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Free Fall
Li Xu’s Paintings
by
Wang Chunchen

Li Xu is a representative artist among those born in China in the 1970s. As a
painter who came from a traditional academy, Li Xu transitioned from
traditional realistic painting to the present expressive painting, through
tremendous personal changes and self-motivation. Li’s works embody the
impact and suffering of Chinese contemporary artists in their pursuit of art.
His work makes us feel intensely that the artist's world view goes beyond the
frame itself, has strong impact, and points directly to the heart. He directs his
own thinking perspective, from the studio, from the surrounding individual
experience, from the daily experience, toward universal care and compassion
for the human condition. Li Xu’s selection of subject matter and the concept
of his paintings both point to a universal problem. This kind of visual and
material creation is simultaneously, not only an expression of what
contemporary artists are obliged to do, but also an expression of what they
feel compelled to do. We know that in the modern contemporary art, painting
still shows great creative and expressive power, but not all the paintings
convey the state, dilemmas, contradictions, and conflicts of today's world.
What is the function of a painting? What should it do? This question is very
tangled and different critics hold different opinions, hard to resolve. However,
Li Xu turns himself outward from the confines of appreciation of self to a
creation that consciously expresses the world. Such a shift should be said to
be very difficult, even painful. We can feel the artist’s observation of people
and the world through this exquisitely refined perception. And, this also
deeply touches audiences and affects us today.
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Li Xu previously lived in China and experienced the migration of many cities.
His learning experience and previous creative works are worthy of being
explored. In particular, he had suffered heavy losses in his life many years
ago and a large number of excellent works were damaged by flood during a
rainy season. Even if there are only photos of those works, we can still see
the painting skills and abilities of Li Xu, as well as the profound accuracy in
expressing the objects and their meaning. Even if he does not embrace the
current universal style of expression, the record of those excellent works that
have been destroyed speaks to his tremendous abilities as an established artist.
However, Li Xu is not satisfied with this creative pattern. He extends his
thinking to a larger field. This larger field is the expression of the problems
of today’s world, not just a dalliance around his personal tastes. In this, Li
Xu shares a trait in common with outstanding artists in the world today. From
this perspective, Li Xu sends a strong signal. Only in this way can a painter's
creation reach an interconnected realm. Our expectation of a painting is not
the same as a picture. We crave to feel the complexity of the world and,
through the expression of the picture, the perplexity and struggle behind it.

Our world is world of a various fragments, and our daily experiences cannot
be satisfied or enchanted by material affluence. So called material happiness
often prevents people from really knowing the world or from discovering the
real meaning of existence in the world. Throughout the world of
contemporary painting, what really arouse people’s attention and gain their
recognition are paintings that respond to the universal condition of human
existence. There are abundant works depicting landscapes and appealing to
individual aesthetics, but the existence of these works is merely to satisfy
people’s daily aesthetic need, rather than to enter the height of paintings, to
express the state of human existence. The kind of paintings we would like to
see are like those of Luc Tuymans, Marlene Dumas, et cetera. Painters like
that closely focus on the new situations of people in contemporary society.
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Simultaneously, their language of painting is no longer confined to the
traditional figuration, abstraction, or expression. It is a hybrid language,
expressing a good balance of contraction and relaxation. Its expression, in
turn, goes beyond the previous aesthetic expression to the expression of ideas,
to the use of painting as a tool for thinking. Li Xu experienced two very
different lives in China and in the United States. Through the recent four
years in New York, Li Xu has personally experienced a completely different
political system and a comparative cultural experience from China, which,
more and less, influenced his creation and led him to have a strong self-
reflection. This includes the situation and confusion of different people in
this world, which not only comes from the cultural confusion, but also from
the confusion about social systems, geo-conflicts of the world pattern and so
on. This mélange of confusions allows him to appropriately select themes
that convey the contradictions and crises happening in the world. When we
look at Li Xu’s paintings, we can indeed feel that Chinese artists do not just
concentrate on the limited surrounding environment and personal aesthetic
interests.

Individual experience is a commonly discussed topic in the field of painting,
considered to be in the realm of artist’s judgment to create and express
individual values. But, going too far is as bad as not going far enough. When
the expression of many individual experiences becomes more and more
boring, this kind of painting loses its own vitality. In the history of painting,
major events representing mythology, religion, and history have all become
important themes for the grand narrative of the past. This approach translates
into how individual artists use painting to expand on the thinking of
commonality of human existence. Utilizing visual language and the brush as
an explorational tool to indicate the state of our world today gives painting a
different function than it had in the past. Although Li Xu has left China, his
painting expression and his self-identity, through the display of his images,
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still firmly have a close connection with China, and an irresistible inner drive.
Li Xu is in a cultural environment different from China, causing huge
conflicts and discomfort in his heart. This heartache is actually the
fundamental attribute and characteristic of this painter, reflected in his works.
Those painters, who are keen, even tangled, and perceive the world, can often
create works that have been passed down for generations. As for painters,
there are different types of painters. What we admire most are those who
embrace the world and contemplate the human condition.

After experiencing such a transnational cultural shock, Li Xu has returned to
displaying his paintings, and has already stepped into the creation that pays
more attention to the common human condition. This represents an emerging
trend of worldwide painting. In the face of a complex global future, we have
to use painting on which to pin our hopes.

October 2020, Beijing
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