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Born Hsia Zuxiang into a literary family in Xiangxiang, Hunan Province, Hsia Yan was raised by his paternal
grandmother after the untimely death of both his parents. His interest in art began with portrait sketches
as a middle and high school student in Nanjing. In 1949, he retreated with the Nationalist government
and military to Taiwan, where he served as a sergeant in an administrative role at the Air Force Command
Headquarters in Taipei. In 1956, while studying at the painting studio of Lee Chun-Shan, where students
were encouraged to explore freely, he co-founded the Ton Fan Group with seven of his classmates, including
Hsiao Chin, Wu Hao, and Ho Kan. Three years later, he was discharged from the military.

Hsia Yan has lived a life shaped by cross-cultural movement. From Paris and New York to Taipei and
Shanghai, Hsia traveled and resided abroad, expanding his vision and continually exploring traditional
Eastern values and avant-garde experimentation with his artwork. Within this context, he has employed
figurative images to interrogate human archetypes, paying special attention to the existential conditions of
the displaced. However, this sense of foreignness has not been confined to subject matter or setting, nor
solely to locale or identity, but rather is deeply rooted in the extension and evolution of line—the core of
Eastern art’s visual language. In this way, he has evoked a diasporic sensibility of wandering, alienation, and
rootlessness.

Completed in 2002 when Hsia Yan had just moved to Shanghai, Thirty-Six Portraits is distinctive within the
artist’s creative trajectory. Departing from his customary full-body portraits, the work adopts half-length
figures, combines collage and acrylic paint, and centers on thirty-six faces that progress from figurative
prototypes to abstraction. The brushwork is by turns swift and unrestrained, wavering and trance-like, or firm
and sinuous, and is set against backgrounds that alternate between plain and undulating. This serves to
de-emphasize narrative content and shift the visual focus onto the flow and tension of his lines, ultimately
indicating the essence of humanity. In an interview with artist and art historian Hsieh Li-Fa, Hsia Yan noted
that line in the Eastern context differs from that in Western painting, where it serves to divide space; instead,
it embodies change and movement while carrying spiritual cohesion. In Thirty-Six Portraits, Hsia employs
these properties to delineate his figures, yet resists the constraints of identifying with traditional portraiture
or representation. He allows the images to vacillate between clarity and obscurity while conveying
psychological, emotional, and existential implications and forming an indistinct yet profound portrait of
humanity.

Thirty-Six Portraits echoes his One-Hundred Faces, made from 1994 to 1996, although the two works differ in
sensibility. In One-Hundred Faces, vividly colored lines that intertwine and float through the work construct
faces, representing a mature expression of his fuzzy People style, which first emerged during Hsia’s
Paris period in the 1960s. In contrast, in Thirty-Six Portraits, the choice of black, white, and gray renders
interwoven lines and shapes even sharper and more spirited while intensifying visual tension. This shift
parallels Hsia’s practice since 1999 of extending the visual language of Fuzzy People into monochromatic
metal sculpture, thus endowing this two-dimensional expression with sculptural texture and tactile tension.
At the same time, Hsia Yan continued to reference traditional Chinese art by introducing collage techniques
from the folk art of paper-cutting into his works. Such additions enriched the structural layering of his
compositions and made his Fuzzy People vocabulary increasingly diverse in both material and expression.

Notably, Hsia Yan granted a high degree of flexibility for the display of Thirty-Six Portraits—allowing
adjustment in the spacing between portraits, their order, and framing. As such, the work can be reconfigured
according to circumstances, giving curators greater flexibility and interpretive freedom. This openness
reflects the artist’s relaxed and natural attitude toward creation, his long experience of living in and passing
through countries, and deep understanding of the expansiveness and freedom of artistic language. As a
result, this artwork can continually engender new dialogues and meanings in different exhibition contexts,
manifesting the fluid nature of Hsia Yan’s artistic practice. (Chen Hui-Ying)
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GABM 36 AMBEHME Thirty-Six Portraits
2002
B sz HEER ~ $BL ~ =75 Acrylic and collage on canvas
45.5x38 cm (x36)
BB Purchase 2024.0015.001
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