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Sentiments and Laments

Li Xu, Ph.D. has a Doctorate in Oil Painting from the Central Academy of Fine Arts,
China’s most prestigious and renown Art Academy. He studied under Mr. Yuan
Yunsheng. We were classmates for three years. He is a close friend of mine. We rented
studios in Beijing Huan Tie Art City in 2008, our studios just a wall apart from each
other. Before he moved to the United States in 2016, we painted together, went to Lugu
Lake to create together, went to Norway to participate in the “Chinese-Norwegian Art
Exchange Program and Exhibition”, and held exhibitions at the Korean Cultural Center,
China, and more. It can be said that we shared the same outlook and ambitions in life.

Li Xu is humble and ““soft with hard.” When he analyzes things, he gets the exact point
and finishes effectively. His paintings have many features that derive from his personal
character. Li Xu paints decisively and rapidly. He often finished a painting in the
morning and set down his paints, but made a big change at noon, and the figures’ shape
and position and even colors changed. Even what I thought was good was covered by his
new paintings in a few days. His way of painting is inherited from his advisor Yuan
Yunsheng’s creative philosophy of not making sketch but letting the pictures go at will,
so as to remain keen to the changes in the pictures and to capture the fresh feelings at all
times. At the same time, he did not seek to cover every detail in the painting of the
objects’ shape, rather to outline the shape with various lines, such as the traces carved
into the wood, which is tough and powerful. Lines have a special linguistic meaning in Li
Xu’s works, showing an exquisite sensitivity like Austrian painter Egon Schiele’s fluent
and affirmative lines. However, Li Xu’s strokes are broken and seem to be condensed
with an abundance of grief and bitterness. This aesthetic brush technique, Fei Bai,

or “Flying White” is attributed to the famous calligrapher Cai Yong (% &, 132-192) of
the late Han dynasty (187, 29 B.C.-219 C.E.). It owes its name to a special brush
technique applied during writing that leaves behind ribbon-like wide lines, giving an
impression of jumping or leaping on the paper surface without losing contact with it, all
executed in one stroke. Smudgy lines of the strokes reveal white streaks called kasure (Fi
#1), which further elaborate the artist’s angst. Li Xu’s earlier works were mostly black,
dark grey, and red. His latest works are bright but still depressing. I remember that every
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time I went to his studio to see his painting, I would feel inexplicable melancholy for
hours afterwards.

Li Xu’s works and the protagonists in his painting usually bring me numerous surprises,
as his choice of subject matter is poles apart from other painters who pay more attention
to real events and life. His earlier paintings concentrated on Chinese mythology and
tragic figures in history, such as “The First Emperor of Qin”, “Gongshan Destroys Mount
Buzhou”, “Jingwei Tries to Fill the Sea” etc, while his recent works focus more on the
inner world of “human” as an individual, and reveal deep sentiments and laments of
human nature in ordinary scenes. His pictures are full of surprises every time. There is
frequently a beam of light from unknown sources that suddenly illuminates the main
character, or projects into the background and unimportant corners. Even the protagonist
himself, as a luminous body, diffuse a faint light. Personally speaking, this light is the
only attention the main character gets in the lonely scene, the only consolation from the
painter’s heart in the dark and cool color. Although the figures in the painting are not
crying, the dripping moist colors from top to bottom seem to express the common
melancholy and hardship of different individuals in the world. The continuous use of
brush and ink, as in calligraphy, from wet to dry, is highly artistic and freehand. Besides,
Li Xu’s picture layout is grand, with some works merely dozens of centimeters square,
focusing on a variety of characters, but within the square inch, showing the complex
composition and a variety of narrative possibilities.

July 3, 2020
By Gao Xiang

Gao Xiang, Ph.D., has a Doctorate in Oil Painting. He is a Professor of Yunnan Art
University, Executive Deputy Director of the Oil Painting Committee of the Yunnan
Artists Association, and Deputy Secretary-General of Yunnan Oil Painting Association.
He is a research expert of the art of Italian artist Giorgio Morandi.
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