’ surface. Even though
your composition and color sense are both really good, the work lacks mature language. To
solve this problem, you have started to experiment with different media (like the shovel). Your
new work is not that large in size, I've seen it. I think it’s all really good.

Now I will talk about myself. My change might be a little bigger than (Zhang Wei’s), as the
concept is not really the same. I am a little more conservative than him to a certain point. In
terms of form, I am more conservative because of the limits I have created for myself. In the
nineties, I used different (unconventional) materials, but I saw too many people working in this
way, so I went back to using conventional materials, just pigment and brush. Even today, I
don’t think these materials create any sort of limitations for me. I am using them to change my
oil paintings, allowing me to go deeper. (By working in this way,) I never get tired of painting.
Never. This aspect makes me very different from Zhang Wei.

g ¢ ERERMINT » SRR, ARMEALTER — S LR (HRIE - A - (IR

WL FERIIBAE - WA BT didn't tell the truth 2B IRIGIESFAIXANE 230 XAERXAS
H1R% simple or essential, ok? I MMETHRER ( kfh ) B—TEBRLHBEIR, ( 5k mEifl
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lﬁlzﬁﬁr}éﬁ] conventional materials, 2 FIBURE -2 EuLWﬁ PR H AT L R HIH R AT
A LI{E go deeper AR LA 441 never get tlred never. XS ATRERRIRIRA—FE

DLH: So just now, you spoke about changes in style. But, what about your thoughts on art.
Have they changed at all? For example, when you first started painting, what did art mean to
you? Were those thoughts different from your thoughts on art today?

T TRUEAIRING St 2 RS I - R BTN ZRNEEREAZ WL ? LRt @ 15E Z AT,
R, RRIIEETL?

MK: Of course my thoughts about art changed, how could they not change? But in the midst of
this, there are some things that you might want to change, but cannot. Regardless of your
views on art, the concept of art isn't like a moveable property, it's not like a piece of real estate.
It grows and adapts with your own maturity. Its composition slowly develops as you change.
But I don't think that one’s gizhi (artistic temperament) changes. Qizhi is most important. It is
even more important than your own knowledge. Qizhi penetrates through even your earliest
work up through today, regardless of your perceptional or rational understanding. So, actually,
I think gizhi is incredibly important. I think I am constantly changing even though I still use a
planar surface to paint. Even though I have painted on three-dimensional forms, I don’t concern
myself with those things anymore. I have only given myself this one limitation, but at the same
time, I have never stopped changing. From the beginning, you all know that No Name painters
fundamentally emerged from a rather classic point of view, concerned with nature, and a
completely expressionistic condition. After 1978 or 1979, there were more and more
international exhibitions. There were also more and more modern exhibits.

5 HERANE  AARERANE o (BERETAE SRR IR T SR E RN ZARAY
MERRAREN > REFH™ - ERMHE AL - XBAWHTTHREE R ERE(L  HRER TRE
BRAD - AR N RS RRER - ERLRAINAER - XA FR—FFErIES - FIIHENEL

P AERERIN TR o BEAVEL R s B AR EAY o BIbR EEOH SR IEE R - WA Ok —
EHRATH  BAR—EAVE > Pl RRE > SR - BERIAEIMIRR - IHAEHCHSA
—RE  HEETELRT o M—FFIRIR{ A1 (L4 ) HIRHRERARBINS Z AT A S — iR 9
FEUIA > ST EZ - WTFEADFES IR RMRIE MR - BB T UG - £/ EERIEXMESH
Ff RO T - BAAY Rt R T -

Li Shan: I'm not like (Zhang Wei and Ma Kelu). I'm rather simple. I make art because I am not
satisfied with certain parts of my life. I think that this dissatisfaction is interesting, so I continue
painting (to express these things). That's all I have to say about that. Ma Kelu, please continue.

M HETRRTRMAT—H » LR PR > TR ZARTIRW R L AL TER —B 7, BN 4R
R E TR EAERE  WEBIELEHE - WE T - SEl - RI1RE -

MK: You put it best.
O, R
LS: I am pretty simple. I think that during that time, I didn’t have a good life. I still feel this way

today. If my life was better, I think I would stop painting. But I still feel bored with my life. So
I continue to paint.
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F O BRE R o R—TUWIL o DRGSR A ERA BN » SRR o RATHIER %
T RAEEEEE - BUELETIA -

DLH: Let’s continue. I have a second question. What sorts of influence did your time abroad
have on your work?

T AEIGREE © B AR o AUTHEES MR EHIE A (2520 -

LS: Let them answer. This question doesn’t concern me.

F AR - BRI AR A

ZH: The most important thing I learned from my time in the United States was the idea of
personal worth. Before, I wasn't very clear about what this meant. For example, when I was in
the US, I and my other painter friends all painted together. At this time, I continued to seek new
ways to change myself, and the appearance of my own work. But in terms of the essence of my
work, in terms of the rational nature of my work, the reasoning behind my work became clear
to me. After I arrived in the US, the American way of life, the people I came in contact with
everyday, and my understanding of aspects of American culture all deepened my impression of
the essence of individual worth. We once set up a stall on the street to sell paintings in New
York. This experience emphasized my own value and made me respect my personal spirit. I
learned to believe in my own work and to stick with what I was doing. These ideas I learned
during my experience in the US had the greatest influence on me. In terms of culture, we went
to art museums every day, we'd look at work, we’d read books, or we’'d watch TV. All of these
things had a great influence on me. But the deepest impression I felt was the value of one’s
personal experience. Sometimes, I discuss the concept of freedom with people (here in China).
I often get made fun of. They feel like freedom doesn’t really exist. It's just a relative term. But
I think you only know what the true meaning of freedom is when you don’t have it. They don't
think about freedom in the same way as you (Americans) do. They don’t think that freedom was
something understood only after one finally gains independence. But people in the US really
understand this concept. This is very different from China. Of course, if I didn’t spend so many
years in the United States, I wouldn’t have this understanding.

ik: REWHCRBRETENATAVIRAE DN AME » D ERAEEXA « Lhm s hEEH g - el T#0E
—HEHE - LECTAENRHSHAIENE - R E ORI - BN L R EROF R
AR R e R » BISEE PSR S E R TS E R E R R AR T B E S HEIEA
BRI AL RIS I EAVE . SR E R BAATA IR L - B0 LS E R A LRI LR
L RO TR E - IR E A AR AEE OO IR Y % XA T
FEEXBATRENRREZN « BT EHEEREZAEWN - B NMES > H2P > SR
EEMLTIHESENEIR - AREIERZIFIZIE AR - H/REEIRAE R E] E H X MR 2
Wt & S AWK - BT EER - B EEHENAY - B ERAEIRETRATN P - (R 518 H hE
2o TR EAEBEERIE - TR AEAD B R EIRIIEAERE - (ERERERRIE - H
IR P EEA R o BRWRIA ERELER LS FRA A XL -

MK: So I think up until today, meeting so many international artists in Paris and then in New
York left the biggest impression on me. Meeting all of these different kinds of people made me
more aware of how important the concept of regionalism is. Each individual had his or her own
cultural understanding. I think understanding this relationship is most important.

In New York, as an artist, regardless of whether or not you belong to the mainstream or are
marginalized as an outsider artist, it doesn’t matter. I've seen so many artists, including myself,
whose mentalities improved a great deal based on their experiences in New York. The work
became much deeper. Every artist and his or her relationship to art became much more
individualistic. This is most basic as you start to look at yourself and what you can do. So,
gradually, more and more work comes from oneself, rather than from an ideology. This is
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meaningful, as work can transform into a form of power or criticism. My time in New York made
this all very clear to me, which is something I really treasure.

o L EAOHEN — D ZARERERIEXNZARIEA R B EEGERZ marginalized 4 it doesn't
matter. #E RS ZARFOEIN TIERZRL ZRFOEEIF G AEMEELEIFENVEA - RAEE
PAFIZERARLERT Z RIS 4 > B0 200 individualism. 3X/NgE—/Ng basic BI—1xiE
B R o BT LRIV R 203X ME S 212 MXMES A BT A R MRS R LI E IS E - {RZX
FEAVE SCRIE N —/ A » S — ] LRI AR - AL E R IR S > XSt 2R
2

Ellen Larson: Li Shan, what about you? Why didn't you choose to spend time in the United
States?

Ellen Larson : BZE&ifi » E LRk A= EATE R E 2

LS: It was the US that didn't choose me! The US wouldn't allow me to go!

F: FRETRE - FAEALREW -

MK: Four times.

04 R

EL: Really?!

EL: &5 2 !

LS: It was so easy for them to go! For example, Zhang Wei. It was so easy for him to leave.
Later, I wrote on my visa application that I wanted to go to the US to be with him, but they told
me I filled out my application incorrectly. You see, every time I filled out my visa application, I
had a different reason to leave China. One reason was to go to the US to study English, see
relatives, travel, etc. (To Zhang Wei:) So, I think that after you left, you gave me all your
hardships!

AR ETRES T o LLAIREZITE - HHES I EAEREES T REHRM - 2S5 15

BETANT < IREE - OEGRAREREE - ZEEYIOE - B fE OdakE) Arbliiisir
ET 2SR ERE T T -

EL: Then why did you two decide to go to the US?
EL - BEAIFN L5k 5 -

ZH: Me? I liked the American way of life. I liked American culture. I was really interested in the
United States in the 1980s. Even now, I think the United States is a good place because
Americans are generally not narrow-minded. Typically, they are very open-minded. Also,
everyone is entitled to his or her own ideas and can speak freely about them.

gk B ? FEWSEENAIETTE - EWSEERSUE - BN EEFTARRIEEEC 4R o £/ CHEERTIE -
RIERA I ERER—MEFt TR EH - AEAB AR » —RESBRF RS - assmA
AR - IR IRIVE RS % IR IRATE AW

EL: I mean, many artists went to Europe, like Paris for example. So, why did you choose New
York?

EL : B2 A DRIZARZHYON - EF0 - B2 B AHLIE 2
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ZH: I was invited to go to New York to participate in an exhibition called Chinese Avant-Garde
Art. There were ten artists in all who participated in this exhibition. They were all from Beijing.
At the time, I thought this was a great opportunity to go to the US. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have
had an opportunity to go.

gk RETHERERIE - T EAAE M REN (FERTTIZAR) HSE PN EZARZFHM R IR E Ty
— o AEHEENEEE ST UEEE - FANIERAISE -

LS: If you could have gone to Europe, for example, Germany, you would have gone there, too.
Right?

F MBILRETON - LEABHEERIHEE -

ZH: I would have gone anywhere. But I really wanted to go to the US. I didn’t really know a lot
about Germany or France, and I wasn't as interested in these places.

ik ¢ AL - HEREARREIRSE

H

o fEE - SCERAERD TR RRS o HE B RRA -

Gao Minglu: The Stars seemed to all go to France, right?

=R EEMIFERERNT,

ZH: Yes.

ik e

LS: In the 1980s, I think everyone really wanted to leave China. They wanted to free
themselves from that environment.

ZF: NTERMARH RS RRA 2R ESE - EEEN AR -

ZH: They said that China at that time was a sinking ship. People all wanted to find another ship
that would be safer for them.

ik TR ER - T RERBERA T AN, RERLEABEIRE SN L HE S -

LS: Then I was this ship’s bravest person.

F REXMEBEBIIA

ZH: Other countries were all other ships. Everyone wanted to run away to them.

gk ¢ HAAYEZ RSN o B RS R

MK: I left two years after (other artists). I had a lot of friends who came back to China that
asked me, “what are you still doing here?” In the 1980s our reason for leaving China was not
really to study abroad. The thought on everyone’s mind was if you could find a way to leave, you
would leave. Therefore, some went to study, but we didn’t. We left to see the world. At that
time, we would go wherever we could. When I finally left, I first went to Germany. After that, I
went to Sweden. At that time, I didn’t know if I could go to the US because of the visa issue. I
would really go anywhere. I brought a little money, but I really couldn’t move around because
having a Chinese passport was as good as waste paper. I had to always return to China to apply
for a visa. When I was still in China, I met a former deputy ambassador to the United States. He
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told me if I ran into any problems, I should let him know. When I was in Sweden I remembered
this and wrote him. Later, my friend told me that I was granted a visa.

So, this all happened by chance. I really didn’t know where I was going to end up. Before I left
China, I thought I understood the mentality of most Chinese people. Before I left China I
studied Chinese classics. My teacher was Zhang Zhixin’s brother. So after I got my visa and was
applying for my passport, it got held up. The Security Bureau wouldn’t give me my passport.
They came to my home six times to talk with me. But finally, they gave me my passport. But
then they wanted to take advantage of me and rejected my application. Finally, after I received
the visa, I quickly left. Before I left, my teacher told me, “leave and don’t ever come back to this
place.” At that time, a lot of people, in fact, had this same idea. If you could go, you’d go and
never come back. So despairing.

ot Bl bt T Y BN AE - SRS R LR R A MR B 4 A TELIE ? "\ SRR B R
JLREATB N e A i AR RS 2 > et 2 - PRt EA P E AR RSt 2 s B AL
& ARETR - AR ELGE - ATEEX LB iR HEEHR - RREDWILRAZWIL, &
FTHAMNELEEE - FEEAER AR AR A8 A T FEE SR A PRy A R (R
C WABI MRS T LR (EREEA SR PEEHE IR G NEAR R o REE P EEERE -
FTLAE - TESF AL ENRII I - B FRRY S ERUA AR E 2 RIS MR T > SR R EEE]
HAlalill - AEHIRESE - AEREEEER T - R T DUSHRENE(E - AR E] T/r(E - WOVIIE
WIREREZEAE - ATUAMBFAEMMI RN, REBMIL, EBMIL, BEHREEZ GG TE
NI A M — ST A k] Rt E 2 At i M. AR BB TZRE 7 RIKATHER S - 245
BATESARRAT IS BAEHE > TOR T AN A, ARRBMETRLTIN T > AREIFEE - HFkkid > HE
FfEE - M ERIEF IR TR T - ARSI ERIHIR - maR gL T - &EE - sERE T EIL
PUE » BAREE BRI T ORI LRI U > R R, KR EENMETTE - "H2th A
AEHE: 88 FHHAINE o SRAIHTHVEREF o M UEIR EVR S MRy EARVAEDE o RAERE -
RN TS o BIEE LEEHY -

EL: What about you? At that time, did you think you wouldn’t return to China?
EL : FRIEIE ? @Bt E 2 Gt i i A S A Ok ?

MK: I never had that thought. No, really, never. Because of my situation, I never thought I
would not return. I had a wife and child in China. At that time, I didn’t think I had the ability to
move them abroad. Also, I didn't know where I would end up. Later, I gave myself a fixed
number of years. I wasn't like some artists who said we were like poets in lifelong exile. I never
felt this way. I thought that I would give myself twenty years. I actually came back after
nineteen years. But after I left China, I felt that I would go wherever I could go. I first went to
the Netherlands where I had a friend. He said, “It doesn’t matter! You can come in my car!” He
was from Paris, but worked in Holland. He was a come-and-go kind of guy. He said that I could
just go with him in his car, but I thought that if I was ever arrested, he might also get in trouble,
so I finally decided not to go.

S PIRAEH IR - 2H - BRNEA - BN - TEHE > WAEAZTE RN gL EI A RE
o IR 2 > A RERRIG R 2T - RE AR E S MEIR > IEC R - FRAENZ
ARZREATEXNFA - WEAGRT T WIAREA XML - TG L8 Rk - 851 %L
MIAELUS R, B2 HE R ZRERETL - sREIEIL - RIEEZARMEE— MR - it R X R, R&
TERENEH - MRERA, BEMBTEER=EIFEIVRIT LIF - MARRkEE » MutIRIERERTTLL > 7]
RPUAERIHHN > SXHRARI > Gk T - BHAE -

Madeline Eschenburg: When you were young, none of you attended the academy, right? So,
I would like to know if this had any influence on your work. Do you think not studying within the
academy had a positive or negative influence on you?

Madeline Eschenburg: HE—1 X FARFERANIE - EUEEZRERE L SHIE - FrLAFRAR K1 N 81
ZREM L0 AR ?
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ZH: Not studying within the academy is great! Before, they called us outsiders. We all accepted
this identity. As an artist, this outsider position can bring you more opportunities and good
fortune. Belonging to the mainstream is not as interesting. In the mainstream, you are
confronted with more interference and outside influence. With this (mainstream) identity
comes a sense of responsibility. When an artist takes on this kind of responsibility, he commits
himself to society and is not free. He only serves society. He only works for others. When you
look within your heart and do things for yourself, soon you discover that society matters less
and less. To answer your question about whether studying in the academy is good or bad, from
my heart, I am very glad that I didn’t study art within the academy.

ik A ERFERIEEL - DRI D25 - ATHBINTX NS0 - (DN ERZARAERDEEIN
HIFLEARIEIE - WRIRZERA » ULERT - RS ZEURSHITF AN - FiRE 2 XD B HIA
A2 ERa—FTHER - NAEERZGKHATH STTERNFEER A EH T - ittt &M - I T 5
AT - RENOEE CHSEBEERE 2% 2555 BARRRIRNEIMEZRFBMRF LR -
M LHIBLR NN BARIRFE A FIF B EZR -

ZH: I think that art is actually something that you cannot study. Even if your teacher is a big
famous artist, he cannot teach you the trueness of art. If you do not possess this ability
yourself, you will not become a successful artist. Also, I believe that the word “artist” really
sounds bad. I don't like this title. I like how Americans use the term EZ (painter) to describe
someone who paints. My friend, another abstract painter, likes to be reffered to as a painter, or
simply put, — 1 EE#A (a person who paints paintings). Also, another friend who passed away
said that being called an artist was really annoying. Therefore, I call myself a E&E (literally,
paint painting). I think this is the most appropriate. In this most natural state, you are able to
do the things you like best. Being called an artist is a real headache. It's really annoying. Things
that involve the term Z (specialist) are really foolish. But if you want to talk about the
difference between [EE (paint painting) and EIZX (painter), artists are really annoying, but B
B (paint painting) is good.

One of No Name Painting Group’s teaching figures talked about EIEJL (paint painting) adding
that Beijing “er” (JL) sound. This sound adds ItJL (fun or playful) meaning. He said that if
painting was a serious or somber job, you won't ever be able to paint anything. If you become
a student of the academy, you will become an art student. After you graduate and begin some
sort of art related job, you will find it very boring. With our outsider status, of course we have
encountered a lot of hardships; many opportunities have not been made available to us. But we
have always been free. Today we may sell paintings. But tomorrow if we don’t have money, we
can borrow some from a friend. We do what we can to survive. But we have never racked our
brains to force ourselves into the market. Now all of the paintings we sell are earlier paintings.
People are interested in these paintings because they have a very unrestrained spirit. The new
paintings are hard to sell, which is very likely because they have been influenced by the market.
Today I paint to make money, as a way to make my livelihood. So you will definitely see these
motivations in (my paintings). Possibly some people may be able to see this in my works, too.
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LS: Ah! I don't believe that’s completely correct. I think when we were painting back then, we
didn’t sell paintings. No one was interested in them. People didn't say these paintings were any
good. They said, “What is this? The color is all wrong. This composition is wrong.” People said
these things because we were not part of the mainstream. Also, it took a long time before we
were even recognized, so paintings were not sold immediately.
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ZH: I have a friend who wants to make a documentary about the 1970s. I asked him why he
wants to make this documentary. He said that he thinks it’s interesting that in those years, he
rode a worn-out bike, carrying a worn-out bag with rolled up paintings all sandwiched together.
He never thought that he could sell these paintings or that they would receive any sort of
notoriety. At that time we were simply concerned with painting and its own spiritual
sustenance. We weren’t concerned with any other elements. Our paintings never included a
signature because we didn’t feel we needed to sign them. After you finished a painting, you kept
it yourself. There weren’t other people who liked them or wanted them, and there definitely
weren’t people who wanted to buy them.

ik ¢ BAE IR B R A AR 2 ARBEXA - At T R A 0 5T
AT > AEH—E - BEELE G » MREHE AR NE T AR SE AT - ?}izﬂﬁai'ﬁ EofE
AIRERE T EE 0 N T H ORI ST A AR o ROEEEHLES - rANVEEEAEZE
o WHRAQREES - (FEE T REEHCTEI AR ANE -« FARHHRE -

MK: I think signing one’s painting just isn’t appropriate. Too sensitive.
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ZH: We painted for ourselves or to share with our friends. We never thought that we needed to
sign our paintings. But after we entered the market, we found that if we didn’t sign them,
people wouldn’t want to buy them, so we were begged to sign our paintings. Now, we will only
sign the backs of paintings before we give them to people. But when we are painting we don’t
sign the front of the paintings because we think that they are already complete. They don’t need
a signature. Adding a signature would be too much. When Zhao Wenliang paints, he uses
thumbtacks. This creates small holes in his paintings, so he spends several hours repairing
these holes because he wants to preserve the original integrity of the painting. For us, signing
our paintings would ruin the integrity of our paintings.

We were not willing to become students of the academy, not willing to become Z K%
(professional artists), not willing to sign our paintings, and not willing to enter the mainstream.
We don’t have those abilities. Actually, entering the mainstream is not freeing at all.
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MK: If you have a certain kind of temperament, your paintings will reflect that temperament.
You can say that studying within the academy is good, tradition is good, knowledge is good, but
without this kind of temperament, it can all go to hell. This is one part. Another part is, I think
that after forty plus years of painting experience, I have realized that I have never stopped
studying. This is a very conscious effort. There is no other push. This “teachers are good,
everything is great” attitude is impossible. This has already formed into a work pattern. A good
aspect of not attending the academy is that I don’t remember experiencing any kind of process
for studying painting. Of course, there is a process. At the very beginning, you want to
encounter a kind of condition towards art making, but this condition should always be
independent. You don’t want this to be a type of homework. When we were making en plein air
paintings, our most fundamental motivation wasn’t to go study, but to connect, a kind of
exercise.
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LS: I started painting with my cousin. She painted according to early Chinese painting thought,
which incorporated line drawing. We would go and sketch together, but I was very disinterested
in this way of working. My line drawings were so time consuming, I could never finish them. This
was so exhausting. I couldn’t paint like this. Later, I just painted with color. I remember in
January of 1971, the first time I went to Purple Bamboo Park (in Beijing). It was then that I first
met other No Name painters. Then, I was only painting color without first making any sketches.
To this day I don’t make sketches. Before, I thought this way of working wasn’t that good. But
then, after chatting with some friends, I realized this was a great way of working. Why? These
friends were all really good students with professional experience. They all graduated from the
Central Academy of Fine Arts, all really great students. Studying in the academy, it was really
painful for them to rid themselves of so many years of academic training by their teachers in the
Academy. It was difficult for them to get rid of these things because they practiced them day
after day. They wanted to free themselves from everything their teachers taught them, but this
was incredibly difficult. My friends told me I painted very well. I asked them why. They said it
was because I didn't paint lines on the surface of the paintings. After that, I felt that the Central
Academy couldn’t teach you because their set of conventions required you to copy others. The
Academy absolutely wasn't for you to develop your own specialty, your own talent, or for you to
develop your individuality. I have a friend who taught in Germany. He said that for the first
year, students are not allowed to paint physical things. Teachers all critique students’ personal
work. They don't allow students to copy others’ work. This allows students to become their own
people. This makes me glad with myself.

Recently, I had some friends who wanted to paint. They asked me how to paint. So I told them
that painting is actually quite simple. If you want to paint, just paint. Number one: You
shouldn’t care whether or not your painting resembles anything. Of course it won't look like a
photograph. If you care about this, just take up photography. Don’t bother painting. Number
two: Disregard others’ comments or critiques. You should just paint to make yourself happy. If
you are happy while you are painting, you've already achieved your goal. Doing something
without professional training is a really freeing experience.
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GM: During that time, I was a teacher. In Inner Mongolia I taught painting beginning in 1973.
I taught art history and a little line drawing. I believe toward the end of the Cultural Revolution,
art academies started paying attention to more of these techniques, this type of training. But in
Inner Mongolia, this teaching academy that I taught at was not a mainstream school. There was
relative freedom with few rules.
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ZH: You were reeducated (during the Cultural Revolution) in Inner Mongolia, right?
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GM: Yes. So at that time, my paintings were all influenced by Soviet realism. This is what all
painting was in China at that time. However, (Li Shan) studied herself. She studied her own
inherent nature, very innate. (To Li Shan:) Your creative elements use your own sensitivity. So
the things that you paint are all your own.
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ZH: After all these years of being outsiders, we are all pretty relaxed. If we had other interests
at hand, we would not paint this way. Now I understand more and more that it is only when you
are relaxed that your paintings will truly be free and unrestrained. The more you see these
intense things from before, the more you cannot free yourself from them. If you always paint
like you did then, your paintings will be no different from before.

gk (Ef) XL SFEHEILEIA% - EEBUR - AIREIEN T HIZAE > Pl JEF XA ER - I

AR 5 R A BRI RV E A E - R E T BRI RESKATE - BER A - &
AR EE © EERANER R -

Contemporaneity: Historical Presence in Visual Culture  http://contemporaneity.pitt.edu
Vol 4, No 1 (2015) | ISSN 2155-1162 (online) | DOI 10.5195/contemp.2015.155




189 Gao Minglu, Madeline Eschenburg, Ellen Larson, and Dong Li Hui

) | New articles in this journal are licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 United States License.

DSk’

This journal is operated by the University Library System of the University of Pittsburgh as part of its
D-Scribe Digital Publishing Program, and is co-sponsored by the University of Pittsburgh Press.

Contemporaneity: Historical Presence in Visual Culture  http://contemporaneity.pitt.edu
Vol 4, No 1 (2015) | ISSN 2155-1162 (online) | DOI 10.5195/contemp.2015.155




