














One of Ah Xian's most striking recent works is a kneeling female figure made
from red carved lacquer. Lacquer is a traditional Chinese medium in which an
inner core - in Ah Xian's case fibreglass - is coated with successive layers of
lacquer before being carved. The lacquer, which derives from the sap of the
Rhus verniclflua tree, among others, is coloured and rubbed on with a wad of
fine silk, then allowed to dry before the next layer is applied. After some eighty
layers, or when the body reaches a thickness of at least five millimetres, the
figure is then marked up with the required design and carved. Ah Xian's figure
was made by artisans who work at the Beijing Carved Lacquerware Factory,
now located in Xunyi county on the outskirts of Beijing, and took more than one
year to complete. It is carved with an all-over design derived from Chinese
landscape painting, with pathways leading into towering mountains, waterways,
pine trees and secluded multistorey pavilions where poets and scholars could
retreat to contemplate the beauty and marvellousness of the natural world. The
patterns are standard, carved by the sure hand of a master, the mountains and
waterways following the contours of the female body so that it is hard to
distinguish whether the landscape inhabits the figure or the figure inhabits the
landscape. In any case, the two are inextricably connected. The warmth of the
natural lacquer medium and the vibrancy of the vermilion colour create a feeling
of security despite the suffocating intricacy of the design which has been carved
into the body of the figure, leaving an indelible three-dimensional image. The
kneeling figure appears quiet and contained. Her face is calm and her hands are
cupped behind her back as if in some strange ritualistic pose, the purpose and
meaning of which is unclear. It is one of a small number of full-figure lacquer
figures that Ah Xian has completed to date.

A seated female figure cast from bronze provides an interesting counterpoint
to her lacquer sister. This figure adopts a more naturalistic pose and sits cross­
legged, hands gently resting on her calves. Like all the poses adopted by Ah
Xian's sitters, they are determined by the artist's quest for naturalism, the ability
of a sitter to maintain a pose during the lengthy process of casting and for the
form to be structurally sound in order that it may be translated into the requisite
medium. Ah Xian has created a small number of works using the ancient
Chinese medium of cast bronze, which were made in a workshop in Nanchang,
about one-and-a-half hours by bus from the porcelain centre at Jingdezhen.
Decorated with an overall design of an archaic animal mask or taotie pattern, the
woman appears to have been petrified through some strange process that has
maintained her youthful form and suppleness but trapped her spirit.

A standing figure inlaid with ox bone employs yet another Chinese craft
technique and concomitantly elicits a very different response in the viewer.
Slivers of bone, like dragon scales, have been applied to the fibreglass body
cast. The figure rests on one foot as if walking; a strange creature from another
world, part human and part animal. The figure was made in Xianghe county in
Hebei province outside Beijing, in a small factory which employs about five
people. Bone inlay is messy, smelly and painstaking work. The factory is piled
high with ox bones which must be boiled for long hours to separate flesh and
sinew from the bones and to bleach the bones white. The bone is then cut into
slivers and prepared for inlay on whatever surface the customer requests, which
may be a multi-panel folding screen, a large decorative vase or, in more unusual
circumstances, Ah Xian's figures.

The creation of full-figure sculptures is Ah Xian's ultimate goal. His failure, so far,
to create a standing full figure in porcelain has pushed him to explore full-figure
forms in other media. The hands, legs, feet and busts that he has created along
the way are part of the slow process of acquiring the necessary skills and
experience to replicate the human form in all its ordinariness, beauty and mystery.
Determined to succeed, Ah Xian continues to experiment with the medium he
was first drawn to, continually looking for new technical challenges. A celadon
bust with an applied three-dimensional design of lotus leaves and flowers creates
a delicate and nuanced portrait. The lotus, a Buddhist symbol of purity, paired with
the image of a young and beautiful Chinese woman, causes us to ponder the

transience of life and beauty. In another bust Ah Xian subtracts rather than adds
ornamentation, creating a three-dimensional design of the entire bust. The
technique of open-work carving, most often used on large vases, shows off the
technical skills of the ceramic artist in a sophisticated play on the resolution of
solid and void which creates a truly three-dimensional design. The power of works
such as these lies in their particular combination of material, technique and
concept. They are multilayered works which convey Ah Xian's meditations on
complex cultural and cross-cultural ideas. They are a form of concrete poetry.

Ah Xian's art has always had a quirky dimension. He has a keen interest in the
bizarre and the surreal. A carved porcelain female bust with peacock-like
feathers glazed a vivid blue is a good example. The face is unglazed, revealing
the pure white porcelain body beneath. Like the bone-inlay woman she is a
fantastic hybrid creature, part bird and part human. The decoration is not total
and appears to grow from her skin. In works that Ah Xian is planning to make in
the future, decorative areas will also emerge from the figure, as if from under
the skin, in a further development of his exploration of cultural branding and the
innate cultural baggage we all carry.

Australia may be the place that has given Ah Xian the freedom to explore his
own art and psyche, but China is the place that arouses his most intense
feelings and where he makes most of his artworks.' These days it is the artistic
traditions that have been passed down from master to student that draw Ah
Xian back. His is a slow process of learning about age-old techniques that are
fast disappearing and finding ways to apply them to create what may be best
described as conceptual art. He is a keen student who is working with quiet
determination to make up for lost knowledge and lost time in order to ensure
that these craft practices do not become lost arts.

Looking back on Ah Xian's artistic achievements since coming to Australia,
I noticed with particular interest a portrait photograph of Ken Done and Roger
Woodward in the program for Ah Xian's first exhibition. Ken Done, paintbrush in
hand, has just finished painting an image of the Sydney Harbour Bridge on the
forehead of Roger Woodward announcing the First Sydney Spring International
Festival of New Music in 1990. Done uses Woodward's face as a canvas to
brand the event, employing one of Sydney's most famous icons.' Perhaps this
photograph, long forgotten, helped sow a seed for the development of Ah Xian's
new art in Australia.
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opposite, top left
Ah Xian, Human Human - landscape, carved lacquer
figure 1, 2oo2-Q3, carved red lacquer on resin fibreglass
body cast, carved With a deSign of pavilions and landscape,
87 x 44 x 73 cm, collection and courtesy the artist.

OppOSite, top nght
Ah Xian, Human Human - taotie, bronze figure 1, 2004,
cast bronze, 82.5 x 57 x 60.5 cm, collection and courtesy
the artisl.

opposite, bottom left
Ah Xian, Human Human - dragon scales, ox-bone inlay
figure 2, 2002-Q3, ox·bone Inlay on resin fibreglass body
cast, 156.5 x 61 x 31 cm, collection and courtesy the artist.

oppoSite, bottom nght, detail
Ah Xian, China China - bust 80, 2004, porcelain body
cast With applied lotus decoration and celadon glaze,
41 x 39.5 x 23 cm, collection and courtesy the artist.

art & australia 397




