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The secret
life of dolls

Li Xianting
Well-known art critic
Curator

unabated claim to liberty, or the post-
eighties generation with their adaptation

to consumer society and their carefree

life, they seem to be stuck in-between.
This generates a strong feeling of having
been forsaken, of indefinable wounds and
the doubts of having no one to turn to. It

is intertwined with a feeling of loneliness,
and creates a psychological need amongst

The main characters of Li Jikai’s
paintings are a doll-like youngster who
looks like a sort of and who seems, in
almost all the images to be, forsaken,
hurt, lonesome, melancholic, hapless or

unfortunate...
Rag dolls, whether they have a human

figure or that of an animal, are - apart
from tools - the best playing companions
of youngsters. This is why they share most
of the characteristics of youngsters, such
as a big head and a tiny body, cuteness
and simplified and exaggerated features.
If one looks at the images in Li Jikai’s works
from this angle regardless of whether it’s
a real puppet or a real person’s image -
they all have these specific features. The
Shaanxi rag tiger, the traditional Wuxi
clay doll Happiness, even Barbie dolls, all
these successfully - crafted or manufactured
dolls are loved by children the world over.
However, from a child’s point of view, a doll
is neither true nor false, alive nor dead, and
it often becomes a part - even for adults - of
their lives. Some people can’t be separated
from a certain doll; this happens everywhere

and all the time. Therefore, puppets in
reality are all about a living relationship with
a person, and even each Barbie made in a
factory has its own personal relationship with
a certain child. This is the condition for the
real creation of the doll: it must be given life
by a certain child. I think this is the basis of

fairy tales, and famous tales or cartoons puppet

images all reflect the life experiences of their

creator. The means of expression of Li Jikai’s
works are, in a sense, the creation of such fairy
tales.

The forsaken, hurt, lonesome, melancholic,
hapless and unfortunate images that Li Jikai
creates share an inseparable bloodline with his
own experiences in the society in which he grew
up, his personality and his psychology or, one
might say, they embody his own personal mental
world. There is a popular lyric about the “cruelty
of youth”, and as I see it, youth is for every one,

generation after generation, both cruel and
happy. The generation of the “educated youths”
who were sent to the countryside or to remote
border areas to “suffer” sang the noble lyrics
“Offering our youth to what was then their universe
as they went, and when the turmoil of the Cultural
Revolution ended and normality was restored, most
of the “educated youth” came back claiming loudly
that their youth was “without regrets”. Of course,
the “cruel youth” of Li Jikai and the post- seventies
generation cannot compare with the experiences
of the “educated youth” of the Cultural Revolution,
so it’s not easy to decide whether their youth was
cruel or not, or whether the social conditions of their
experiences were cruel or not; but the psychological
trend of society has definitely changed. The seventies
generation has accompanied the deep mutations of
China as they grew up. The advent and expansion of
consumer culture and the rapid urbanization of China
have confronted this generation with the fast passing
of social values, false one day and true the next, and
this has led them to a spiritual confusion, towards
uncertainty and inadaptability; unlike the post- sixties
generation with their inbred inhibitions and their

the whole generation. Without this, the
“cruelty of youth” would not have become
a trendy psychological expression. Of
course, the creation of these images of the
wounded have a more direct link with Li
Jikai’s introverted and sensitive character

and his fondness of solitude; in other words,
the more sensitive and introverted , a
person is the more able he is to form a deep
understanding of the social psychology
of the wounded. More precisely, sensitive
people first experience this type of
wounded feeling, and they come to express
it in every possible way.
I know that it is dangerous to generalize
the description of a generation, and
perhaps the real truth lies more with each
particular case. Nonetheless, in such a
unique society and culture undergoing such
profound mutations as China, a country in
which the social background evolves by
the day, artists of different periods have
different psychological inclinations, and I
have repeatedly stressed the importance of
the influence of society on art, rather than an
artistic expression as a social phenomenon,
and emphasized the tensions between the
individual and society. I believe that people
can express their true feelings only in the
concrete conditions in which they live,
because personal feelings are targeted and
conflicting. This is the first thing I look for in
good art. Within my limited field of vision,
Yin Chaoyang, Li Jikai and the 3D animator
Pu Hua are artists whom I appreciate,
because they express most accurately these
feelings of forsakenness, hurt, and solitude.
If the images of Li Jikai’s characters are
unique and outstanding among so many
cartoon style artists, it is because he can
understand deeply the feeling of being
hurt and “played like a puppet”, and is able
to imprint his deep impression of life onto
his puppet-like characters. They convey -
melancholy, introversion, and narcissism.
Moreover, all his characters and scenes are
exceptionally bleak and significant. Even
his portraits are painted in the manner of
funereal portraits. Most of his paintings
are rendered in greyish tones, and make
restrained and cautious use of line. This use
of especially engraved lines gives a sense
of tightness, depth and cold. Yet in spite of
this, his images are net, severe, perfectly fit
his vision of the sorrow of life observed with
a cold eye. Li Jikai tempers the narcissism
factor in doll-like images, and maintains
a subtle balance of heat and cold in their

portrayal.

August 3, 2010
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The Solitary
Musings of a
Silent Soul

Amy Y.Li

Director of
Dialogue Space gallery,
Curator

Li Jikai has reopened the imagination
of painting in China.

Realistic painting has occupied the
mainstream in China, and if it can be said
that artists born in the fifties of the last
century began to criticize and deride the
socialist realism, and that the artists born
in the 1960s brought back their vision
towards a more realistic perspective,
then the artists born in the 1970s have
left the track of realism, and re-defined
the development direction of Chinese
contemporary art. In their works,
the reproduction of reality no longer
occupies the center of the painting, and
it not only retreats to the corners of the
stage, sometimes it even completely
disappears from the picture. It is
replaced by a personal reconstruction of
reality, based on a personal perspective
and experience. Reconstruction is no
longer formed according to the reality as
such, but directly grows out of the artists
mind.

Li Jikai creates a completely personal
world in his paintings. This world is
closed, in full accordance with the
construction of his own experience.

It is no longer a real-world projection,
and it is not directed at any reality, or
at any expression or point of view. In
other words, Li Jikai remains detached
from the world that surrounds him. This
kind of painting stirs curiosity: from
where does the little boy in the picture
with the eyes slightly open, and who
whispers, actually come? What does

he want to do? These interrogations
stem from the aesthetic experience and
reading habits nurtured by the Chinese
Contemporary Art realistic traditional
culture of the past three decades - each
piece can tell a story, each piece has its

own signification. But narrative exposition

and interpretation are almost completely
ineffective in his work, which seems to

ask the question silently: if we can feel the

charm of Chinese opera even though we
don’t understand the text, why should we
give explanations to paintings? Just as the
opera singing and acting leaves room for

the imagination, Li Jikai creates a world of

reverie through painting.

The little boy in the painting resembles
Li Jikai himself, this is the artist's reflection

in the imaginary world. In the little boy’s
own world, he does whatever he wants.
He can lie on the grass to sleep, shelter
under a large mushroom, and drive an

airplane over a huge desk. These pictures

are often considered as fables, but for Li

Jikai, all he needs is just a window through
which he can temporarily leap to leave and

forget the real world. He does not need to
attack or mock the reality, he just wants to
temporarily leave it, and single-handedly

recreate a world on the canvas, putting the

powerlessness and helplessness of reality

aside, and then take a good rest.
When confronted to Li Jikai’s world, in

which the game rules and behavior
of reality have become ineffective,
the people whose vision of painting
is based on realism might feel
helpless, for it all comes from his
own fancy, and only himself, as the
creator, can explain it all. However,
Li Jikai is also completely absorbed
by his self-created world, and just
as in reality he prefers to remain a
spectator, in the picture he would
rather also be a spectator, allowing
the little boy free play, allowing
the picture to grow freely in every
corner, maybe as a forest, perhaps
a scrape yard, or perhaps a house
all lit up by lanterns. All possibilities
can occur on the canvas; Li Jikai
daubs his canvases following his
nature. This is a method of creation
that lays down the proper conditions
for the best effect before the start; Li
does not want to become a storyteller.
He just happened to encounter the
little boy, he happened to see that he
was doing a certain thing, and then
began painting - all by chance.

This is the reason why Li Jikai has
become a leading figure among the
1970s artists. He left the avenue of
narration, jumped out of the limitations
of straight talk, evading reality’s iron
wall, and letting emotions expand in
this imaginary world. The fact that his
paintings are surreal does not mean
that the work of Li Jikai can be labeled
as surrealist: his imaginary world
does not come from distorted reality,
but from the gathering of emotions
coming from everywhere on to the
canvas. Just as the rhythmic strokes
on the canvas, just as the clear sky
suddenly clouded from nowhere, the
emotions are left on the canvas, and as
times flows quietly whilst he’s creating,
with the little boy playing on his own, it
constitutes a fragment of an imaginary
world altogether.

In this fragment, the little boy closes
his eyes and lets just a ray of light
out, he seems aware of the outsiders
observing him, but just as Li Jikai’s
attitude to reality, he lets others into his
world but remains uncommitted to it.
Everything here belongs to him only,
in this world there’s only him gently
singing, and if you want, you can stay
and accompany him and watch time

slowly goes by.
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A world that exists because of you

FE RS | Acrylic on canvas
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It is right timing to throw up
FREAEE | Acrylic on canvas
145x185cm | 2004
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Taming hawk

EE R | Acrylic on canvas
135x173cm | 2004
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