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The artist Mao Lizi captures the spirit of exploration in his art. From the landscapes he 

depicted during the 1970s, to the photo realistic renditions pregnant with obvious conceptual 

notions from the 1980s onwards for the "Stars Art Exhibition", the serial wall and ground 

paintings fashioned with Post-modernist and Orientalist elements beginning from the 1990s 

and finally, to the abstract “A Flower is Not a Flower” series as well as the abstract cum 

photo-realistic “Scraper” and “Withered Lotus” series, Mao is constantly challenging himself to 

reach for greater heights of excellence. The motivation behind this insatiable drive to surpass 

himself does not come from any grand ambition to seek artistic truths; rather it is the 

fundamental character of an artist. What compels us to paint? If it were to seek the truth, then 

the more direct channels of philosophy and science would have been preferred. If it were to 

accumulate wealth, then industry and commerce would have been more effective avenues 

than painting. We paint because of the pleasure it brings. What started out as something fun 

would become horribly tedious and painful when plagued with too many extrinsic objectives 

that goes against the true nature of art making. The ultimate pursuit of the artist is not the true 

essence of art itself but rather the true essence of life as manifested in his art. The destination 

of life is death, but the true essence of life is in living. Those objectives that we attach to art are 

akin to pursuing death over living. The joy that art itself brings is enough to constitute the true 

essence of art, just as living life to the fullest is what the true essence of life is all about.                        

 

Perhaps Kant, Wittgenstein, Heidegger and other great Western philosophers may be able to 

shed further light on this notion (of painting for joy), but in fact it originated from Chinese literati 

art. About one thousand years ago, the renowned Song painter-poet Su Shi had already 

reminded his contemporaries not to allow painting and calligraphic pursuits to turn into burdens 

they have to shoulder. Su was an avid lover of art and calligraphy, it dawned on him suddenly 

one day that “wouldn’t it be a grave mistake to put the cart before the horse, to lose sight of the 

original intent, when too much emphasis is placed on books while neglecting fame and fortune, 

and too much importance attached to art at the expense of life and death?” According to Su’s 

logic, life and death is an end in itself while art and calligraphy are its means. It would be a 

grave mistake if emphasis is placed on art and calligraphy over life and death, as the ends are 

abandoned for the sake of pursuing the means instead. In his eyes, many artists throughout 

history have fallen victim to this misguided notion. I would like to add that by avoiding this 

mistake and its consequences, an artist would be in a good position to practice true art, where 

the reason for existence of his art making lies in the pleasure that it brings. Mao’s art is 

precisely founded upon this joy and delight that art itself gives. He seeks constant innovations 

because he enjoys it. Art is a part of Mao’s life, and he would only cease painting when he 

finds no more pleasure in his work.        

 

Among Mao’s works of various styles - works that have brought much delight to Mao, I find the 

“Scraper” and “Withered Lotus” series particularly appealing. The common feature of these 

two series is that both marry abstraction with photo-realism. Mao may not be the first to create 

such a combination of styles, but in his hands, it acquires a unique significance. Mao lives in a 



country where Qi Baishi was born, and Qi’s fusion of gongbi and xieyi expressions is well 

known among the people of this country. When we look at Mao’s paintings executed in similar 

fashion, we would naturally link them with Qi’s compositions and not those of some foreign 

artists. In actual fact, Qi was indeed the artist who inspired Mao to create such a style. If we 

were to compare works by Mao rendered in a similar style with those of Qi’s, then we can 

immediately recognize the innovative transformation undertaken by the artist. In all fields of 

interests, including art, it is not quite possible to realize a thoroughly independent creative 

effort. Most of the time, what we see is a kind of creative or innovative transformation. 

Photo-realism techniques were not invented by Mao, but in the light of Qi’s works, Mao’s 

efforts at depicting scrapers and twigs using photo-realism techniques undoubtedly take 

painting insects and grass in the gongbi style a step further. Similarly, Mao may not have 

invented abstraction, but in the light of Qi’s oeuvre, Mao’s use of modern abstract methods to 

paint withered lotuses and mud walls undoubtedly takes painting flowers in the xieyi style one 

notch up. Looking from the perspective of Chinese art historical narrative, we can treat such 

examples of Mao’s works as modern forms of Qi’s art, because they share an analogous 

relationship – they are similar, yet different.  

 

What I find the most interesting are the new questions that stems from Mao’s uniqueness. In 

Qi Baishi’s case, no matter how different the gongbi and xieyi expressions are, they can be 

categorized under the domain of painting. In other words, the audience would be able to tell 

that Qi’s insects and plants are painted, because no matter how meticulously rendered, they 

are not works of photography. But with the rise in the use of readymade objects in 

contemporary art, and the widespread employment of photography, it is now possible to 

transpose Qi’s meticulous portrayals of insects and plants into “readymade objects” for 

implantation and “photographs” for collages in contemporary painting. Many viewers have 

mistaken the scrapers and twigs in Mao’s works to be readymade objects. When they 

suddenly realize that these are illusionary effects created by Mao using photo-realism 

techniques, they would inevitably feel cheated. This is in fact a typical response to the painting 

one is viewing, because the act of painting is a fraudulent one – this is the tenet upheld by 

numerous master artists since ancient Greek times. The moment when the audience feels 

cheated is the moment when they become convicted by the painting they see.     

 

Nevertheless, the conjectural effects created by photo-realism techniques that Mao uses is not 

my main concern. Photo-realism is nothing new, and it is not easy to shock or trick those with a 

well-trained eye even if the best attempts are made at “cheating”. The kind of “cheating” I am 

looking for is what I call “cheating by abstraction”. In actual fact, the abstract components in 

Mao’s works are not abstract at all, as they themselves are actual readymade items. The mud 

walls that we see in Mao’s works are real mud walls; those dense colours are the authentic 

hues. Once we understand this significance, we would be overwhelmed by an immense 

feeling of being cheated, and feel shaken by its deep psychological impact. The transformation 

and dynamics between the real and the virtual, the truth and the false is what makes Mao’s 

works so mesmerizing.     
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