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Imagery of the Mind

by Calvin Hui

Almost 110 years have passed since Wassily Kandinsky,
the father of abstract art, completed the first abstract work
in the 1910s. However, abstract art is still considered
an incomprehensible art form by most people for one
reason—that the viewer cannot discern any concrete
image in the composition. If we pause and contemplate
the nature of art, we see it is a mirror to the artist's mind—
one that reflects the creator’s vision, inner world and
spiritual dwellings. The truth is that we are often blinded
by figurative representation; we forget what is born of the
mind and how important it is. That is why the abstract
artist Li Lei said, “abstraction speaks right to the heart
of visual perception, and the figurative essence is often
obscured by representation. The crux of the figurative
‘image’ is what the artist sees with their eyes; the crux of
the abstract ‘image’ is what they see in their mind.” When
the viewer grasps that this image stems from the mind,

they have made a stride in understanding abstract art.

A Sprout on the Branch of March

I’'m a sprout on the branch of March,
Growing within your reach,
Although this is against my will.

You pick me off,

And my blood flows in your hand,
Leaving the tender milk-like fragrance,
Although this is against my will.

—Li Lei

A Sprout on the Branch of March
—Li Lei’s artistic awakening

The start of Li Lei’s artistic career is just like the sprout
that grows in March thrive in the cold spring breeze,
even in places where they can be nipped by anybody.

Li Lei began to immerse himself in studying art during
the Cultural Revolution. While he had received no
academic training in art, the fervent youth sought
out as much art as he could and looked to the artists
he discovered as sources of guidance. Even amidst
the havoc of the Cultural Revolution, he found in his
surroundings things that inspired him to learn. He was
influenced by the lianhuanhua of the time; he did not
only copy the works, but he pondered how to connect
the art with his everyday life. In 1978, Li Lei, while
still in his teens, became a disciple of Zhou Zhuxiang,
a student of the late artist Xu Beihong. As Zhou
Zhuxiang emphasised the need to “learn from nature”
in the study of art, he took Li Lei to sketch outdoors
during their first lesson. From that moment onwards,
Li Lei's artistic perception was shaped by observing
natural scenery, and depicting the greenery, insects,

animals and the splendours of natural phenomena.

Fuelled by his inner calling to artistic expression,
Li Lei immersed himself in art practice throughout
the 1980s, which was a decisive period in the
development of his artistic style. It coincided with the
“85 New Wave”; the most important art movement in
20th century Chinese art. As an art movement, the
“85 New Wave” not only explored different artistic
trends and styles; it went further to examine how the
development of art could correlate with the progress
of society and culture, while it probed into human
nature and social psychological phenomena. Against
this backdrop, Li Lei was inspired by new ideologies,
as he was impassioned to re-think society and the
world from a personal perspective. In the 1980s, Li

Lei was inspired to embrace printmaking by Wang
Jieyin's lectures on the art at the Shanghai Huashan
Art Vocational School. Li Lei created Sunbird which
resounds with elements of Chinese mythology
and folk art, as well as the social atmosphere of its
time. The emerging artist made a splash with this
series—the fields of paints, the winding lines and the
expansive colours illuminate the conflicts and tension
between his inner world and the external world. The
work reveals Li Lei’s vigorous perception and his
concern for society that accompanied the dawning
of his artistic expression. It is a manifestation of the
artist’s character, and his vital inner world, that shines

through his later works.

After Sunbird, the Moon Snakes series presents a
shift to serene and joyful scenes. In the moonlit night,
the sprites with human faces and snakes’ bodies
dance and gaze around amidst the flowers, stirring
between gentleness and spirited movement. Li Lei
used his shrewd perception of colour to connect his
imagination of mythology and totems with pictures
from real life, transforming them into fantastic odes
to life. While we can still see depictions of figurative
forms in the Sunbird, the Moon Snakes series, we

can also discern influences of Expressionism. For



instance, in terms of composition, the works recall the
vertical format in the prints of Ernst Ludwig Kirchner,
in which the subjects are rendered upwards from the
bottom to fill the entire composition. The Expressionist
influences are also evident in the emphasis on the
symbolic meaning of forms. The artist used simple
lines to delineate the shapes and facial expressions
of the moon snakes, as well as the vase and the
drape in the setting. In its minimalist touches, the
imagery zooms in on the inner structures and spirits
of the subjects—the essence of which is distilled
through the artist’'s observation and thinking, and
then encapsulated in the work. From “learning from
nature”—observing botany and wildlife, and gathering
his feelings about nature—to thinking about the
connection between the environment and the self, Li
Lei realised that abstract art offers greater freedom
and room for creative expression. Over time, he
came to grasp the inner spirit of art and the spiritual
dimension of abstract art. This propelled his gradual

voyage into the realm of abstract art.

The Setting Sun Is Not a Pastoral

The Setting Sun Is Not a Pastoral.
Yetitis

The last stream of blood

Gushing out of the severed neck,
Proving that

Death can bloom.

—LiLei

“In the end, I think any kind of artistic expression
is an embodiment of thoughts, as it is a way to
express emotions. It is not a purpose.”

—LiLei

The Pastoral—the Beginnings of Abstract Art

Is the sunset a pastoral at the end of a day? Or does
it spell the endless reincarnation of life through time?

In the 1990s, Li Lei developed an interest in Buddhism.
He was immersed in his constant questioning of life
and reflection on reincarnation and death, which
drove him to create Burial of Flowers. The series
portrays imagery that is reminiscent of Lin Daiyu’s
burial of flowers, as the petals covered in dirt
symbolise the reincarnation of life and the earthly
realm as an illusion. From there, Li Lei made his real
start on the path of abstract art. He translated his
thinking about life into dots, lines and planes, which
saw the birth of the Zen Flower series. Besides the
sparse and spontaneous lines, the paintings are filled
with large areas of empty space and paint strokes;
the negative space accentuates the lines and colours
in the composition. While this series features simple
compositions, they are contrary to the extremely
rational or precise works of minimalism. Li Lei's Zen
Flower is focused on the expression in the emotional
and spiritual dimensions. His thoughts and feelings,
on the fragility and beauty of life are transformed

into marks and colours in the paintings. Through
intellectual reflections, they are distilled into abstract
symbols in compositions of purity and simplicity. The
motif of “flowers are not flowers” echoes Laozi and
Zhuangzi’'s philosophical thought: “all things in the
universe grow and balance one another, from which |

observe the endless cycle of life.”

From Sunbird and Moon Snakes to Burial of Flowers
and Zen Flower, Li Lei’s works exemplify not
only the shift from figurative depiction to abstract
expression, but also the artist’s contemplation on
life and his changing state of mind. As Li Lei said,
“Life is an opportunity to learn, to reflect, to cultivate
and transcend the self.” The creative process is his
dialogue between the self and the unfolding of his
thoughts. From the spiritual dimension and inner
emotions that are captured in his works, we see the
rhythm of the artist's thoughts and the messages he
seeks to convey. The works mirror the artist’s inner
world that shifts and skirts between the real and the

illusory.

The creation of The Browns series (2002) and
The August series (2003) was a turning point in Li
Lei’s artistic career. Both series marked the unison
of Chinese and Western aesthetics and artistic
languages in Li Lei’s abstract art, and they heralded
the development of a poetic art that is uniquely
his. In traditional Chinese ink painting, the world is
evoked as an emotive realm in black and white. This
essence of ink painting has had a profound influence
on generations of Chinese artists, and Li Lei is no
exception. In The Browns and The August, the artist
experimented with painting directly on plain coloured
paper and canvas—in his brushstrokes, the acrylic
paint emanates the presence of Chinese ink, as the
black and white contrast and complement each other.
The sparse strokes not only trace the stirring of the
artist’s heart, but also the spirit and translucence of ink

art. Zhou Xian, Professor at the Art Institute of Nanjing
University, compared Li Lei’s works from this period
with the Black and White series by American Abstract
Expressionist painter Willem de Kooning: “These
two series by Li Lei are different from de Kooning’s
work at a fundamental level, where they resound with
the essence of brush and ink that is at the heart of
classical ink painting. What is more interesting is that
in The August series, the artist used the technique
of empty space in abstract painting; he painted
directly on plain coloured canvas, leaving large areas
of empty space. Mi Fu, one of the four calligraphy
masters in the Song dynasty, once said, ‘Your servant
brushed his characters.’” This phrase makes a rather
apt description of these two series by Li Lei; the works
recall the stylistic rigour of Mi Fu’s ‘fast and fierce’
strokes, as a tremendous realm opens up between
a few sparse strokes.” As pinpointed in Zhou Xian’s
critique, Li Lei’s abstract art had reached the stage
where Chinese and Western elements coalesced
in his work at that point in time. While Li Lei has an
extensive foundation in Western art, he is also deeply
versed in traditional Chinese culture and philosophy.
His works from 2002 and 2003 illustrate a seamless
blend of Chinese brush and ink and Western Abstract
Expressionist art. What is more important is that he
continued to ponder and pursue this quest. Beyond
the merging of Chinese and Western arts, he sought
to develop his own artistic language.



Thanks for Your Spear

Your spear
Rushes directly to me,
Decisively sticking into my heart.

| happen to see

The blooming azaleas against the sky.

| happen to see

The stamens of the azaleas are purple.

| happen to see

The azaleas are smiling.

| happen to see

The azaleas are merging into boundless light.

You have liberated me,
Ridding me of this mortal coil.
Thank you and

Thank you.

—LiLei

Ridding Me of this Mortal Coil
—Poetic Abstraction

If you strip the mortal coil, what you see is a flower

blooming within the heart.

After a prolonged exploration into abstract painting, Li
Lei arrived at his unique style of “Poetic Abstraction”.
From 2004 onwards, he created series of abstract
paintings that were named after poetic works,
including Bamboo Shadows from 2004, and
Reminiscence of Jiangnan and Mt. Wuyi Impression
from 2005. The poetic titles light up the realms evoked
in the works; more importantly, they shed light on the
visual logic of Li Lei’s creative process. While working
on the series Reminiscence of Jiangnan, Li Lei began
with combing through his impressions of Jiangnan—
washes of green, watery, shifting, misty—and merged
them into images of Jiangnan that are palpable to the
viewer. As the art critic Gong Yunbiao remarked, “This

“In my abstract art, there is content, rhythm,
and poetry. Poetry is rhythmic language, as it
is the marriage of literature and music. It is a
visual rhythm that touches the heart.”

— LilLei

kind of poetic abstract art is born of the ‘meeting of
emotion and reason’. It is turning creative passion into
a perfect and rational expression through conscious
self-restraint and meticulous art making. Yet this kind
of rational expression is not devoid of sensibility. It is
the kind of sensibility that has been fermented and
refined. It expresses a kind of poetic emotion that has
been distilled through reason.” This emotional visual
experience is dissected and then turned into striking
visual symbols in the painting. They do not only
capture the humanistic scenery of Jiangnan, but also
embody intense personal emotions. Yet this “Poetic
Abstraction” goes far beyond expressing personal
emotions; it inspires resonance and connects with the
viewer in a dialogue.

This kind of dialogue in Li Lei’s abstract art has
its roots in a broader artistic context. In early 20th
century China, Lin Fengmian and Wu Dayu were two

pioneers in defining modern Chinese art, which had

an immense impact on the development of modern
Chinese painting. The successors to the two masters
were their students Wu Guanzhong, Zao Wou-Ki,
and Chu Teh-Chun. In particular, Wu Guanzhong’s
aesthetic character and ideas have a profound
influence on Li Lei. With the emphasis on the merging
of Chinese and Western elements in modern Chinese
art, Wu Guanzhong emphasized the literary character
of artworks and everyday life as the source of art,
as he believed art should engage in a dialogue with
the viewer that cultivates the latter’s understanding
of abstract beauty. These ideas are the basis for the
three artistic notions he proposed: “I have fallen short
of painting”, “brush and ink are nothing”, and “the
beauty of form”.

Li Lei has inherited Wu Guanzhong’s striving spirit
that is embodied in the words, “I have fallen short of
painting”. He devotes great effort to the development
of Shanghai’s fine art scene, as he has organised an
array of biennales and art salon events that witness the
bourgeoning of fine art in Shanghai. The continued
research and refinement in his art is also an important
force in the development of contemporary Chinese
abstract art. Wu Guanzhong once said, “brush and
ink should keep up with the time”. Li Lei interpreted it
as “we cannot talk about brush and ink in a way that
detaches it from the subject and emotions it conveys.
These perspectives clearly heed closer to the nature
of art.” This also coincides with Li Lei’'s conception of
artistic creation. On the basis of enhancing the artistic
literacy of the Chinese people, and his ideas about
expressing one’s personal thoughts and feelings, Wu
Guanzhong pinpointed the importance of the beauty
of form, through which an artist depicts the truth,

goodness and beauty of human nature and life.

Looking at Li Lei’s poetic abstract art, we see his
works embody profound cultural values and rich

emotions, which stem from his grasp of the earlier

painters’ ideas and instilling them into his own art. In
this context, he has also developed three principles

» o«

of artistic creation—"“unity of opposites”, “poetic

expression”, “presenting the intuitive experience of
life”. As Li Lei said, “Of the expression of the self in
our cultural tradition, poetry is the richest and most
exemplary form. These poems are related to the
expression of our lives. Incorporating poetry into my
abstract art makes for a more powerful delivery of the
deep emotions | want to express.” Li Lei’s sensitivity
of language and his sense of rhythm also underlie his
poetry: every word, every line, every poem is brought
to life on paper as he envisages it. The distinction
between poetry and painting vanishes, and the art
soars with a wondrous vitality and expansive feeling.
After his style of “Poetic Abstraction” took shape, Li
Lei created his most iconic series—Shanghai Flowers
and The Flame of Pompeii. The works from Shanghai
Flower feature vibrant colours such as bright red,
serene blue, joyous yellow and gentle green. They
come into a striking contrast on the canvas, or they
embrace one another in places, as the dynamic of
colours to mind the interaction between humans.
Beyond these powerful colours, the works hint at the
sense of emptiness and fragility that lurks in urban
life. The contrasting colours chime with tension
or serenity at different moments, as the intricate
composition reflects the excitement, sorrow, clamour
and decay that lie behind the metropolis. In The
Flame of Pompeii, the colour red is a central element
in the works. It symbolises the volcanic eruption and
the glamour of the city, while the rich and contrasting
tones evoke the cries, struggles and helplessness of
the people of Pompeii as they faced the revenge of
nature. It portrays the prosperous ancient city of 2,000
years ago burning into ashes in a moment, while it
illuminates the transience of life and illusoriness of
wealth. This portrayal also points to the artist’s critique
of society and life, and his intuitive understanding of
life.
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| dress up music,

Write poems on my face,

Fold the rainbow, put it in my pocket,

And hang the stars on the tips of my eyebrows.

| am a tadpole while swimming in a pond.
| am a grasshopper while lying on a leaf.
| am a firefly while flying to the sky.

| open my mouth,

From which fly out a hundred species of flowers.
Then | close my eyes

To count the countless beams of light in my heart.

—Li Lei

The Infinite Light of the Heart
—The Light of Li Lei’s Heart

Music, poetry, painting—in whatever light it manifests
itself, it points to the infinite light of the heart in the
end.

After 2014, Li Lei ventured from pure abstract art into
a broader artistic exploration. He expanded his choice
of medium from acrylic on canvas and oil painting to
include ceramic, wooden sculpture and multimedia
installation in his practice, employing different media
as his channels for responding to the world. As the
eminent British writer, art critic and curator Edward
Lucie-Smith mentions in Li Lei: Explosion of Colour—
A Chinese Abstract Art, “The new—though belated if
regarded in a purely Western context—painting that Li
Lei offers, is in a broader sense revolutionary. It shows
the degree to which Chinese culture is now prepared
to engage with the outside world. Anyone can ‘read’
these paintings. For Western and Eastern spectators
alike, the artist's aim is to engage the audience with
the here-and-now, the visual rhythms of our own
time.” Li Lei said, “Artistic creation is my way of self-
cultivation through which | seek to liberate myself.

“A good painting connects with the spirit of
a person. It is in harmony with the rhythm of
my life. We can read and mirror each other, as
the painting is a mirror to my mind. | am the
embodiment of the life of painting; if the image
of my mind does not ring true, it means the two
are not connected.”

—LiLei

My life is tied to a rope, and | want to set it free. My
art making is a constant process of liberating the self.
The audience also longs to be set free, and to feel
this freedom in their hearts.” Perhaps that is what we
feel when we look at the works of Li Lei. In Release
Heart Aura, the distinct brushstrokes and their rhythm
represent a departure from the splashes of paint in his
previous works. The free-flowing colours and darting
rhythms are like the spectrum of the heart that shines
on the viewer; the grand brushstrokes are glimpses
of treasures flashing across the mind, while the
variations between bright and dark tones evoke the
restless heart. “Abstract art is also the finger pointing
at the moon. What we truly seek is the truth about the
universe.” What Li Lei longs to explore is no longer
just the changes in the earthly realm and the beauty
of art forms, but the path to the unison of the universe

and the self.

Li Lei said, “I hope to express my thinking through
certain ways because the rhythm of my thoughts
changes between different time-spaces. My works
only record fragments of those rhythms. Like an
electrocardiograph or a reflector, it reflects the
perspectives and dimensions through which | know

“Colour is the keyboard, the eyes are the
hammer, the soul is the piano with many
strings. The artist is the hand that plays,
touching one key or another purposively, to
cause vibrations in the soul.”

— Wassily Kandinsky

the world, or it reflects the realms | see. The form of
expression does not matter to me. What matters is to
‘say’ what | want to ‘say’ clearly.” From looking at his
works, we can feel the artist’s state of mind, while we
grasp the essence of abstract art at the same time.
Li Lei's artworks have created a universal artistic
language—they do not only convey what happens
in his mind fully to those who see his art, but go
further to illuminate his cultivation of the self, and
his attitude and way of living. The artist's personality
and the influence of earlier artists are instrumental in
shaping this transcendent attitude and the idea about
liberating the self. It is key to the creation of a unique
visual language, which mingles Eastern literariness
with the rational and structural analysis in Western

music.

At this exhibition held concurrently at 3812 Gallery in
Hong Kong and London, we will showcase selected
works from Li Lei’'s series that illuminate the artist’s
reflections from over the years, as well as his works
from the past two years. The Calm Contemplation
diptych series will be showcased in public for the first
time. For this occasion, Li Lei has specially penned

an artist statement to elaborate on his creative

philosophy and visual language. Meanwhile, we hope
to present a more thorough introduction to Li Lei’'s
artistic language through the conversation with Li Lei
included in this catalogue. The text sheds light on how
he creates artworks that merge Chinese aesthetics
and Western abstraction through his unique style
of abstract art and technique. In addition, we are
honoured to collaborate with the Royal Drawing
School, London, on inviting Li Lei to visit the school as
artist-in-residence, and to host talks and workshops
with Sir Charles Saumarez Smith, Chairman of the
Royal Drawing School, London. They will discuss
the development of Eastern and Western paintings
against different social, cultural and educational
backdrops, and examine the creative logic of Li Lei’s
poetic abstract painting.
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Preface

In Li Lei’'s abstraction, we see a different style of
contemporary abstract art which has a Chinese,

rather than American or European, origin.

Li Lei’s artworks attempt to express the feeling of
what is described as “calm abiding with awareness”
and his reflection on different issues of modern
society through the spirit of Chinese traditional
culture and the practice of Western modern art.
In his artworks, we see the rhythm of music and
the dramatic conflict of emotion. Through his bold
chromatic approach and rhythmic brushworks, Li Lei
composes one after another modern yet idyllic pieces
that strike an emotional chord in viewers, and turns
the viewing experience into an intimate and emotional
conversation about the meaning of life, from the origin
and evolution of the universe to the composition of life
and the relationship between time and space. Also
known as a poet, Li Lei has not only earned prestige
and influence equalled by few of his contemporaries,
but also given us a new perspective with which to
understand his art and mind. From his work, we can
see how Li Lei consciously absorbs the elements of
poetry to enrich his art, making abstract art which is

easily accessible to the general public.

By Sir Charles Saumarez Smith

This November, we are proud to invite Li Lei to Royal
Drawing School in London and to participate in an
artist exchange program which fosters the artistic
exchange between China and the U.K. through the

medium of drawing.

Many congratulations to Li Lei for his first solo
exhibition in London, and | hope that, with his
presence in the Royal Drawing School artist exchange
program, our students and artists may gain a new

perspective on Chinese contemporary art.

Sir Charles Saumarez Smith,
Chairman of the Board of Trustees of

Royal Drawing School
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Introduction:
A Leading Abstract Artist
from China

The birth of Western-style abstract painting in China
has been slow in coming, for cultural as well as political
reasons. The book, Li Lei: Explosion of Colour—A
Chinese Abstract Art, about the work of Li Lei, a leading
Chinese abstractionist, is an important document that
elucidates both the how and why of this, in addition to
offering the Western audience a clear and complete
introduction to the career of a painter who has become

very important within his own culture.

As a non-speaker of the Chinese language, | am
obviously—in one sense at least—at a disadvantage
in discussing his work. Because the Chinese script
uses ideograms rather than separate alphabetic
characters to create text, there has always been
a temptation to claim that true abstraction cannot
fully exist within the framework provided by Chinese
culture. In other words, ‘pure abstraction’, without
detectable links to what has been observed in
the external world, must always be an exotic
phenomenon in China. Li Lei is a leading figure in a
group of painters now living and working in Shanghai,
China’s largest, most populous and—in common
parlance—most “modern” city, who offer a striking
contradiction to this belief.

By Edward Lucie-Smith

The essays offered in the book, all but one of them
by native Chinese scholars and critics, discuss in
detail how this has come about.

Cheng Nai-Ming, for example remarks, “Li Lei’s art,
strictly speaking, is not purely art—it is thought. He
uses thought to control his artistic expression and
every step of his technique, over and over again
revealing the profound internal tensions of his
thinking. The density of his brushwork represents
transitions in thought.” In other words, what we
encounter in his work is a paradox: a representation,
yes, but a representation of the intangible.

Gong Yunbiao, in an essay entitled The Summary of
Li Lei’s Poetic Abstract Painting, claims that “In fact
such poetic abstract art is the result of an ‘intersection
between the poetic and the rational’, a perfect rational
expression of creative passion through conscious
self-control and painstaking manufacture. Perceptual
expression naturally has a perceptual component,
but in this context perception means refined and
sublimated perception.”

He adds that there was “A certain inevitability in Li
Lei becoming an abstract artist in Shanghai. It was
a deliberate choice for him to put himself into the
greater circumstances of history and culture, based
on a philosophy permeated with an internalization
of local culture, and expressive of regional national

aesthetic feelings.”

As a Western critic, | naturally look at these statements
in two ways. The first way concerns what they lead
me towards in China—what they have to tell me
about a mighty culture with an unmatched record of

historical continuity which is not my own.

Secondly, | look at them for what they have to tell me
about the culture in which | actually live and know
directly at first hand.

If one looks at Western art now, one notices two
things. First, that pure abstraction in art has become
increasingly challenged. Purely abstract painting and
sculpture seemed to reach a full stop with the Minimal
Art movement of the mid-1970s, which sputtered out
in the 1980s and was blocked from any revival by the
rise of the World Wide Web.

Also that Western art, in its various geographical
guises, has tended to become increasingly parochial.
Much of it is connected directly with social and
political issues which have strong local roots in the
places where it is being made. These are idealistic
but also limiting impulses. Too often they spill over into
virtue signalling. The statement becomes: “| insist on
being recognised by you as a good artist, no matter
how banal the images | produce happen to be,
because of the excellence of the causes | support.”

This article is extracted and edited from:
Li Lei: Explosion of Colour—A Chinese Abstract Art,
Unicorn Publishing Group LLP, 2018, pp. 8-9.

If Minimalism—the predecessor to this—failed, it was
for a different reason, a puritanical refusal to engage,
and insistent that art must be only art, and that the
aesthetic element must not be allowed to mingle with

anything else.

The new—though belated if regarded in a purely
Western context—painting that Li Lei offers, is in a
broader sense revolutionary. It shows the degree to
which Chinese culture is now prepared to engage with
the outside world. Anyone can “read” these paintings.
You do not require any specific cultural formation to do
so. All you are asked to do is to use your eyes.

There is in these works undoubtedly a strong
technical foundation based on the long Chinese
history of art made with the brush. In this sense Li
Lei remains the heir of the ink masters of the Tang
Dynasty. However, the intention is not the same.
These expansively gestural works are very much of
their own time. They say: “Just look—being looked
at is what we are for.” For Western and Eastern
spectators alike, the artist’s aim is to engage the
audience with the here-and-now, the visual rhythms

of our own time.
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The Metaphysical Meaning of

Abstract Painting
—An Essay on Li Lei

The famous Tang-period poet Du Fu (712-770) has
a well-known phrase, “The morning bell beyond the
clouds is wet”. Ye Xie (1627-1703) remarked on its
seeming illogicality: “Sound has no form; how can it
be wet? The sound of the bell enters the ears, and
you hear it; how do you know the bell is wet? ... So,
this poem conveys the wetness of rain: there are
clouds, so there is rain; the bell is wet with rain ...
The common Confucianist says it should read, ‘The
morning bell is beyond the clouds’. Or, it should read,
‘The morning bell sounds beyond the clouds’, and
the word ‘wet’ has been supplied. But he does not
know how to visualize the bell separated from him
by clouds, or how to hear the wetness in the sound;
mysteriously becoming aware, comprehending
the real nature of things, and gaining access to
this mental state.” Here, Ye Xie is pointing to two
completely different perspectives on the world: that
of the poet and that of the common Confucianist. The
former has a unique way of looking at the world, and
like Du Fu experiences “mysteriously becoming aware
... gaining access to this mental state.” The common
Confucianist, on the other hand, follows the herd and
has an impoverished imagination; he cannot attain
this state. In fact, this is one of the important reasons
that art exists. If we combine Ye Xie’s ideas with those

By Zhou Xian

of Leonardo da Vinci, we come to understand why
art is art. Leonardo da Vinci said that art is “teaching
people to learn to see”. Du Fu’s novel mental state,
as in, “The morning bell beyond the clouds is wet”,
represents another perspective on Leonardo da
Vinci’'s assertion that art is “teaching people to learn
to see”.

Different ways of seeing are key to creativity in art.
Development in art has repeatedly shown that whether
an artist can occupy a position in the history of art
depends entirely on him or her finding a personal
distinctive vision and conveying it to the public. | have
carefully studied Li Lei’s abstract paintings and feel
that he has worked hard to condense his own vision
of the world and to avoid common Confucianism.
Such efforts make his abstract painting unique in

contemporary Chinese abstract art.

Most artists who are drawn to abstract art and

make a difference there, | have always held, have a
psychological trait in common, that is, they tend to
be philosophers. Compared to realist artists, abstract
artists seem to process different visual experiences,
and often to examine things with a philosophic
style of visual probing, constructing the world with
another kind of vision. In the creation of art, this
philosophic temperament can be further explained
as a visual metaphysics. In other words, artists with
realist tendencies process immediate visual images,
that is ordinary objects and people in the frame of
reference of everyday life; whereas abstract artists
process things beyond these ordinary objects or
people, that is what is hidden, beyond the frame of
reference of everyday life, existing at the level of
mental concepts. In this sense, therefore, abstract
artists are philosophers, who are less concerned with
the images immediately before them, and rather wish
to explore the hidden world of ideas behind visible
everyday things.

| feel it is appropriate to look at Li Lei’s abstractionist
painting, as well as the art concepts he speaks of,
from this perspective. Li Lei’s abstract painting has its
own unique psychological atmosphere. The general
style of his abstract painting is obvious: although his
works have varied from period to period, they all rely
on variations on a basic melodic theme. Therefore, |
would like to focus here on this basic theme of Li Lei’s
abstract painting—its general style. Before analysing
Li Lei’'s work in detail, let us discuss the typology of

abstract painting.

From the perspective of Western art history, abstract
painting over its more than a hundred years of
development can roughly be divided into a handful of
types, including: Curvilinear, Colour-Related or Light-
Related, Geometric, Emotional or Intuitional, Gestural,
and Minimalist. If we interpret the works of Li Lei
according to these types, however, we experience
some difficulties, because Li Lei has attempted almost
every style, with remarkable achievements. On the
one hand, this shows that Li Lei’'s modes of practice
in abstract painting are many, that his path is wide.
He is eclectic in experimentation with varied forms of
expression. On the other hand, it indicates that his
abstract painting draws extensively on the experience
of his predecessors and works hard to explore an
artistic style rich in individual traits. From Li Lei’s many
decades of abstract painting, | think it is possible to

sum up some of the personal features of the “Li style”.

First, he rejects geometric abstraction, avoiding the
regularity of geometric shapes, colour blocks and
lines in his works, and exploring a more random,
fortuitous and transient abstract style. From the point
of view of the history of art, the geometric style is
a kind of art that brings with it rational colours and
intellectual games. From Malevich’s Suprematism to
Mondrian’s Neoplasticism, on to the Elementarism
of van Doesburg and so on, instances abound. Li
Lei may deliberately avoid geometric style, with
its scientific and rationalist character, or perhaps
his choice of abstract style originated in his own

personality or temperament. From a psychological



25

point of view, style trends are not only the product of
the artist’s active choice or exploration, but also the
natural externalization of his inner spiritual qualities.
Taking an overview of Li Lei’s works, | think he is
attempting a more random, improvisational and
fortuitous abstract art creation path. A typical feature
is his emphasis on the process of art; as Hemingway
said, “Everything is discovered in the process.” From
the perspective of the typology of abstract art, this
style is more emotional or intuitive, pays greater
attention to the expressiveness of images rather
than composition, and emphasizes the discoveries
and changes inherent in improvisation. This breaks
free from the stereotyped practice of “imitation”,
and offers the abstract creative process a focus on
action and expression. | noticed a photograph of Li
Lei painting in his Water to Water album: the artist
is prostrate on the canvas on the ground, using
powerful arm movements to create a composition of
flowing colour blocks. This movement, full of hinted
meanings, demonstrates that Li’s style of painting has
a clear tendency towards gesture-oriented “action
painting”, with the “performativity” characteristic of
recent aesthetics. The style reflects the artist’s greater
focus on emotion and expression. Compared with
Pollock’s action painting, Li Lei seems to emphasize

the unconstrained, improvisational features of
traditional Chinese painting; just as in ink painting
it is the movement of the brush and ink-wash on
paper that is generative, so this Chinese tradition is
channelled into Li Lei’s abstract painting. As a result,
Li Lei goes further than Pollock; in the context of his
art, the painting is already like a traditional theatrical
performance, except that the movements are not
stylized as in the classical opera, but have a natural

and unconstrained expressivity.

Secondly, although the painting language and
means of expression in Li Lei’s abstract paintings are
extremely rich, | notice a dominant visual grammar.
In his analysis of artistic styles from the Renaissance
to the Baroque, the art historian Heinrich Wolfflin
found that Western art demonstrated a shift from
“linear” to “painterly”. Specifically, this is apparent
in the change from Albrecht Durer to Rembrandt.
Although Wolfflin’s linear-painterly dichotomy relates
to realist painting, | think it actually represents a
conflict in all kinds of painting, including abstract.
According to Wolfflin, the linear style focuses on the
reality and outlined edges of objects, whereas the
painterly style ignores outlines and rather emphasizes

a visual impression of the shape. “These two styles

represent two ways of perceiving the world; they are
different in terms of aesthetic taste and interest in
the world, yet each produces a perfect picture of the
visible.” Wolfflin’s linear-painterly binary concept also
offers a perspective for the consideration of abstract
painting. In other words, in abstract painting, there
are two different trends owing to divergent artistic
approaches. One can be summed up as line-led
abstract painting and the other as a block-led abstract
painting. Examining Li Lei’s abstract paintings
from this point of view, | find a relative balance. His
abstract paintings can be divided into two categories,
one block-led, the other line-led. In works of the
former category, such as the representative Shanghai
Flower series, large blocks of colour occupy most of
the composition; lines either disappear altogether, or
have a minor, secondary role. This type of “painterly”
work has great visual impact, especially in the use of
contrasting colours in different colour blocks, resulting
in a tension between cool and warm colours; in the
painting A Sprout on the Branch of March, a tension
is set up between colour blocks in different shades of
red and blue, which against the background of grey
is particularly arresting. Li Lei’s bold use of colour in
his painterly works, with tension between the colours,

and variation in the shape of the colour blocks, is

highly impressive. This feature is most evident in the
Shanghai Flower series 72, 73, 95, and 96, as well as
in the Amongst the Ultimate Deep series; these works,
in their unique style, make up a “family”. In contrast,
in the line-based “linear” paintings, such as the Zen
Flower series, lines against light grey backgrounds
compose varied groups, intertwined with each other,
expressing a sense and state of Zen in their motion
in tranquillity. Unlike the outlines of realistic painting,
in these works the lines have an independent and
expressive quality. In Flow Between heaven and
Ocean series, some curves are sketched out against
a strong colour background. In the Listening to the
Cicadas series, just a few white lines cross the grey-
black background, expressing the penetration of
the Zen void. In Li Lei’s rich and varied abstract
paintings, block-led and line-led represent different
paths of artistic expression. In my personal viewing
experience, | prefer the large block-led paintings: the
huge colour blocks control the atmosphere of the
paintings, and convey the artist’s refined inner visual
metaphysical concepts. He has a distinct “Li style”,
and especially in Amongst the Ultimate Deep series,
takes this style to the limit, with the colour blocks
blurring, converging, contrasting and conflicting, in

every conceivable way.
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The third aspect of Li Lei’s work that has provoked
my interest is his series of traditional Chinese-style
black-and-white ink paintings. In the science of colour,
neither black nor white is classified as a colour.
Traditional ink painting transforms the mystery and
spirit of the world into black and white. Although oil
painting is a kind of painting from the West, and its
techniques belong to Western culture, nonetheless, as
a Chinese artist, Li Lei understands his own traditional
philosophy and culture, and some native elements
have seamlessly entered his abstract painting
language. Of course, artistic and value judgments
about abstract painting cannot be based on ethnicity
or ethnic factors. The important question, | think, is
how this indigenous art, as a (kind of) background
or atmosphere, gains a foothold within the entirely
Western (tradition of) abstract painting, and brings
about some noteworthy changes. In Li Lei’s series
The Browns and The August, there are some bold
experiments and innovations. On a plain brown
background, or just a piece of natural canvas, the
black of the large brushstrokes sweep past with great
force, leaving dynamic calligraphy-style marks, in
contrasting black and white, solid and void, dark and
light. Seemingly random black colour blocks or strips,
of varying widths, are intertwined, the ink diffusing
in all directions, to create a feeling of movement in
the painting, like a set of determined melodies rising
briefly. Li Lei may have studied the Black-and-White
Series of American Abstract Expressionist painter
de Kooning. De Kooning, inspired by Chinese and
Japanese calligraphy, created a group of purely black
and white abstract paintings; but these works are still
clearly Western, without the spirit and penetration of
Chinese ink painting. In contrast, these two series by
Li Lei are clearly essentially different to de Kooning’s
works, in that the paintings are imbued with the mood
typical of ink painting. Even more interestingly, in the
The August series, the [traditional] method of leaving

a space is also introduced to abstract painting—

a large area of natural canvas is left empty. Looking at
this interesting group of Chinese-style works, | even
recall the words of Mi Fu (1051-1107), one of the Four
Masters of the Song Dynasty:

Haiyue (Mi Fu) was summoned on account of his
knowledge of calligraphy as a court academician,
and the emperor asked about his acquaintances in
the generation famed for calligraphy of the current
dynasty (Northern Song). Haiyue spoke individually
of people: “Cai Jing fails to master the brush, Cai
Bian masters the brush but with a lack of ease, Cai
Xiang restrains his characters, Shen Liao orders his
characters, Huang Tingjian draws his characters, Su
Shi paints his characters”. The emperor then asked
about the nature of his subject’s (Mi Fu’s) calligraphy:
“Your servant brushes his characters.”

The phrase, “Your servant brushes his characters,” fits
as a description of these two series by Li Lei; his works
have something of Mi Fu’s style of “brushing characters”,

conveying a whole mood in just a few strokes.

At this point, let us return to conceptual issues relating
to abstract art. As already mentioned, abstract art has
a kind of inherent spiritual character, so the painter
who loves abstract art has some natural affinity for
visual metaphysics. While, on the one hand, Li Lei
is very knowledgeable about Western art, especially
modernist art and abstraction—indeed he has written
many articles reviewing Western artists; on the other,
he is also well-versed in Chinese traditional culture,
and has an especially strong interest in Buddhist
philosophy. This kind of thinking and creativity, based
in the zone of overlapping and intermingling between
Chinese and Western cultures, often leads artists
to look at the world using a multiplicity of ideological
resources. | find that Li Lei is not only an artist of
the senses, but also a philosophical artist, who in

his artistic exploration sees great themes in small

subjects, and can focus on many overarching “grand
narratives”. In the context of The Apsara’s Flowers, Li
Lei states frankly:

For many years, | have been thinking about certain
questions. Some of humanity’s questions the sages
have answered; others we are still exploring. In
human investigation of questions there are no more
than two main paths: the first based on the science
of reason, and the second based on the perception
of intuition. Art focuses on intuition, so the answers
given by art can often not be quantified, and there is
much ambiguity. Precisely because of this ambiguity,
there are many opportunities for the involvement of all
kinds of artists, and the room for manoeuvre is large.
This is the charm of art.

The main questions that | think about are:
1. the origin and evolution of the universe; 2. the
relationship between the spiritual and the material;
3. the relationship between time and space; 4. The
composition of life; 5. life of the individual life and life
of the group; and 6. spiritual power and dissemination;
7. life in other places and times; 8. self-expression
and liberation of the self; 9. Sensory language and
transmission of the spirit, and so on.

Of course, the artist’s way of thinking is not like
the deductive or speculative thought processes of
scientists or philosophers. Rather, it is an exploration
by means of his or her own artistic language and style.
Any “grand narrative” ultimately turns into the “small
narrative” of a specific artistic language. However,
it is worth reminding ourselves that the artists who
have grand narrative concerns are different from the
artists who do not have these concerns, and their
artistic works have a different feel. Li Lei’s major
concerns have been translated into the creating and
exploring the language and style of abstract art. In
his abstract paintings, nature, life, society, history

and the self are integrated into one. Through colour,
line, shape, shading, and composition, a quest like
the “Questions to Heaven” of the poet Qu Yuan (c.
340-278 BC) is effectively conveyed. In my opinion,
these grand narrative concepts elevate the artist to a
visual metaphysical level, to the most experiential and
intuitive artistic sensibility, incorporating philosophical
problems in its intrinsic weightiness and depth.
They make his abstract paintings complex in their
concision, incorporating historical depth in their
planar composition, thus creating for the viewer
more mental associations and enlightenment. The
philosopher Nicolai Hartmann has suggested that
any artwork presents a system made up of different
levels. The greater the work of art, then the deeper
the levels extend, but not every person appreciates
all the levels. For example, drama, starting from vivid
performance, lines of the script, and psychology of
the characters, through twists of fate and ideas of
personality, finally reaches a conception of humanity.
And music, starting from the level of direct hearing
of resonance, progressing through the level of inner
feeling produced by the melody, ultimately achieves
the metaphysical level, the highest level of things.
When | view Li Lei’s abstract artworks, | often become
aware of rich visual metaphysical implications behind
the paintings. These implications represent both
those already fully apparent to the artist, and those
questions to which he is seeking as yet unknown, but

hard sought after answers.

Returning to the argument | put forward at the beginning
of this article, abstract artists have something of a
philosopher’s temperament: this is what | appreciate in
my viewing of Li Lei’s abstract paintings.

28



29

MR @EAT LS
FEENHREE

BAAFALBERY TREZINE, » BUSSEE
B REeREmE: TEEY cR?EZAEM
B HEE LEpHESE  RREHER? - i
FRMEME BEAEER ERWE " (3
KUt BEREBEINE - NOHREEINE BIE TR
FE - THNERRERE  BhER YEXHE &
ZEEBEFRE DELRERE -, EE EEEL
TREEATENERERNBE S ARERREN
AERIE—SEER  RMELEAE TYEXRR
BltERt, s ARVWAZTZBGEHER @ #EXE
IER - ERENEEMAUGFENERIER - IR
BMCELHNMETIES TR EESER  BEHE
MBMATLURZEMMR  ESFTR W BWE THE
AMSEEE, -HE i TREZEINE (RS
ERESTSEM "HEAMBEEE ) ROBIERIRE -

BIRIRCENE R BT RRERRIHE - BITENEE—
BERP —EEZEWMRESERNE LGBR—TE2i
ERMECRGERE CHBIREYS ) WEERINE
BAR - HMBESTRLENMREEFR BRI
BHERE CRIBIRIRCREE R » EFEEME AR
2R ERSNEMIMKEEETREECHMREN
PRIE—& 5B T —EEFRIVE -

B—ERBA EFMRENILAERETERESINEN
R REZBEEEHBIOEHRE  BRARERDTEA
RE - HERNBEEZEMNE  HREWMRUFERIE
MEZATENREEER  WEEUABALHRBER
FRBFHREEBEEEY  UBIRECERRBHER -

i
i
i

EETARETERENER L  JUE—LHRER
RBEMELR - REZ > BARBBERNENR @
MRENZRMNEENSG  RHMAAETERBRBR
FHHESUNAY  MBARENREENLZEL
ASESEYs AMEENRR efRmMAR BT
AEERNSBRR EATHESRRSNER - T
EEEZRR MREWREAEARE » tFIEER
BORZSZBRRANEG  TURMEMERREY
SRNAEEMEEIBMAROBRSHR -

TR ARERFZOMRERESE » URMSIRE
ROBCHEMES KBS RERS - TENHR
BEEAMECEBENEHAR - MR EERE
FEEIEFREE  BETRSRBAOFRE—LEL
BHEAERERER LB =EER - fTLL 8
FEEEETm— T FERRBENENRE—ER
1 - EEROITFRZ(Fmal » HfILETHm—T
MREBAEIRRIBRE

AT EMENBERERRENBESFNE
EHl ROTUEsAXERENHBRES
B8 T2HMKE (Cunvilinear) » BB
22 BERETC (Colour-Related or Light-Related ) » #&({aj &Y

( Geometric ) » [E#EBsyEEEY ( Emotional or Intuitional )

ZREEY (Gestural ) FMBRGEL (Minimalist) o aNRFLFIFIE
LM B MR RRESTZIER  IEERE—L&
Hg RNATEZRBE  LFE—ERIKTEMEE
Frgm WS T2 AEINERR - E—FHHEHREZE
BNHMSEEAFERRYE S  BTE  thF0—1§
ERZEXRBEER S—FHERBONMSEEE
ZIRENEIA LR BHRREEEEFENEMERE -
REDHTFHREEFTEBNENTRE  FKUEER
SUL@EHE—EEEEAMERN TEREE, o

Bt tEE T A UEAMKREE 0 R T Fmb
RRBEBUNLOEE  SRNg%E SERR—IE
EBEEA  BRENOMBRBMEORRER - 2R
BER LURBE-EETEEMEENE DR
2 EBIESFNELEE  IRBERNNE
BEH BINSHABNARERSS  F—meE °
LOUNEREEREMNSERTEEERCE  BET
EFREZEEE  SERMGOBARERNORE B
AFHEHEEESEHRE - HOEERES 0 ARE
BEEREMR EBARFIRRNEY  TEERNAE
BB BENBERIML - REFTEREFm  HABM
REER—IGEGREENE  EEMEEENRRE
MRMERRAR - ERBEN—E A SR RF RN
B2 0 NEREPAE— TR BRI ER, -k

MRBMPOBESAEE  H—RAKRERORBER
FEBE  BEINIEEEMNREBUMAEEAE &
DNsRFE AN BB I RO IREABME, - BRI THR/VR TE
HE L RRBE  EEMKRENNAIFREERS
FUERMERRY - RIBIEZTE (LEFK) EfT
E—BFENRF  ENZR@E8EFHEL LNESD
£ BRENNFESFER  EHRBAIERERS -
EEBERRERENFRE  TRFERKE BN
Mrerigs, NEREED  FERAEETOEE
A9 performativity 4514 - EIRERIR B E M R E R E M
MMBERREGE - BZRKERNITEEE T2
FEBATHEREBMAE LRI « BNESE > B
BKBETREEEZTKEARRLNEMEETE
PRME—#R  AERERBIKERMIEATZEN
MREE - At TEURBRESER ) £HES
BiRt  BECENGRERMEIRENEFFER
PRAEMREMAVEEEFFIREH HEBHAVEN(FIZ
ML EMNBERESERIFRE

HX EFEmMKREET  HAHBEFSNRER
FREKEE  ERRIBIERMVENEST
BERETENREREAZEREMAEF - BWERIX
MAMED T EE R EE e B RS EE 5N
AL EME—EMR TRER. BgE TEER. &R

30



31

e BRRA NERA/EHOMHBHERAE
B o BRI HEEEIN _ s RHHEELRE
BMRELAY  BRR[EHER—EEHMAIN—H
B MREBIREUL - REBIARERMAIRE - R
RITIEMGERBEERENES - MEREKE B
FESM SR RERITRBEIR - TEMERISZHHFAY
miEEE  BfESEEBRNHERINER SRR
Ay AMEBEHEEETREMAITEESE - 1 RBEX
HigiE/ BEEN—Tis  tEESHKEEN—ER
B - IER KRGS  ARERREFENRE
ZHEREMETRMED  —EJUARESUeRSES
MMRES  S—ERUSREASETSMKRES - L
LR ER T ZAMRIEE - HBREMBMELFE
BT EEEHTE o tAEBREFIUD BMALE
—RREERFER > B—ERRREER - fral—H(F
@ REMRY (B LETE) R KIRESLIEER
EBHEERD - RIFEELRIEX  BEERIRER
AL - B8 TEIEN. (FREEREREEES
TERTERRZEHELErER ST ceRES
RO sERNER RN - ( ZAKERE ) ROEE @ #ERZ
TR BeHEEERERNE  EREERMIET
BISRINER - TREBGEFmTRRZAE  EH
BYZRR  BRERZZE 5 SAHNKRZ - (BL
fE) 727395+ 96 R - IR (RZE ) RIE

FERIEAENL 1Fam o BEIEHRLIRIEREE TR
AV, BAF 0 L0 (FETE) RP) ERREERFRE
B ERHE - IEEAERIN - RIR AR BB
EEEEE - TERBEMHEERIRNDEIREINEE
EERFmT  RIEAS B 0 RS TR
B e (RKKH) & ARNEREEHh L
wag M (BE) ZIE RECESZZLESH
BEW RETETZTEBRNZBHOYLE - £FREF
Broms@Et  eRISRNREESREN T MR
MTE2MRIRERE - AREABRELRMNS  HE=
BAReREENEF  EXNeRZEFSERNES
WEFEBMRAERIEREBELM LS8 - BARER

FExE, @ THEH (BRZE) R BE—EME
BBE TR BRNER  HiE  HHEGEESSE
5.

FRIFRSIBREBNE=ELE  BEtt—L2%E
PEKEEBHEREBRY - LBEELR  BRIIT
BRES  hEERIKEEERAZEEOEKRT
HROXYEES - MRMEBRIREAHAERE
HFZMZMEBR TS X(LEERE - TBERPEHE
Mz TEREECHBRESMIL  —LEALME
TTREFERIMEA T HHREEEFES 2P - #A
HmREERMEREEHE  WAEURKRSE
ETRZER/EE  KEEEMER LA LM
MEMIIAFR—EESHAEEATZALHR
BEZG  WHRPLESIENEIL - £FEM (IR
&) R (AR ) Rt » B-LERENESTRE -
AEMNNBIEESR L SiRAERREM L X
FWNRCBEDERE B TERRELNEEE
RAOTEEENNEEEE - BAYL - 88 R
KIBE - BEURBEENEE T —HNEERRERIGER
S URIBSRIEN S D T EmANENR (51
BRE—EEMEBEEEBRESEIE - TERIEEE
BfRERERERBEEN (BA) R BEER
FPEEENRE BT HEMEANMREE BF
EREEENIFRIDEAS AT REPEIVKERES
MEE - REFRAVEMERY » FHBIRTEER
FRBARENTE  BREEE TS MAARKES
MEESE - EEENE 0 (/\B) RI4 - BB/
EBHESIABSRESE BEEAEACHEN LZE BT
RREZEH - EESAEEBRBATEALTANFR &
EERE T RIUZK BRI —RRAE ¢

BEUEEETIEY  LHFHLUEIHERA -
BREUEASE: TR~ E% HFEEMZ&E
KEYPF NEHF BEBRHET HEEF- . L
ERBENGY €A TEERF -

FEERZF. ENEFEESRERFTZAEMER
7] BfFmERLXT TRIF. 2/ BUZEEE
BAEIREA °

RENEE  HELFMREMAB SMERIE L2 - 10
BIPTL > MREMBEERNERNBEH ML - EMERS
RHRBMPNERZS>ELEHRBILM LEHOXRAE
¥ - FE—SEANAS 2 TERREAEREN
REMKER+THAEF  MECHBBFLASER
RN E  m—HHE @ EREPEERXLALE
EHRBEE > HERERENER - EF—EWhETD
AL EREI A ERAMEMEE » EEIEEEM
RUZEREERRERLR - BN TERNER
—ERMENENR > ER—EAEEEERNENER »
NRR A ARBMRE S BEERFSEEEN TR
KHMFEL - FRAEH (RLETE) BERFIERE

REFRBE—EERE-LHEE  ALHBEARRLEE
EREEHERT  BERREEREK - AEARMEER
FFMARE  —REREMIOMES  “2ERRENE
15 - BATAIEREE  FTUUBBEME HIBRAEET
BEER  BRANEMIE  ERAR/BRAEML -
BEIENARNKENS  AHEIRNZEHA  E2E
ARSI PFTE ©

BRENEEMES 1 FENRBIEL 218
TRERYVERIRER 5 3« ISREIRNZZRIA0BAER 5 4 « Lankdts
5 [EBSEanfNRTEeEds 5 6 KGR ERERE 5 7« BfbIF
Fap; 8 BHRFTEMBIMAN ; O REESEEW

‘)‘é:l:g o
SFST

Hd

o
&

MR BEMRABEIL R E2RBRNE 2 RAVERN
B MEBEBECHNE2MESRERRRRKER
B9 2@ TERHE RREEZEENRERNERN
EER TIHEL - BESRENBEER  BEX
BN ENR  HREE—RINEMR » 1
HNZMBEFFmAINFTRENER - TEMMEITARE
B BEASHREMNESERASNEERERR -
ERMREET  BA Lo LT BELEBHK
EEmMA—  BReX  BI& &R LR EEE
BOEERERERER TRXB) ER - LIFKZR
BLERAMEBES  BEMREAR T —EREBEM
28 E  RERTEENEMEL  NEBES
NEEEMRENSEBE  FSEMREEGOT
RHEM FEBRTEETELRE B AL
BZMMEEE -  EERBFESBRE - (EAEM
RIPERB/BTERIERTHEBANRL  BEEKRH
LM REBEXMEMGERE  BUIFEEMREEE
BEERIPTBER - LLINBBIEEFRIRE « 858~ A
WOIREMRS ) BIREHE  ARES ) REIEA
MIEE - MEHEBRREERRBEATF  RALH
EENAOREE  REEEFMEINERX B2
REEMPNERX KBEZTEMREE(Fn KERIE
INEEEREENHREBLMN LEER  BEEMRU
FEEBENER  THMRMNANNEZNSHERN
BR e

EEIAXFERN—ERE > MREMRSDELEFA

25 ENERREBETEMREBN—HAE -

32



33

Li Lei’s Artistic Statement of

Calm Contemplation+

“Calm Contemplation” is a meditation practice for
man’s self-cultivation, it is a method and pathway to
discover oneself and the world through one’s own
body. Shakyamuni Buddha and many ancient sages
have already clearly demonstrated such technique
and its result, this is the way to understand ourselves

and the world in calm abiding meditation.

“Calm Contemplation” basically means to completely
quiet down, perceiving yourself and the world in
absolute calmness. In such a state, we don’t perceive
with our eyes, but to use all our senses to come in
contact with phenomena that might potentially occur in
our silent encounter. There are two directions in calm
contemplation, one is to let it be and allow yourself to
flow naturally to the truth without interfering with those
episodes; another one is to focus on maintaining a
certain state, through which you jump directly into the
truth.

The purpose of “Calm Contemplation” is to find the
truth, but what is the truth? According to the ancient
wisdoms, the unity of oneself and the world can
be discovered during the meditation, there is no
difference between oneself and the world, all the
different phenomena and disparities are but ripples of

Calm Contemplation 12
Oil on board
45 x 35cm | 1991

18 12
R EimE
45 x 35¢m | 1991

the harmonious relation. Therefore, there is not any
phenomenon in the nature of life and the world, there

is simply no self-existence.

The above is my insight from the study of Buddhism
and ancient wisdom. | have not attained oneness yet,
while | am working hard to achieve that, | also try to
share bits of my understanding with others. Painting
Calm Contemplation is the process of my learning
and sharing.

In 1991, | painted a set of Calm Contemplation, in
which a body is illustrated in flatness on a rather small
wooden panel, inside the body there are variety of
shapes representing different phenomena that appear
in silence and calmness.

In 2005, | began to paint Calm Contemplation again,
this time | allowed a wide range of colours to merge
harmoniously into each other, expressing the sublime
state of oneness and liberation.

In 2019, during my discussion with Calvin Hui, we
marvelled at the inexplicably remarkable sight of
my other works being placed side-by-side with the
series of Calm Contemplation | created in year 2005.
Whether it is the celebration of tranquility in Drunken
Lake and Where Does Happiness Come From, the
intensity and pathos in Shanghai Flower and The
Flame of Pompeii, or the celestial depiction in Colours
of Paradise and Release Heart Aura etc., they all

focus on a specific phenomenon and emotion, such

Calm Contemplation 8
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80cm | 2015

1IE#7 8
mLERE
100 x 80cm | 2015

Calm Contemplation 10
QOil on board
45 x 35cm | 1991

1F#R 10
R LShE
45 x 35cm | 1991
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is the spirit of inner cultivation. Calm Contemplation,
on the other hand, is open, diffusive and harmonious.
Putting these two different qualities together allows
us to see all kinds of complications and possibilities
of the world, implying the multi-dimensionality and
interconnection of time and space. This is how Calm
Contemplation+ has again become my new form of
artistic expression.

Calm Contemplation+ is an open system, offering me
the boundless freedom of thoughts. My art is filled
with the tension from the intense contrast between
action and inaction, complication and simplicity,
reduction and expansion, as well as struggles and
acceptance. | like this tension, it is the power that
can only be experienced in the masterpieces of
Beethoven and Picasso. Having said that, Calm
Contemplation+ has the air of tranquility, after all
| am still searching for the way in life, perhaps the
destination is the balance achieved in the push and
pull of various energies, and this balance is the basic
condition for the understanding of ourselves and the

world.

| feel more liberated in my heart now.

LiLei
Monday, midnight, 30 September, 2019

Calm Contemplation 18
Oil on board
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Acrylic on canvas Acrylic on canvas
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Acrylic on canvas
150 x 100cm | 2015
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Acrylic on canvas
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Conversation

by Li Lei and Calvin Hui

From your artwork series Sunbird to Zen Flower,
and The Browns to The August, these works can
be perceived as the process of metamorphosis
from figuration to abstraction; can you describe
the journey of this transformation?

| come from the educational background of realist
painting, in which the accurate depiction of real life
subjects is a basic requirement.

As | grew older, | realised that the most important
element of painting is the expression of the spirit, and
realistic depiction is only a matter of appearance. It is
not that important. In 1986, | created the woodblock
printing series Sunbird, portraying the image of the
Chinese mythological deity with a human head and
bird body being reborn. Full of power yet its ability to fly
is constrained by the environment, this legendary bird
is actually my twenty-one-year-old self. The Sunbird
series and works from the same period reveal the
influence of German Expressionism. | was particularly
inspired by the works of Kathe Kollwitz. However,
culturally, it originates from a story from Chinese
mythology, in which the encounters of a young man
speaks potently to the idea of Critical Realism.

During my creative process, it does not matter whether
my work is in figurative or abstract form; what truly
matter are the ideas, feelings, ambivalences, and
questions that pop into my mind. These are the
important things | truly want to communicate through
my work, in either figurative or abstract means.

In 1995, | began to express the subject of death. | painted
the grave of flowers, of which the visual form hints at
the beginning of “abstraction”. | have painted many
purely abstract works; Zen Flower is an example of my
study and interpretation of pure abstraction. Zen Flower
is essentially “Untitled”, behind its fictitious title is the
composition of boundless expression.

Similarly, The Browns and The August are also my
studies on the visual, while tackling different issues.
The Browns is the realisation of the rhythm and
structure of Chinese calligraphy while The August
carries the ethereal quality of the ink world.

Oil was crucial in the development of artistic
practice in the West, building up on such
important ideologies as Christianity, Humanism,
and The Renaissance. Chinese art, on the other
hand, developed based on ink, which is closely
related to Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism and
Ch’an and so on. The majority of your works are
acrylic on canvas, but from the perspective of the
viewers, the poetic and conceptual imagery of
ink (xieyi) is still very much evident. How do you
manifest the spirituality of Chinese ink in your
creation?

My works emanate the “ink spirit”. Many critics
consider my art to be “Chinese abstraction”, because
my works involve many Chinese elements. The
most important aspect in Chinese painting is “spirit
resonance”, meaning the picture plane must carry
the vitality of the artist, synchronising with the artist's
emotions and pulsing with the rhythm of life, its
movements should be of unison and coherence.
This is not metaphysics, but a deep understanding
one acquires through the appreciation of many good
paintings, even if it is not understood on the conscious
level, it connects with our subconscious. In fact, many
brilliant artworks from the West also exhibit such spirit
resonance, but their theoretical framework approaches
the idea differently.

Besides emphasis on the “spirit resonance”, my works
also pay attention to the elegance of ink in its textural
and tonal nuance; to the sentimentality towards life in
the expression of happiness, anger, sorrow and joy;
to the idealism embodied in poetry and literature. All
of these elements are very important in my creative
process, because they are the vivid manifestation of
human civilisation, which belongs not only to China but
the entire human race.

From Gong Yunbiao’s analysis and discussion
on your “Poetic Abstraction”, we understand that
your creative approach and thoughts are the result
of the balance between reason and emotion, can
you share your thought on the development of
“Poetic Abstraction”?

“Poetic Abstraction” is a metaphor that summarises the
characteristics of my abstract paintings, because of
their strong literary and musical quality as well as the
dimensionality of the conceptual imageries; these are
all the components of poetry.

| would focus on one theme in my creative process, for
example, Shanghai Flower is the depiction of city life,
in which the hustle and bustle, ecstasy, melancholy
and grandeur all come together, forming a state of
bewilderment, turmoil and instability. Visually, it verges
on the edge between splendour and decadence,
which is a typical condition of urban life; therefore,
this series can also be named London Flower, New
York Flower or Tokyo Flower. The Flame of Pompeii
and My Amazon both connote the conflict between
man and nature, the picture is suffused with a burning
sensation.

| also have many sentimental works, for example,
Release Heart Aura depicts the dynamics and form
of light on the way to heaven, this is of course my
imagination, which is the raison d’étre of art. How can
we not be full of imagination for a world that is both
familiar and unfamiliar to us?

| often use a verse of a poem for the title of my works,
| like the pleasant affect it has on a work.
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Harmonising the action painting from the West and
the poeticism from China, you mainly use splashed
ink and broad brushstrokes in your works to manifest
your profound understanding of Chinese philosophy.
Can you describe your approach? And why do you
choose this approach?

| have mentioned that painting requires “spirit
resonance”, a good work is created by a strong
aspiration to liberate the overflowing thoughts and
emotions. | do not prefer paintings that are too
technical, which obliterates emotions. | listen to
music when | paint, | like Beethoven and large-scale
Romantic pieces, their scores strike an emotional
chord in my heart, allowing me to become one with
these great souls.

Sometimes | cry as | paint, | like to work alone to the
point of hysteria, | have to open my heart and liberate
myself, and art is one way of doing so.

Once you mentioned that “abstraction is a visual
language in its essence, and the abstract image is
one’s inner image”. In your artistic practices, you
paint in abstraction while you compose your poetry
with figurative and descriptive words. How do you
manage between these two approaches? How would
you describe the different mentality?

Poetry is mankind’s greatest form of art. It is admirable
because it speaks directly to the heart, at the same
time leaving room for our imagination. A good poem
can be fully comprehended only through the heart; a
good poem cannot be translated to another language,
it might loses its essence without its vernacular
vocabulary; a good poem is completed by the joint
effort between the author and the reader.

Abstract art is an experience inexplicable by language.
If you do not understand, then look again slowly and
closely; the more you look, the more you understand.
The connection comes when you are moved.

Text, picture, music, smell and taste are all forms of art.
They share the same principle in art, there is nothing
mysterious. As long as we do not confine ourselves,
we can all appreciate the charm of art, filling life with
colours and spectacles.

British art critic Edward Lucie-Smith once
commented that your works can be “understood
without the viewers’ knowledge of the cultural
background”. | believe what this emphasises
is the universal language of your works, which
transcends cultural barriers. What do you think
about his comment?

Edward Lucie-Smith knows the nature of art, of which
the impact is very straightforward, just like the idea
of ascending a mountain, time and distance can filter
out many extrinsic factors attached to art itself, which
needs not to be interpreted by any certain culture.

There is no conflict between the directness of art and
regional cultures, we are nurtured by the history and
culture of both the East and West, we need to absorb
all kinds of nourishment and sprout from the soil of
history, we grow up to be different individuals yet there
is a mutual understanding between one another.

Many latest works are featured in the concurrent
exhibitions in London and Hong Kong. Can you
explain the curation of the exhibition?

The theme of the exhibitions in both London and Hong
Kong is “Poetic Abstraction”, which essentially is an
academic discourse quite unique to China. At the same
time it speaks so much to our reality as many people
nowadays ‘care less about poetry than they used
to’. Poetry is the most valuable wealth of mankind,
we should not abandon it! Our art needs poetic
expression, and so is our life. To infuse poeticism is to
touch the most delicate part of the soul, what do we
use to do so? Use my paintings, the abstract imagery.

As you know, besides painting, | also work on
sculptures, installations, porcelains and clothing etc.,
and the exhibitions in London and Hong Kong focus
on my abstract paintings, namely my works of “poetic
abstraction”.

Being exhibited for the very first time, Calm
Contemplation is one of the focal points of this
exhibition. We can see significant chromatic
variation in these works; examining your artistic
career in general, it is evident that colours play
an important role in your creative process. Could
you share what colours mean to you?

The Calm Contemplation diptych series is my
new form of expression this year, it is based on
my reflections on time and space, mentality, and
emotions. Through the teaching of Buddhism as well
as modern scientific study, we understand more and
more that the universe is intricate, time and space are
interconnected, and the genesis is a void of complete
silence. Like a mirror, paintings can be created to
reflect the universe and the truth of life.

Calm Contemplation has been the subject of my artistic
creation for many years, while it mainly interprets
some fantasies in moments of silence, the other half of
the diptych represents the imagination of a boisterous
world. The contrast between the tranquillity and frenzy
is a very sentimental as well as poetic expression of
the truth of the world, which is also the theme of this
exhibition, “Poetic Abstraction®.

The exhibition catalogue also includes 20 poems
of yours, there are musicality and rhythm in both
of your paintings and poems, in which the words
are youthful and vivid. Can you share one of
your favourite poets or poems with us?

| love the poems of Li Bai, and also the lyrics of Su
Dongpo. | seldom read modern poems or translated
poems.

10.

1.

| would like to share two poems, the first one is Song on
Ascending the Youzhou Tower, by poet Chen Zi'ang of
the Tang dynasty:

Before me, the ancient sages are long gone,

Behind me, their successors are yet to be seen.

While heaven and earth continue on perpetually,

| am left all alone, mournful with tears.

Another poem is The End of Another Day, written by
me:

You sit by the pond,

In the water comes the dawn,

In the water goes the dusk,

That's the end of another day.

Your works emphasise on the communication
with the viewer, among your numerous
exhibitions and art museum projects, is there an
interaction with a viewer that is most memorable
to you?

It is always a good learning opportunity to visit art
museums, galleries, and artist studios, those who are
willing to visit these places go with a positive learning
attitude. There is no right or wrong answer in art,
one needs to be both humble and confident. | have
encountered many incredible viewers.

What is your hope for the future development of
Chinese abstract art?

| do not want to pinpoint on “Chinese abstraction”,
art is for all mankind. With the rapid development of
communication technologies, we should shift our focus
of discussion to global art, which is composed of each
and every individual artists. Art is invaluable, so is the
originality in artists.
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Calm Contemplation 7 — Between Clouds and Water 8
Acrylic on canvas
150 x 100 cm (x2) | 2015-2019

LE# 7 —FKfE 8
wEAR
150 x 100 cm (x2) | 2015-2019
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Calm Contemplation 13 — How Could | Not Reminisce Jiangnan 4
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015-2017

18713 — BERIRIIR 4
HLERE
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015-2017
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Calm Contemplation 17 — Mysterious Light 8
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015

1|17 —%k8
mLEAE
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015

Calm Contemplation 19 — Mysterious Light 9
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015

1E#19 — &3 9
mLEAR
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015
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Calm Contemplation 15 — The Flame of Pompeii 59
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015-2017

1E#7 15 — BERAYIEA 59
HLERE
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015-2017
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Blossom in Spring 1, 2, 3
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 60 cm (x3) | 2015

TR 1.2.3
mLEAE
70 x 60 cm (x3) | 2015
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Etudel - Blossom in Spring 5 — Etude?2
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 60 cm (x3) | 2015

RE 1 — HIEHEL — MEH 2
mLEAE
70 x 60 cm (x3) | 2015
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Autumn Water 9, 8, 10
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 60 cm (x3) | 2015

fk 9.8.10
mLEAE
70 x 60 cm (x3) | 2015
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Between Clouds and Water Series 5-12
Acrylic on canvas
50 x 40 cm | 2012

TKEEREZ 12
wHEAR
50 x 40cm | 2012

Between Clouds and Water Series 5-14
Acrylic on canvas
50 x 40 cm | 2012

TKEBEhEZ 14
HLERE
50 x 40cm | 2012

Between Clouds and Water Series 5-01
Acrylic on canvas
50 x 40 cm | 2012

EKEEAEZ 01
wmLERE
50 x 40cm | 2012
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Between Clouds and Water Series 5-10
Acrylic on canvas
50 x 40 cm | 2012

TKEBEREZ 10
HLERE
50 x 40cm | 2012

Between Clouds and Water Series 5-03

Acrylic on canvas
50 x 40 cm | 2012

EKMEREZ 03
HEAE
50 x 40cm | 2012
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Between Clouds and Water Series 5-05

Acrylic on canvas
50 x 40 cm | 2012

TKEEREZ 05
HLERE
50 x 40cm | 2012

Between Clouds and Water Series 5-08
Acrylic on canvas
50 x 40 cm | 2012

TKEEREZ 08
HLERE
50 x 40cm | 2012

74



75

Between Clouds and Water Series 5-09

Acrylic on canvas
50 x 40 cm | 2012

EVNGEFE S 0]
HLERE
50 x 40cm | 2012

Mystery Upon Mystery 4
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm | 2015

ZMXZ 4
HLERE
100 x 80 cm | 2015

76



77

Weight of Nanjing (Jinling) Flowers 21
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm | 2017

EREE 21
HLERE
100 x 80 cm | 2017

Mysterious Light 3
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 60 cm | 2015

ZH3
HERSE
70 x 60 cm | 2015
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Calm Contemplation 31 — Between Clouds and Water 2
Acrylic on canvas
150 x 100 cm (x2) | 2015-2019

1R 31— ZokfE 2
mERE
150 x 100 cm (x2) | 2015-2019
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Calm Contemplation 30 — Seeking Garden 6
Acrylic on canvas
150 x 100 cm (x2) | 2015-2018

1H# 30 — &fEE 6
LA
150 x 100 cm (x2) | 2015-2018
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rth 1

Ea

100 x 80 cm | 2018
BEEREAR
AR

100 x 80 cm | 2018

| See the Heaven on
Acrylic on canvas
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| See the Heaven on Earth 2

Acrylic on canvas

100 x 80 cm | 2018
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Recuperating Tranquility — 6
Acrylic on canvas
150 x 100 cm | 2019

BE6
HLERE
150 x 100 cm | 2019
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Crossing the Sea of Penglai 8, 10, 9
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 60 cm (x3) | 2018

SFHSEFAFE 8.10.9
mLEAE
70 x 60 cm (x3) | 2018
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Acrylic on canvas

180 x 150 cm | 2017

180 x 150 cm | 2017

JAIEAY7K 20
HLERE




Release Heart Aura 5
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm | 2018

RO 5
T LAE
100 x 80 cm | 2018
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The Heaven Sings 1
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm | 2019

RIE1
B LERE
100 x 80 cm | 2019

The Heaven Sings 3
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm | 2019

RIE 3
HLRE
100 x 80 cm | 2019
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Reminiscence of Jiangnan, with Scenes | Adore
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm | 2018

I, RREGE
W ERE
100 x 80cm | 2018

Reminiscene of Jiangnan, Two Willowy Dancers Intoxicate Lotus
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm | 2018

TR, RIEERERE
o LA
100 x 80cm | 2018
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Calm Contemplation 18

- Weight of Nanjing (Jinling) Flowers 14
Acrylic on canvas

70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015-2017

1H# 18 — KRS 14
AR
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015-2017
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Calm Contemplation 23 —

How Could | Not Reminisce Jiangnan 7
Acrylic on canvas

70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015

187 23 — BERNIRIIR 7
wHLEAR
70 x 60 cm (x2) | 2015
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Pleasant to Somewhere 13
Acrylic on canvas

50 x 40 cm | 2018

FRAREAT KPR Z 13
HLERE

50 x 40 cm | 2018
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Pleasant to Somewhere 16
Acrylic on canvas
50 x40cm | 2018

FRRREA T A KPR Z 16
B LERE

50 x 40cm | 2018
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Pleasant to Somewhere 17 Pleasant to Somewhere 19
Acrylic on canvas Acrylic on canvas

50 x 40 cm | 2018 50 x 40 cm | 2018
FRAREAT AR Z 17 FREREATAFNFTZ 19
HLERE mLERE

50 x 40cm | 2018 50 x 40cm | 2018
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Recuperating Tranquility — 5 Recuperating Tranquility — 9
Acrylic on canvas Acrylic on canvas

50 x 40 cm | 2018 50 x 40 cm | 2018

&Z5 it

HLERE mLERE

50 x 40cm | 2018 50 x 40cm | 2018
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Recuperating Tranquility — 10
Acrylic on canvas
50 x 40 cm | 2018

HE10
wLERE
50 x 40cm | 2018

112



113

Mad Water - 5

Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm | 2017

FAIERIK 5
wmLERR
100 x 80cm | 2017

Mad Water - 6
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm | 2017

FIEHIK 6
mLERE
100 x 80cm | 2017
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Plentiful Flower 1
Acrylic on canvas
150 x 100 cm | 2019

i1
BLERE
150 x 100cm | 2019

Plentiful Flower 2

Acrylic on canvas
150 x 100 cm | 2019

i 2
HLERE
150 x 100cm | 2019
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Shanghai Flower 73
Acrylic on canvas
150 x 100 cm | 2010

B T3
HLERE
150 x 100cm | 2010

Shanghai, Museum of Contemporary Art Shangha
Shanghai Flower: Abstract Art by Li Lei
20 September - 30 November, 2014

s, EEERBHE
<BLT FRHMREMR>
ZO—mFANBZHHE+—R=1H
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Shanghai Flower 91
Acrylic on canvas
150 x 100 cm | 2010

BEE N
HLERE
150 x 100cm | 2010
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Poems by Li Lei Not All the Stones Cannot Weep

| ¥ .r ¥EE Eg aJ The coquettish wind

i | F v ] I Stirs up the rumbling youth.

3 2
=

; f a ' The drifting sand
f . | f_ { Devours the vague sunshine.
: I 7 Blood is frozen,
! \' 41 . L) ’I } Unable to flow.
0 White bones are scattered,
" ! ’ h i ‘( Beating up the heart of the earth.
| "||- o ‘ Pound, pound!
. : / H I ; l‘.I-'J.; Pound, pound!
11 / = 'l y Pound, pound!
! 4 [ & 11 Can | look up at the universe?
| - : : \ NE A Can | listen to the soul?

Can | believe

." ; That not all the stones cannot weep.
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Calm Contemplation 13 - How Could I'Not‘Reminisce Jiang'ﬁaihﬁ I(Detail)
1EER 13 —8EA1EiIR 4 (B5ER)
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123 The Stone Rolls Down the Slope The Last Drop of Intoxicating Blood 124

The stone rolls down the slope, You pass by nameless icebergs.
Jumping up Burning blood,

And falling down, Cast to the boundless snowfield,
Smashing dandelions to pieces, Melts the cruelty frozen for millennia.
Then jumping up From your eyes,

And falling down, There flows down

Crashing the tiny ants, The last drop of intoxicating blood.

Then jumping up

And falling down,
Ending up in the creek,
Washed

Against

By the water.
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The Contribution Fee from God +FFENRE Intoxicated in the Mediterranean

| get intoxicated in the Mediterranean,

| received an envelope of contribution fee from God. ﬁ&@i*ﬁ %%Eq %%%
| opened it. A syrup made of heat and sweat,
This is a stack of loneliness }TE—% And have my eyes filled with colors.
One sheet %7%ﬁ % Only with the addition of
Two sheets, —gk Red wine
Three sheets, I oE Or
Four sheets, — FE Yellow

— ] -
Five sheets, Vision,
Six sheets sk Can it look so transparent
Seven sheets, A5k That | can see
Eight sheets 7\5k The millennial submarine dust
Nine sheets, t@% And
Ten sheets, N The heart?

J\5R
Eleven sheets,

F
Twelve sheets. N5k
At last, TL§E
There is a note, which reads, +5&
“Try donating your money, kid.” +—z
—J
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The Dual

| know that

Here you come,

The rotating lightning and

The rumbling thunder,

As well as anger,

And the torn-up skies.

How can | stay away from your anger?
Your wings cut my throat.

My vision pierces your heart.
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The Autumn Wind Rises

The autumn wind rises.
Petals get depressed, too.
The wind

Blowing in all directions,
Where do the petals

Fly to

And end up?

Calyxes loosen,

Too dried-up to hold fast to the petals.

Petals see the yellow leaves all over the sky

They are all fluttering,

So are the petals.
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All Rootless

Fanatical anxiety
Is scattered over
Wherever is damp.

God'’s web

Cannot capture all the fulfilling desire.

Passion

Generates tenderness in strikes.

Day and night,

It sets off fireworks

And throws confetti in return,

Filling the whole sky,

And covering up the boundless earth,

All rootless
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Passing By

| fly southward.

You fly northward.

| see you flying to me,
Closer and closer.

| can’t stop.

You see me flying to you.

You can't stop.

You see me

Flying farther and farther away.
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Another Day Has Gone. Today, | Am
You sit by a pond Today, | am a small fish.
With the rising sun in it, | can’t stay away from the water.

And with the setting sun in it.
Another day has gone. Today, | am a little bird.
| can’t stay away from the sky.

Today, | am the air.

| can'’t let you know.

Today, | am the star.

I go far and far.
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My Feathers Are Fluttering All over the Sky

What did | touch?

Is it the moon

Or the sun?

|

Can fly

In the direction of falling
And be split into

Transparent absurdities.

| can't,
Tomorrow or today,
Make amends for

My unfinished homework.

|

Can fly,

Staying away from the black grim smile.
Intoxicating pigment is going to

Burst.

Lo,

My feathers are fluttering all over the sky.
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Defeated but Still Blooming

| was certainly defeated,
Rewarded with no medal,
No applause,

No glancing back,

And even

No bread.

However,

Deep down in my heart,
There still blooms,

Deep down in the universe,

The light.
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Sing to Forget Sadness Returning Home
The angel descends from heaven, | am not welcomed there,
With no wings, But still that is my hometown.
No eyes,

And even no ears.

But she has a voice,
Ah,
Ah,
Ah,
Ah.

The so-called heaven
Is allin

Her voice
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Liquorice,
Medlar,
Plantago,

And a little catkin,

As well as the earth hummock that remembers my first time.

All the dreams

Are brewed into wine.
Only after getting drunk
Can | melt down

The caking nostalgia.
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The Walk of the Beauty

Orange comes from the east.
Yellow comes from the south.
Black comes from the west.

Blue comes from the north

Every single line
Can be played as a musical instrument.
Every chunk of color

Can be sung as a song.

Every picture
Has come

And then is gone.

Mt

Mystery Upon Mystery 4, Acrylic on Canvas, 100 x 80 cm, 2015
XMX X’ LA » 100 x 80 cm > 2015
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About Li Lei

Li Lei was born in 1965 in Shanghai, where he now
lives and works. Li is the former Executive Director
of China Art Museum, Shanghai (Shanghai Art
Museum) and a Professor at Tongji University. He
also works as National First-Class Artist, the Deputy
Director of Experimental Art Council in the China
Artists Association and is a Visiting Professor at the
Fine Art College of Shanghai University.

For over 20 years Li Lei has been engaged in the
creation of, and research into, Chinese abstract art.
He has endeavoured to combine the core concepts
of Chinese culture with the international language of
mature abstract art and to create a path for abstract
art in China. His painting series includes Zen Flower,
Drunken Lake, Shanghai Flower, Memories of South
and The Flame of Pompeii. In 2014, he began to
experiment with space integration art, taking spatial
narrative, spatial expression and spatial analysis
as objectives of his dramatic visual practice. The
development in Li Lei’s painting style has been
identified as “philosophically eclectic and moderate”,
a distinctively Chinese kind of poetic abstraction. Li
Lei has had solo exhibitions in Beijing, Shanghai,
New York, Frankfurt, Linz, Boxmeer, Amsterdam and

Brussels.

Li’s engagement with art extends far beyond his
own art practice, indeed he contributes actively to
developing the art scene in Shanghai. Li Lei was
responsible for the creation of the Shanghai Youth
Biennial in 1999; he also established the annual
ART Shanghai in 2003; was artistic director for
the creation of the biennial Shanghai Abstract Art
Exhibition in 2004; and, in 2006, presided over the

Shanghai Biennale.
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Li Lei’s Chronology

Solo Exhibitions

2016
The Apsara's Flowers — The Art of Li Lei,
Beijing Minsheng Art Museum, Beijing, China

2015
Water to Water — Li Lei Solo Exhibition,
Hong Kong Arts Centre, Hong Kong

2014
Shanghai Flower: Abstract Art by Li Lei,
Museum of Contemporary Art, Shanghai, Shanghai, China

2013
Mind and Comprehension — Exhibition of Li Lei Abstract
Paintings, Longmen Art Projects, Shanghai, China

2010

Abstract Melody: Li Lei Solo Exhibition,

Leo Gallery, Shanghai, China

Canvas and Bronze — Solo Exhibition of Li Lei,
Elisabeth de Brabant Art Center, Shanghai, China

2009

Shanghai Flower — Works of Li Lei, Z-art Center,
Shanghai, China

Out of the Sky, Alp Galleries, Frankfurt, Germany
Poetic Abstract: Li Lei’s Recent Works in 2008,
M Art Center, Shanghai, China

2008
Out of the Sky, Alp Galleries, New York, US

2007
NI HAO ITALIA!, CO2 Contemporary Art Gallery,
Rome, Italy

2006

The Humanities and Cultures Landscape solo exhibition,
No.1 Xintiandi, Shanghai, China

Another Kind of Elevation solo exhibition,

Art and Image Center, Frankfurt, Germany

2005
Li Lei’s Paintings and Sculptures,
Z-art Center, Shanghai, China

2004

Exhibition of Li Lei's Abstract Art, Galerie Vuebbelt,
Solingen, Germany

TAO — Li Lei's Art Works, Galerie Bastiaans,

The Netherlands

2003
Tao — Li Lei's Works, Alp Galleries, New York, US

2002
IDEAL TRACE - Li Lei’s Abstract Works,
Stanney Gallery, Shanghai, China

2001

The Last Supper, Brussels, Belgium

Zen Flower, solo exhibition, Galerie Bastiaans, Boxmeer,
the Netherlands

Group Exhibitions

2019

The 12th China Art Festival, China Art Museum,
Shanghai, China

The 13th National Exhibition of Fine Arts, China 2019
Exhibition of Oil Painting,

Chongging Art Museum, Chonggqin, China

3812 Gallery Artist Group Exhibition, INK NOW Taipei Art
Expo, Taipei, Taiwan

Mind-Scape V Summer Group Exhibition,

3812 Gallery, London, UK

2018

History and Reality — An Exhibition of Contemporary
Chinese Art, National Art Gallery, Bulgaria, Sofia, Bulgaria
Splendors of the Sun and Moon —

Contemporary Art Exhibition of China, Querini Stampalia
Foundation Museum, Venice, Italy

Somewhere | Belong, L.AN Gallery, Shenzhen, China
Mind Temple, MoCA Shanghai, Shanghai, China

2017

Vibrations — Chinese Contemporary Art Exhibition, The 13th
Curitiba International Biennial, Oscar Niemeyer Museum,
Curitiba, Brazil

The Exhibition of Annual of Contemporary Art of China,
Beijing Minsheng Art Museum, Beijing, China

Multiple Spectacle: Art from Asia, Ningbo Museum of Art,
Ningbo, China

Blue, L.AN Gallery, Shenzhen, China

Tracing the Past and Shaping the Future, Powerlong
Museum, Shanghai, China

2016

The Research Exhibition of Abstract Art in China, Today Art
Museum, Beijing, China

Abstract and Beyond: The Research Exhibition of Abstract

Art in China, Shanghai Minsheng Art Museum,

Shanghai, China

Weaving & We — The Second Hangzhou Triennial of Fibre
Art, Zhejiang Art Museum, Hangzhou, China

2015
San Marino Pavilion of 56th Venice Biennale, Venice, Italy

2014
Xinjiang International Art Biennale, Xinjiang International
Convention and Exhibition Center, Urumgi, China

2013

Rhythm and Method: Abstract Art in China and Germany,
Hebei Museum of Art, Wuhan, China

Forms of the Formless: Exhibition of Chinese Contemporary
Art, Hebei Museum of Art, Wuhan, China

2012

Forms of the Formless, China Pavilion, Nord Art 2012,
Kunstwerk Carlshitte, Blidelsdorf, Germany
Perspectives, Elisabeth de Brabant Art Center,
Shanghai, China

2011

Far Away Beauty Lingers, Other Gallery, Shanghai, China
Tao of Nature — Chinese Abstract Art Exhibition, MoCA,
Shanghai, China

2011 Abstract Art — Beijing Station, MoCA, Beijing, China

2010

Reconstruction — The Top Exhibition of Chinese
Contemporary Abstract Art, Today Art Museum,
Beijing, China

2009
Merging Emerging — Art, Utopia and Virtual Reality,
MoCA, Shanghai, China

2008

Chengxiang — Eye Level Art Opening Exhibition Aquilaria
Agallocha, Eye Level Art Gallery, Shanghai, China
Wheel of Times — The Joint Exhibition of Five Artists on
Chinese Abstract Art, M Art Center, Shanghai, China

2007

The Abstract Art of Tan Ping and Li Lei, dARTex,
Beijing, China

The Open Ink Painting, Guan Shanyue Art Museum,
Shenzhen, China
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2006

The Third Space: From Image to Abstraction, Beijing Jindu
Art Center, Beijing, China

The Third Space: Chinese Text of Abstract Art, Shanghai Art
Museum, Shanghai, China

2005
Written in Water: Girke, Kluenter & Li, Mingyuan Culture
and Art Center, Shanghai, China

2004

The Shanghai Abstract Art Exhibition, Mingyuan Culture
and Art Center (now Mingyuan Art Museum),

Shanghai, China

Beyond Dimensional SPACE — Sino-Japan Contemporary
Art Exhibition, Shanghai Duolun Museum of Modern Art,
Shanghai, China

2003

ART Shanghai, Shanghai, China.

2002 Shanghai Abstract Art Group Show, Liu Haisu Art
Museum, Shanghai, China

Contemporary Art of Asia, Kwanhoon Gallery, Seoul, Korea
Metaphysics 2002: Shanghai Abstract Art Exhibition,
Shanghai Art Museum, Shanghai, China

2002
Dialogue: Li Lei & Rolf A. Kluenter, Guardian Art Center,
Beijing, China

2001

Shanghai-Inchon — Sino-Korea Art Exchange Exhibition,
Shanghai Art Museum (now China Art Museum),
Shanghai, China

2001 Shanghai Art Exhibition, Shanghai Artists Association,
Shanghai, China

Metaphysics 2001: Shanghai Abstract Art Exhibition,
Shanghai Art Museum, Shanghai, China

Back Home, Galerie Bastiaans, the Netherlands

On Paper, Galerie van der Straeten, the Netherlands
Dialogue: Li Lei & Rolf A. Kluenter, duo exhibition, Shanghai
Cultural Development Foundation and No.1 Xintiandi,
Shanghai, China

2000

Shanghai Youth Invitation Exhibition, Liu Haisu Art Museum,
Shanghai, China

4th Shanghai Art Fair, Shanghai Exhibition Center,
Shanghai, China
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Museum and Public Collections

Museum and Public Collections
National Art Museum of China
China Art Museum, Shanghai
Today Art Museum

Hubei Art Museum

Shandong Art Museum
Shenzhen Art Museum
Sichuan Art Museum

Guyuan Art Museum of Zhuhai
Minsheng Art Museum

Z-art Center, Shanghai
Museum of Contemporary Art, Shanghai
Xuhui Art Museum, Shanghai
Ningbo Museum of Art

National Exhibition and Convention Centre (Shanghai)

MGM Cotai Chairman Collection, Macau
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Museum and Public Collections

Li Lei: Explosion of Colour—A Chinese Abstract Art, Unicorn Publishing Group LLP, 2018

Li Lei: The Apsara’s Flowers, Shanghai People’s Publishing House, 2016

Li Lei: Water to Water, Hong Kong Arts Centre, 2015

Li Lei: Shanghai Flower, MoCA Shanghai, 2014

Mind and Comprehension: Abstract Art by Li Lei, Longmen Art Projects, 2013

Abstract Melody: Li Lei, Leo Gallery, 2010

Li Lei: Chinese Abstractionist, Germany: Hatje Cantz, 2009
Contemporary Artists in Today’s China—Li Lei: High Building, People Far Away,

and the Water and the Sky Merging in One Color, Sichuan Art Publishing House, 2007
Portraits of Contemporary Chinese Artists—Li Lei: A Poetical Abstract, Hebei Education Press, 2006

Shanghai Oil Painting Master: Li Lei, Shanghai Bookstore Publishing House, 2003
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About 3812 Gallery

Established in Hong Kong in 2011, 3812 Gallery is
recognised as the city’s foremost gallery dealing in
Chinese contemporary art.

2018 was an important year for 3812. In November, the
gallery established a new space in Wyndham Street,
Central, Hong Kong, and in a major step, launching
3812 Gallery firmly onto the international stage, opened
the new flagship space, 3812 London Gallery, in the
exclusive St. James'’s district.

3812 Gallery is dedicated to fostering cultural
understanding of Chinese contemporary art with
“Eastern Origin and Contemporary Expression”.
We strive for establishing international dialogue and
exchanges by uniting artists, academics, collectors
and the general public through our thoughtfully
curated art program. We believe that this sharing of
cultural identity is essential in the understanding and
appreciation of Chinese contemporary art.

Our Name

People often ask what 3812 means? The name was
born in 2010 in the French ski resort of Chamonix
when founders Calvin Hui and Mark Peaker joined
friends to ski the infamous La Vallée Blanche off-piste
run. La Vallée Blanche route starts atop the Aiguille
du Midi where the treacherous ‘aréte’ ridge (3,812m)
must be navigated. The descent that day, under the
clear blue skies and towering peaks of Mont Blanc, as
we carved our turns in the white powder of La Mer de
Glace inspired our passion and imagination. From this
inspiration and in homage to the challenges overcome,
our name was decided, and 3812 Gallery was born.
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London @20

BARYAFRY Opening Hours
EH—Z 287 Monday — Friday 10:00 am — 6:30 pm
EHA7N Saturday 11:00 am — 2:00 pm

3% Telephone
+44 (0)20 3982 1863

ik Address

RBEEIBETEIBET 21 5% SW1Y 6PX
G/F, 21 Ryder Street, St. James's,
London SW1Y 6PX

BE} Email
london@3812cap.com

Hong Kong &%

BARAERSI Opening Hours
EH#—Z 2817 Monday — Friday 11:00 am — 7:00 pm

E;E Telephone
+852 2153 3812

itk Address

EBMBER 40-44 EEFBEETID 168
16B, Wyndham Place, 40-44 Wyndham Street,
Central, Hong Kong

EH Email
hongkong@3812cap.com

#8ht Website
www.3812gallery.com

M{55% WeChat ID
ArtGallery3812
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