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PROLOGUE

Since the 20th century, the development of western art history has followed linear logic on the basis
of scientific cognitive attitude and has been trapped in “the end of art” ; after 85’s art thoughts, the
chinization of western resources is mainly explored in the development of contemporary Chinese art till
now. With economic development in China, the artists resist western discourse power and absorb the core
of traditional Chinese culture, conduct conscious exploration on the sense of national culture belonging
and the reinterpretation of history and respond to current context of era.

In the atmosphere of art thought conversion, “ink painting” as specific art medium and language
absorbs numerous concerns and forms an upsurge. This is the expectation of art circles on ink painting
innovation and also the breakthrough of ink painting. In the block of “new ink painting” , the Xin Gongbi
rate is earlier than the exploration of ink painting modernization. It insists on pure meticulous art
language- “three alum nine dyed” concept, emphasizes contemporary social spirit and concept
expression and realizes the intervention and discourse of traditional meticulous painting for “the
contemporary” . The critic Hang Chunxiao continually improves the definition and theoretical framework
of “Xin Gongbi” and indicates that “Xin Gongbi” means a discourse medium which activates
traditional resources dynamically and in changes and expands presentation continually. Refuse simple
value judgment and definition on art market and pay more attention to the independent activation and
update of Xin Gongbi.

Developed from fragmental bud in the last century to a booming art movement currently, the
Xin Gongbi art is generally changed in three creation stages: at the very beginning, the innovation of
Xin Gongbi is mainly reflected in color change, the color processing does not follow the fixed mode,
namely, application of colors according to categories, but various colors including western colors are
used and the performance effect of ambient color is valued. The traditional meticulous painting should
be levered through changing traditional color vision presentation. In this stage, the traditional aesthetic
interest is still maintained, which mirrors the compromise between tradition and modernization; the
second stage includes conversion and change in the discourse or the narration of image composition.
Affected by surrealism, conceptual schema and other modern arts, the image pattern is often
characterized by subjective creation, the artist attempts to express personalized cognition and judgment
of the artist in image experience and there is metaphor or symbolism of some concept. The first example
is Imaginary Sweeping by Xu Lei, the typical image of Ming style chair is shielded by the folded wall,

there is a sweeping bird in a low height, therefore, classic state and modern state as well as silence and

e



sound reproduce a doubtful and empty modern rationality feeling in a massy space. Another example
is Autumn of 2002 by Zhang Jian, the wasteland during the Renaissance, tropical palm, profile portrait
and language mode of interpenetrative eastern and western cultural logo presents a unique new visual
experience with industrial civilization, modern sense and classical text association.

After 2010, Xin Gongbi has some innovative and modern creations. It is an introspection of
meticulous painting, a visual formation mode, breaks existing definition, concept or boundary of the
meticulous painting and reconstructs the presentation relation among traditional culture, current survival
experience and cultural experience. In Tiffany and Surplus Value, Jiang Ji’an combines traditional
Chinese philosophy “observing one object by another” and western “ready-mades” concept, uses a
series of creation methods like burning silk, mixes the boundaries of painting, sculpture and behavior,
changes painting structure and makes art works form complete and self-sufficient structure. The Interval
by Xu Hualing is composed of two layers of images, namely, upper layer and lower layer, the painting
combined with the photos changes the traditional model of “easel painting” and double reading relation
of intertextuality is formed in uncertain space, etc. More conceptual creations by the artists diversify the
expression of ink painting as a traditional art language and expand the presentation dimensions of ink
painting language.

Accordingly, the academic research and theory of Xin Gongbi are also changed from the definitions
of “three demands” including non-naturalism, non-formalism and aestheticism at the very beginning
to the decomposition of these definitions. Without value judgment and right control, and the meticulous
painting is activated into updated free space for presenting world view. Three development stages of
Xin Gongbi art are not completely progressive or parallel, but they are crossed, coexist and gradually
develop forwards.

Since the 1990s, the cutting-edge exploration of the representative artists such as Xu Lei, Jiang
Ji'an and Zhang Jian as well as the constant emergence of young artists including Hao Liang, Xiao Xu
and Yang Yu born in the 1980s have shown the deep influence and vigorous vitality of new meticulous
art. This book is designed to give an inductive selection and presentation of the groups with exploring
and innovation spirit as well as their practical activities in the Xin Gongbi field. The works from 14
artists of new meticulous painting such as Xu Lei, Jiang Ji’an, Jin Sha, Zhang Jian, Qin Ai, Gao Qian,
Peng Wei, Xu Hualing, Hang Chunhui, Zheng Qingyu, Xiao Xu, Hao Liang, Yang Yu and Ma Lingli are
included to demonstrate their negation and transcendence of knowledge as well as knowledge integration
and interdisciplinary exploration, and these artists maintain acute touch for the times and abides by
the historical tradition of the philosophy of art. On the basis above, explore and promote Xin Gongbi
art and the new aesthetic characteristics of contemporary Chinese ink painting, and reconfirm existing

contemporary significance and academic value in ink painting system.
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Since the 1980s, rhetoric and dialectics
have undoubtedly formed the discourse method
and visual system that threads through Xu Lei’s
painting. Xu Lei believes that art is not just the
expression of technical skill, nor is it merely a
carrier of viewpoints and concepts. Instead, it is
an intellectual practice, the opening of a cognitive
approach. Though he continues with the traditional
“outline, coloring and blending” approach of Song
dynasty painting, he has never confined himself
to what most people would consider the realm of
“contemporary ink painting.” instead emerging in
the self-examining and exploratory dimensions of the
practices of Rene Magritte, Marcel Duchamp and
Yves Klein.

The problem is, though the center of gravity
in Xu Lei’s painting is visual order, it is also com-
pletely rooted in the traditional Chinese aesthetic
setting; though his emphasis is on visual rhetoric
and dialectics, we can see ancient symbolic logic
and narrative strategies at every turn; though he is
obsessed with intellectual experiments, he constantly
provokes the sensory system of himself and the
viewer... We can see that this is a pathological dis-
course practice. He has completely peeled away
the formal skin of painting to produce a labyrinth of

visual cognition.

1. Object and Image: Symbol or Narrative?

In Xu Lei’s paintings, there often emerge the
following objects from everyday experience:horses,
shoes, chairs, hats, birds and maps. What do these
objects really mean here? What is their relationship

to the picture?
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The horse is the object or image that has ap-
peared the most often in Xu Lei’s painting, to the
point that it has become a sort of personal marker.
In most people’s experience, the horse is just a
common, livestock animal, but in historic texts and
records, it is always closely connected to war, human
character and devotion, and has been bestowed with
many positive connotations, taking on an almost
transcendent role.

Xu Lei, however, has extracted this historical
significance in an attempt to bring the discussion
back to the most primal, most simple physical level.
He says, “To a great extent, | paint horses because
they are both male and female. Their buttocks ra-
diate with carnal desire, and the horse’s head,
according to Freud’s dream analysis, represents the
phallus.” It would seem that in Xu Lei’s paintings,
though the “horse” does have meaning, it no longer
refers to history and ideas but to the flesh, to desire,
to memory. It is no longer a symbolic transcendent
object but a psychological or spiritual indicator.

In history, Some such horses are bold and un-
restrained, while others are tranquil and reserved.
The horses in Xu Lei’s paintings are more akin to
the latter. That serene state is like an emptied shell,
a concrete avatar of an illusory mental state. There
is no doubt that this sense of illusion is a total de-
parture from the historical volume possessed by the
horse. Xu Lei’s focus on the visual imagery of the
horse’s buttocks or head is an attempt to liberate
it from the overall narrative of history, using the
“magnifying” emphasis on details to quietly discuss
the physical desires of flesh and sex. Xu Lei seems
to follow the logic of symbolism, but this symbol is

not that symbol. To put it more accurately, this is



