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...... Newly arrived and quite ignorant of the languages of the Levant, 
Marco Polo cold express himself only by drawing objects from his 
baggage–drums, salt fish, necklaces of warthogs’ teeth–and pointing to 
them with gestures, leaps, cries of wonder or of horror, imitating the bay 
of the jackal, the hoot of the owl. 
 

The connections between one element of the story and another were not 
always obvious to the emperor; the objects could have various meanings: 
a quiver filled with arrows could indicate the approach of war, or an 
abundance of game, or else an armorer's shop; an hourglass could mean 
time passing, or time past, or sand, or a place where hourglasses are made. 
 
But what enhanced for Kublai every event or piece of news reported by his 
inarticulate informer was the space that remained around it, a void not 
filled with words. The descriptions of cities Marco Polo visited had this 
virtue: you could wonder through them in thought, become lost, stop and 
enjoy the cool air, or run off. 

 
Italo Calvino “Invisible Cities” 

 
 

 
Calvino’s novel Invisible Cities is based on the travels of 13th Century Venetian 
merchant Marco Polo to China, from which he imagines a traveler’s tale of 1,001 nights. 
In this story Marco Polo describes cities that could be real or imaginary to Yuan 
Dynasty Emperor Kublai Khan, describing the outlines of his empire to a ruler unable 
to visit every inch over which he rules.  
 
As with the Marco Polo in the novel, Han Hsiang-ning uses the medium of painting 
canvas and drawing paper to depict all the things he has seen on his travels through the 
interplay of reality and imagination, narrating scene after scene of stories for viewers 
and through that process craft his own inimical art world.  
 
Han Hsiang-ning was born in 1939 and is 80-years-old this year, an age most definitely 
considered senior around the world. However, Han’s life and way of life has always 
been that of a young person. He is often to be found in Taipei and Sanxia in Taiwan, 
Yunnan and Dali in China or New York and indication that geographic distance has 
never held him back. Indeed, the change from place to place has often provided him 
with material from which to create subject matter for his art.  
In Han Hsiang-ning’s long career he has never been scared of experimenting with 
different artistic styles and materials. In the 1960s he started out with representational 



painting, in the 1970s developed the well known photographic realist urban landscapes, 
from the late 1970s to the 1980s he focused more on character based motifs and moved 
from realism to linear abstraction. In the 1990s, Han started to create a series of 
landscape works and in more recent years has experimented with using drawing to 
modify the photographic printouts he creates. From oil colors, acrylic pigments, 
drawing ink to a spray gun, rollers, painting brush and camera, the artist has worked 
with a wide range of different media and tools, utilizing various visual languages to 
express his ideas and feelings. The philosophy showcased through the urban and 
landscape scenes of Han Hsiang-ning is particularly thought provoking. 
 
 
1. This City - So Close, So Far 
 
In 1967, Han Hsiang-ning moved from Taipei to New York and on arriving in this 
unfamiliar environment the first thing he focused on was the city’s micro-landscapes. 
 
In 1971, several of his works including “Brooklyn Bridge,” “New Jersey Bridge” were 
painted from an upwards looking perspective, depicting bridges – a channel that 
transports people moving between the main districts of large urban metropolitan areas. 
The artist also imbued these scenes with a sense of grandeur, placing the visual focus 
firmly on the supports, piers made of rock and concrete and geometric lines of the metal 
arched girders holding up the bridge. In addition, the pale tones of the works create 
images that seem overexposed, holy and tranquil. Moreover, although these are 
ordinary New York scenes they are presented as distant sky-based landscapes, as if they 
can be seen but are difficult to reach. In the same period, Han produced several 
paintings of classical buildings in the Soho District of New York – “Soho Prince Street” 
(1972), “New York Soho” (1973)” and “West Broadway Close to Prince Street” (1973) 
maintain the upward looking perspective of earlier pieces, showcasing scenes in which 
the straight lines of buildings overlap, adopting a microscopic perspective to explore 
the details of a strange city. 
 
In the 1970s, Han learned to drive and that made it easier for him to move around New 
York and the surrounding area as a result of which he gradually started to understand 
the city from a more holistic point of view. In this way he adopted an eye-level view to 
present the industrial and urban civilization of the New World as seen in his paintings 
of such industrial factory landscapes as “Baltimore Factory” (1972), “New Car Factory” 
(1973), “Eight Chimneys” (1973), “BASF Factory” (1973), “Oil Refinery and Orange 
Office” (1973), “Storage Tanks” (1973), “Strikline Powerlines” (1973) and “New 
Jersey Chemical Plant” (1973). Alternatively, Han also focused on depictions of urban 
skylines and skyscrapers as seen in “West Side Skyline of N.Y.,” (1976), “New York 
United Nations Building” (1978), “Skyline N.y.,Sunset,” “Shore Line, Chicago” (1979) 
and “Lake Michigan” (1979) etc. 
 
Han Hsiang-ning also sought to better understand the New York City in which he lived 
by painting scenes from a birds eye view as seen in “Fifth Street” (1974), “Alvis” 
(1974), “America’s Largest” (1975), “Canadian Furries” (1975), “Flatiron Building” 
(1975), “Highway in New York” (1975), “This is Macy’s’” (19757) and “Times 
Square” (1977), all of which record important buildings and street scenes in New York 
City through the eyes of a traveler.  
 



Because Han uses a spray gun when painting, the rough color points and yellowish tone 
ensure that the scenes he witnesses with his own eyes and records are more akin to 
nostalgic historical moments. Even more worthy of note is that the noise and clamor, 
the chaos and dirt of the streets, the mixture of races in the works never feature in the 
works of Han Hsiang-ning on New York City. Instead those elements are replaced by 
clean orderly blocks and the figures that appear on these streets are like the musical 
notes on five-line staffs, harmoniously arranged to create an aesthetically pleasing 
composition, to give off a sense of tranquil poetry. In other words, although this is New 
York it is also not New York, because this is the city of the artist’s imagination. He 
manipulates symbols that represent this city to craft to create his own imaginary version 
of the city. In this sense the painter maintains a certain distance between himself and 
the scenes in front of him and despite being physically present and recording what he 
sees, his mind is in an imagined place, so the city and industrial civilization he paints 
are both celebrations and heartfelt.   
 
 
2. That Mountain – So Far, So Close 
 
The works of Han Hsiang-ning whether urban scenes or natural landscapes are always 
depictions from real life.  
 
From 1989-1991, Han Hsiang-ning painted a series of smoke shrouded mountain 
landscapes using a watercolor brush and ink and focused on Huangshan in China. In 
the same year he also painted a series of studies of masterpieces, including “Copy of 
Guo Xi’s ‘Early Spring’” (1991), “Copy of Li Tang’s ‘Wind in Pines Among a Myriad 
Valleys’” (1991) “Copy of Fang Kuan’s ‘Mountains and Streams’ (1991) and “Copy 
of Han Gan’s ‘Herding Horses’” (1992). At the top of all his paintings Han Hsiang-
ning leaves the name of the work in typed English and an inscription. For example, on 
his copy of “Wind in Pines Among a Myriad Valleys” is written “After Li Tang, Han 
Hsiang-ning, 1991, painted in the United States” and on the copy of “Mountains and 
Streams” is written “After Fang Kuan, Han Hsiang-ning, 1991, painted in the United 
States.” This kind of inscription is not only a salute to the original work but is at the 
same time also a transforms the meaning of such a copied work, reminding viewers that 
the work they are looking at is a reproduction and as a corollary that they should not so 
easily believe what they see with their own eyes to be true. 
 
The unique poetic rhetoric of the artist’s painting can be summed up as a visual 
vocabulary based on scenes seen from a distance that is indistinct, appears real but also 
made up, copied but also creatively original. The world Han creates with his brush is 
never entirely real but it is always dressed up to resemble reality. As with the extreme 
light series Han produced on arriving in New York, the bridge piers appear shrouded in 
mist, seemingly revealing their shape while simultaneously covering up their original 
appearance. These were later defined as photographic realist works, the rough spray 
points always clearly reminding viewers that they are looking at a painting and not the 
real world.  
 
Han continued to produce paintings that combine a paradoxical sense of realism and 
non realism and are imbued with a dialectical life philosophy. For example, in the “The 
Rain not Ink” (2016) series, rain is ink, a ground brush is a painting brush, the concrete 
floor is paper, creating a time sensitive painting that only exists in the moments before 



the paint dries. This sentiment is derived from the Zen Buddhist idea Bodhi is 
fundamentally without any tree; the bright mirror is also not a stand; the mountain is 
not a mountain, water not water, then the mountain is also a mountain, water is also 
water. 
 
The “Travelers Among Mountains and Streams” Series started by Han in 2000 and 
continued to the present represents a long-form evolution of this rhetoric. Taking the 
composition of “Mountains and Streams” as his foundation, the artist first makes a draft 
on tyvek paper and then uses an ink roller to make rubbings on paper of ground patterns, 
images and writing from places he visited such as New York, Taiwan and many areas 
across China and make the final revisions on the floor of his studio. 
 
The original painting by Fang Kuan can be seen at the National Palace Museum in 
Taipei and is 106cm in length and 103cm wide. In contrast the works in Han’s 
“Travelers Among Mountains and Streams” Series are larger than the original. For 
example “Travelers Among Mountains and Streams: New York” (2012) is two times 
as big as the original and the magnification of the work’s dimensions gives the picture 
more of a sense of being present. In the paintings of Han Hsiang-ning, the thick and 
compact rain drop wrinkles of Fang Kuan become dissipated, natural and unrestrained 
printing ink rolling marks 
 
This journey that has gone from Yingko, Hsinchu, Tainan, Kaohsiung and Pingtung in 
Taiwan to Tianjin, Qingdao, Shanghai, Changsha, Chengdu, Wenzhou, Ningbo, 
Suzhou and Hangzhou in China to New York and Paris has still not ended even today. 
The upright mountain trees and rocks in the original painting become “A journey of a 
thousand miles begins with a single step,” containing symbols from each city, places 
where the ground has been worn down by the footsteps of visitors over the years, in 
effect road movies. In this context, landscapes are no longer landscapes, no longer 
merely scenes seen from a distance, they are part and parcel of daily life,  
 
These points of view ultimately derived from different journeys were taken on 8mm 
experimental film when the artist was a young man. For example, in the 1965 film 
“Today” we see a naked doll washed onto a beach in some nameless place, a long 
journey on the rising and falling waves. In the 1966 film “Run” of the more than four 
minutes of images, painter Hsi Te-chin is shown running non stop through the streets 
of Taipei, passing single story homes, high rise buildings, telephone poles, roadside 
trees, the sky and passing downtown buses near the Renai roundabout and motorbikes, 
with the line of sight occasionally focused on the unclear distance and sometimes 
looking to the left and right. When the picture finally rests on a close up of the face of 
the runner and his expression of seeming confusion, the viewer realizes that the runner 
has no idea where to find the end of this journey. At this point, the individual holding 
the camera and filming is stood at the side recording the flow of inner feelings and 
external landscape experienced by the runner as he embarks on this journey.  
 
As part of this project, Han Hsiang-ning is a storyteller who holds a paint brush, roller, 
spray gun, and camera in his hands, narrating for viewers a series of stories about cities 
encountered on a journey. Through images he brings together memories of life that are 
both near and far. 


