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Curatorial Essay
Woman, the untouched touches on canvas
Calvin Hui

His "women" coil, twist, twirl, slither, slouch, snuggle, recline or tower,
exuding feminine sensuality in all its forms—whether strident, tender, or
submissive—leaping off the canvas. Whether the bodies are lushly fleshed
out or delicately willowy, they radiate a palpable, lustrous energy,
emanating from pain, longing, euphoria, and fantasy. Do not fault him for
his sensuously bold depictions because this is nod to his attitude toward
life and pay homage to the intrinsic desires wired into every human. To
Ma Desheng, the creator of his Muses, this natural and provocative
energy fuels his wellspring of inspiration and passionate pursuit of life.

| have personally known Mr. Ma for 20 years, and it was then | collected
the first piece of his Rock paintings. The paintings and the spirit they
convey remain eternal, with lasting energy that continues to resonate.
This is where Mr. Ma’s art truly lies—nothing is ephemeral and hollow, as the themes he explores are
rooted in the enduring wisdom of life.

Art repletes Ma, serving as perhaps his most precious outlet to express himself. He channels his life
into the image of stones, personifying them to give voice to his inner world, recounts the tale of
existence, and even celebrates the beauty of the female form with reverent awe. His bold appreciation
of the female figure and women’s values signals and magnifies his admiration for what he sees as the
god’s divine gift to humanity—the most pristine, natural, and organic embodiment of beauty in our
universe and nature.

On Ma'’s artistic conscious plane, women are manifested as highly refined silhouettes of a mythical
Muse which is beyond worldly interpretation and access.

Since moving to Paris in 1986, Ma continued to nurture his aspiration of modernising Chinese art and
elevating its presence on the international stage. Away from his homeland, Ma took the mission of
promoting Chinese contemporary art upon himself. This acute conscientiousness reflected his deep
sense of duty, born from an enduring affinity for and gratitude to his country — a sentiment he
carried proudly as both a badge of pride and a defining element of his art.

The shape of the “Woman” theme is both inevitable and serendipitous. The initial eureka moment
struck when our gallery Co-founder Mark Peaker and | visited Mr. Ma in his Paris studio last year.
There, in his compact studio, he unveiled his collection of “magnificent” female form paintings. The
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striking contrast of his towering yet lushly soft depictions of women left us utterly stunned, evoking
a visceral resonance that remains vivid today. What captivated us most was a triptych from 2002 —
one of his earliest creations of the female form.

During lunch, Mark proposed the idea of an exhibition dedicated to “Woman,” and both Mr. Ma and
| were thrilled by the prospect. In the end, Mr. Ma and | settled on a resonant title: “Woman: Ma
Desheng Solo Exhibition”.

Fair to say, the title christened for this exhibition holds meaning far beyond its literal implication. The
“woman” in the context of Ma’s exhibition is laden with significance: it represents the female

form, the iconic muse that Ma has artistically and emotionally tapped into throughout his oeuvre; it
also alludes to the artist’s life vision and philosophy — one of resilience, of gracefully navigating
through throes of pain, and of uninhibited expression through creative gymnastics.

In 2024, we hosted Ma Desheng’s solo exhibition, “Wish Upon a Rock”, at 3812 Gallery in Hong Kong.
This year, we are proud to present “Woman — Ma Desheng Solo Exhibition” at 3812 London—his
first-ever large-scale solo exhibition dedicated entirely to the theme of “women”, showcasing his
extensive body of female form paintings. This exhibition also marks the inaugural show at our newly
relocated London gallery in The Whiteley, a historical landmark transformed into a lifestyle
destination. For both the artist and the gallery, this moment is profoundly significant.

As the gallery owner and curator of this exhibition, as well as an avid fan and a long-time friend of
Mr. Ma, | would like to acknowledge Dr. Katie Hill, who is an established academic, curator and
speaker with an expertise in contemporary art, and Dr. Jiang Jun, who is the chief curator of Chinese
Pavilion at the 60th Venice International Art Biennale (2024), for their insightful articles and academic
guidance in shaping this exhibition.

| would also like to extend my gratitude to Dr. Jérébme Neutres, a distinguished curator, for his
insightful Preface to this exhibition and for his generous support in providing photos from Mr. Ma'’s
Pompidou exhibition. Dr. Neutres took the initiative in curating Mr Ma'’s solo exhibition at Musée
National d’Art Moderne at the Centre Pompidou in 2022. In retrospect, the exhibition in Paris offered
a glimpse of Mr. Ma’s “Woman” series, with two ink paintings featuring succinctly silhouetted female
figures and another sketch work communicating female form’s lusciousness in delineated fashion. It
makes our London exhibition, with its focus exclusively on “woman”, as both a curatorial continuation

and a narrative extension.

| would like to thank my incredible teams in London and Hong Kong for their outstanding dedication,
expertise, and team spirit in bringing this exhibition to life with such resounding success.
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Last but certainly not least, | am profoundly grateful for the trust, support, and guidance of Mr. Ma.
It is an honour to represent him in both London and Hong Kong.

Among over 20 meticulously handpicked works on display are Mr. Ma'’s two rare woodblock prints
of silhouetted, goddess-like figures from the 1970s, along with his signature ink paintings of

voluptuous women—read as an intimate dialogue with Henri Matisse, featured in his 1980s ceuvre—
lacing the exhibition with historical significance and grandeur.

As the inaugural exhibition of our new space at The Whiteley, “Woman” further consolidates 3812's
curatorial DNA of “Eastern Origin and Contemporary Expression”, with Mr. Ma’'s East-meets-West
artistic manoeuvre offering a precise and potent interpretation of our enduring vision.

Launching us on an experimental artistic journey and reaching a new height in our quest for cultural
reinvention and East-and-West artistic dialogue, this exhibition marks a groundbreaking and
rewarding milestone in both Mr. Ma’s artistic path and our own vision. Another message distilled
from Ma’s “Woman” series is that the theme of “woman” defies eras and artistic zeitgeists, never
becoming obsolete from history to the present. Ma’s “Woman” series is more than what meets the
eye. As Mr. Ma’s relentless reinvention of artistic expression is steeped in his struggles, survival, and
serendipitous encounters with his envisioned, idealised yet elusive female muses, the ultimate
outcome of this artistic and life wisdom lends us an enlightening extension for our vision and horizon
so that we could interpret and promote his art far and wide in a globally accessible language.
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