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Shi Lei:
An Analyzable Expressionism ...z

In 1992, Shi Lei started to create his series The House Must Be Built Up. The title

seems like a metaphor,suggesting the direction in his work later. Indeed, from whate-
ver point of view, this series stands as a symbol to his work: it symbolizes both the
end of his classical academic way of painting and the start of an expressionist style
with a rational quality.In fact he is still trying to build up such a house even today so
that it can contain both a way of free expressionism and a moderate analyzable style.
At the Guangzhou Biennial in 1992, Shi Lei exhibited two of his works. One was Felus
Education---Pavarotti Who Forgets the Words of the Song, and the other The House
Must Be Built Up. The style of the former was obviously the crossbeed of David Salla,
Keith Haring and certain classical style. The subject image was somewhat comedic

and humaor, yet compared with other typical pop style of duplication, this piece mai-

ntained more trace of pictoriality, the complete composition and harmonious tonality
revealed more of the painter's interest in classical way of painting. What makes it
hard to understand is that under the circumstance that "Hubei Pop" was highly
regarded in general, the impression that Shi Lei left for the jury members was not
the huge one in pop style with 3 meters in size but the other rather smaller one.
The House Must Be Built Up. Five of the seven jury members voted in favor of the
piece for Excellent Prize. Compared with the former this piece gives up almost any
significant signifier of the image. The nearly abstract color and brushworks compose
a fictional scene of building up a house. The shock that this nec-expressionist way

brings forward first of all is visuality. Distinguished from those classical or pop ways

which depend upon the meaning or way of imagery, this way of painting embodies
certain purism in language. According to the comments from the jury members at the
time, their praise for the piece focused more on the autonomic character of the lan-
guage: "Adopting Escher’s transitional way of positive and negative images. sketch
out forms of blue and white birds which establish a complementary relationship of
transiting between two and three dimensional spaces with the major body of the

| painting that has an obvious cubist modeling and characters of light and shadow.

It is a wonderful piece among the participating works that is very creative in dealing
with the spaces.” (Yan Shanchun) "This is an abstract piece with very high level
pictoriality and a little lyricism. The colorful changes in tunes and the compelling
disposals of detailed motif modeling form a subtle rhythmic relation and then bring
out some analyzable elements on the foundation of expressionism, which indicate
the artist's capabilities to understand in certain level and control the abstract painting
language."(Huang Zhuan) "The deconstructive factors formed by gray patches mo-
ckerified The House Must Be Built Up. The indistinct housing frames are 50 harmo-
nious with the presented gray paiches that the space with which this almost abstract
piece provides us deconstructs completely the possibility of materials."(Lu Peng)

To a certain extent, the success of this piece keeps Shi Lei from plunging into

_ popism yet doesn't retain him to indulge himself in experiencing pure formalism In



terms of his later works, Shi Lei seems to be seeking for an expressionist way of
painting suitable for rational analysis, which makes his art somewhat close to the
neoc-expressionism of Kiefer kind. In the series entitied Body to Transmit Conscio-
usness finished in 1996, body is deoxidized to certain analyzable materials. And
consistently he fictions for these materials a house like a stage property above which |
there even set some maonitors so that this restrained space becomes the background |
for certain experiment in which fragmentary and disorderly torsos, organs and limbs
compose a narration of obscure conception. Of course, what impresses people most

to these works is the deliberately fictitious visual conflicts. Free brushwork of expre-
ssionism, flat painting house construction and dark tune in the background produce an
absurd yet symbolic effect. What it emphasizes is the inconsistency of body and spirit
in contemporary civilization, which is exactly the reason that Shi Lei calls this series A
Review of the Body: "Every movement and posture of human body bring with political,

economic, art or religious information.In nowadays when the organism and sociality of

human being have reached highly identity, shouldn't we start with human body when
we review the living circumstance and social behavior of human being?”

The review of human organism and sociality signifies more widely in Shi Lei's other
pieces that include examinations of human knowledge (Commentary of the 20th Cen-
tury and Dissuasive Tex!, 1996), love (On Love, 1996), consumption (Aggrieved Con-
sumption, 1999) and information condition (Connection, 1999). Besides maintaining
these obvious visual conflicts in these works, he tries very hard to create a surreal
mysterious atmosphere. Suspending human bodies, scattered books. cartoon infants
and as much pure and strong as possible tunes make the work full of synthesized
religious imago. Narrative methods like metaphor and symbolism and boldly rugged
style that nec-expressionism likes to Use come to a subtle balance in these works.
Shi Lei's expressionist painting is the result of certain synthetic analyzing possess. ‘
It shows a totally different painting methodology and attitude compared with those
schematic paintings of dogmatism and reflection. This methodology and attitude re- |
gard art as an independent event which is neither the result of the artist's subjective
arbitration nor the tool of pure social didacticism. Even if the process depends upon
our sensation and intellect, upon our social consciousness and cultural judgments, it
should first of all be a process of visual creation. The freedom of art will only obtain
its significance in certain visual creation. In the course of decoding the connotations
of sociology, anthropology and biclogy within Shi Lel's works, therefore. we should
never forget the value of visual methodology that hides within this analyzable expre-

ssionist style.
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Exploration:

Nature,Society and Human beings

YangGuoxin

I got to know Shilei when | osat for the postgraduate exam in
1985, The lines on his drawings show a kind of inner strength

The objects he depicts are Firm and steady, The drawings mivror
the painter. He is =such a man.

“Discussions at the street” (1989)is Shilei’s Iirst painting
while he pursued his postgraduate study at Hubei Instition of
Fine Arts.  The drawing portravs people sitting in  twos and
threes. The colors and the lines are simple, with a taste of
Northern China. This is his first impression ol a metropolitan
city in Southern China.

In 1991, at the graduation exhibition, he showed a series of

paintings called  “Mountains"™ . The little boyv in the picture
is jumping and running. The paintings show Shilei's thinking
and absorption ol the traditional oil painting techniques.
The land is vast ,with the rising hills,all mixed in the warm

heautiful

greyv. We seem 1o hear the bov s lively footsteps
landscapes deeply fascinated the visitors,

In the autumn ol 1992, Shilei worked in his wet and stuffy
studio, produced two paintings., One is “Prenatal education
-— Pavarotti who forgot the words of the song” , the other is
“We must build the house well™ ,which brought him an award at
the 1990'S BIENNIAL ART FAIR GUANGZHOU. Some critics said
the latter is a very high level painting with some romantic
features. His subtle and gracetul use of  grey showed his

solid foundation . This is followed by a series of works with
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Exploration:

Nature,Society and Human beings

house and mankind as the

theme, In fact, Shilei's

techniques are just a ca

rrier. I the “Mountains”

series show the harmonious

relationship between mank

ind and nature, the "Houses”

series tell of the rela-

tion between people in the

noisy city and the society.

Nowadavs with the changing
of the economyvand the soc-—

ial system, the city  shows

AN

the dramatical change process. With the knockdown  of the old

part ol the city and the emerging new city ,comes the contrad

ictions and conflicts between people |, Family, and the society,

These works are quite different [rom the tranquil pictures in

the "Mountains” series.

In the Tatel990, there are changes in Shilei s artistic styles.

He shows greater concern lor the reality and expressed his

concepls and responsibilities ina eritical way, for example

+

“On Perception”™ , “0n Focus™, “0On Love”™ , “Notional House”

In the pictures ,people with hlank expressions, together with

loudspeakers, svringes, clocks | pens rel'lect people’ s lass of

spiritual Tife and cultural emptiness, His works *“0On Percep-

tion” is controversial, but eventually won him the award of new

art {rom the magazine §Jiangsu Pictorialld .

After 1996, Shilei' s works “Body cxpressing notions” and *Text

and Contract” came out. People have made great el lorts to impr

ove the living environment . However, with the social progress,

alienation has appeared unavoidablyv., The early industry made

people mechanical and rough. Under  the control ol such orga-

nization and socialization, will people’ s Tile and creativity

be weakened 7 Shilel raisces such a question in his works,

With the great social change in political structure, the mod-

ern  art has also unergone dramatical changes in notions and
expressions, full of vigor and absurdity., Shilei tries to ex
plore the nature , the socicty and the human beings in his un-

ique wav.
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