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Continuing the Dream in the Far East: Fang Shaohua’ s Expansion of The Turkish Bath

Du Xiyun

In the late 18th century Europe, there was a surge of keen interest in the customs of the East (the Middle
East). In particular, the exotic cultures, picturesque landscapes, romanticism, and adventures fascinated
artists and writers. Neoclassical painter Ingres was infected with this Oriental fashion as well. Although he
had never visited the Middle East, inspired by Letters from the Orient by the wife of British Ambassador to
the Ottoman Empire, he painted The Turkish Bath during the years 1852-1859. Having complete this painting

crowded by over 20 attractive females, he added “atage 82” beside his signature.

In the early 21st century, China flourished in all aspects after integrating into economic globalization, which
attracted worldwide attention. Fang Shaohua, who was born in 1962, continued Ingres’ Orientalist erotic
dream on a canvas of 6m by 1.5m, a project which lasted a year at his age of 49 in Guangzhou, a cosmopolitan

in southern China, and which he called “Expansion of The Turkish Bath”.

Different from Ingres, who was based in France and painted an imagined Turkey (The Middle East), Fang
painted China (the Far East) in which he lives, thereby sharing the feeling with other Chinese residents that
the history, customs, and ethos of this land are authentic and approachable. Especially after the 1960s till
now, he witnessed and personally experienced the drastically changed and the unchanged in this era; there-
fore, he occasionally and spontaneously makes comparisons between then and now, between China and the
West. His artistic talent and years of painting practice have been motivating him to transform his thoughts

into vivid, specific representations.

After Ingres’ The Turkish Bath is expanded, it continues with Chinese traditional gardens and contempo-
rary style beaches. Against the background of lotus, mudans, willows, palm trees, coconut trees, waterfalls,
babbling springs, pavilions, and peculiarly shaped rocks, over 30 beautiful Chinese and Western nudes,
graceful and lively, are shown all over the canvas, accompanied by red-crowned cranes, pandas, leopards,
and other animals. Fang’ s spatial framework, strong foundation in realistic representations, taste of color,
brushstrokes with personalized style, as well as the attitudes and emotions embodied by these elements,
takes up the line of Ingres, who lived more than a hundred years from now, while manifesting a highly

distinctive personality of his own.

Evidently, it can be concluded after appreciation that Fang Shaohua’ s Expansion of The Turkish Bath is a
gorgeous erotic dream of a male painter that faces up to desire and disregards public gaze, and a metaphoric
wonder which Chinese intellectuals have mixed feelings about and cannot describe with words. It is private
and public at the same time: the recognition, publicity, and abuse of desire is the private matter that this
Golden Age publicizes without constraint. It is illusionary yet real sometimes: a dream is an illusion,
but sometimes closer to reality than what is seen when awake. While the expanded Turkish Bath may be
imagined fantasies in some eyes, it may be the blueprint some strive to actualize, or even the real scene
in which some have personally been long ago. Perhaps, it’ s something which some have experienced, but

gradually faded into a long-lost dream and an untouchable mirage...



