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Xie

Following the numerous artists
from China who have gained
international recognition in the
19805 and 1990s, a younger
generation is now about to follow
n their I]mmr;n. Among them
is the painter Xie Lei (b. in 1983
in Huainan), who has been based
in Paris for the last cight years.
Depicting a universe on the
fringe of reality and the fantastic,
his paintings are intriguin;
mainly because of their claborate
narrative aspect. With a clear
vision of what he would like to
accomplish in painting, Xic Lei
seems to have endless
imagination in regard to the
topics he wants to address on
canvas. With a unique approach
to colour, an audience casily
enters his world, picking up the
subject matter where the artist
leftit, in order to write the next
chapter in their own terms.
He met with the Asian Art
Newspaper to discuss his
trajectory and the various aspects

of his work.
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The artist Xie Lei. All images Courtesy Galerie Anne de Villepotx, Paris

ASIAN ART NEWSPAPER:
You are presently working on

your PhD.

XIE LEI I actually started in the
autumn of 2012. It needs to be
completed within three years, which
is a rather short period of time.

AAN: Most painters do not go
beyond a masters degree. When you
began your studics, was it your
intention to go all the way toa
PhD?
XL: Yes, but it is very difficult. You
probably, quite rightly, wonder what
is the use of a PhD for 2 young
artist? What interests me in the
process is not the writing per se, but
the reading and the research in
relation with my practice. In that
sense, my PhID is very much
practice-oriented, which is fabulous.
Actually, it is 2 new curriculum made
available to ast students in France
“This works perfectly for me,
because | am not an art historian,
Tam an artise.

Although | am pursuing my PhD,
1 have never thought about teaching.
Never. First of all, | do not think
1 would be able to teach: 1 am a
foreigner, French is not my native
language - even though my lainguage
skills have improved over the years,
1 think one needs a lot of encrgy for
teaching and, for the moment,
1 would selfishly rather concentrate
on my own work. | know that within
the next five years my approach will
Contiend on poge 4
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you work with traditional ink®

XL: Yos, absobatcly. It is an important
chement within my training and
basically traditional ink painting is
part of my heritage. The medium of
traditional ink offers great possibilitics
within calligraphy and ink painting,
Initially, that training process was
based on copying masterpieces in
order 10 acquire the techniques. |
belicve that | have now reached a
stage where | can rely on that
technique with a certain freedom.
However, | am aware that | need to
use it cautiously as when people see it,
they may find it looking very
‘Chinesc”. Thercfore, | am very carcful
in using it, as ultimately it can be
quite limiting, and | may immediatcly
be categorised as a Chinese artist. |
akso try to avoid using traditional ink,
for the moment, as it is not a
technique that speaks to me the most.

AAN: For many years,
contemporary calligraphy was
considered old fashioned and
outdated. It has recently made a
comeback and is greatly appreciated
by artists as well as collectors. How
do you view the evolution of
contemporary calligraphy?

XL: 1 st admit that I do not know
contemporary calligraphy very well,
However, | am very fond of Mi Fu
(1051-1107) and of the tradition of
the great masters from hissory. Every
tinne | o back to China, | look at their
-wtl as they are part of my education,
and Lvery much respond o it. In that
wenwe, | would sy that 1 iend o be o
Nieke bie erachitional. Overall, 1 am
theilled 10 see the developament of that
wradition with regards so calligraphy,
ink, the Chinese landscape, bt |
consider it more as a simple

medium. My medium is oil painting.
1 guess my preference towards oil has

0 do more with personal taste than
with anything chse.

AAN: The animal world is present
in your work. Has it always been
the case?

XL: It stasted around 2007 or 2008
with a number of works that |
entitled Imagimary Bestiary. It was
based on a fascination with the
animal workd, for example, with the
workd of dogs as | mentioned before,
but also with my Chinese heritage of
imaginary and fantastic beasts that
ultimately stay alive through legends.
At the same time, | think it is very
much related to Lévi-Strauss with
animals being the best miror of the
human beings. | have boen working
on that topic for two or three years,
but 1 thought it was a litte limited in
the sense that 1 do ot want to work
exclusively on animal subject matter.
My goal is 1o use animals as a tol, as
a mireor or s a reflection referring to
s humans and to our world,

AAN: The titles of your paintings
are intriguing, They are accurate
without giving it all away

XL: For a short while, many of my
works were simply ‘untithed’, 2s

Don't take my
sunshine awary
(2013)

oil on canvas,
70x 100 cm

initially | encountered a language
problem. Then, 1 thought 1 could not
o on like that because tithes ane
important. They should not be
descriptive, but they can act like 2 key
for the audience, depending on
whether they know the title before or
after secing the work. Also, | have the
habit of writing down many things
from songs, films o expressions used
in daily life that later on can serve as
tithes. For example, | love the title
‘enter at own risk’, which | saw in the
subway. | think about something that
as a viewer allows you to enter the
work without creating a myth,

AAN: Could you imagine moving
on to explore video or film?

(L: Strangely enough, | am very
interested in video, film, and images
in general as well as other media like
installations. In practical terms, it is
process and it is important to be able
1o take a different appeoach. It is
another world. As T'was in New
York, there was a period of six
months during which I did not paint
a bot. 1 have learned a great deal
about various techniques | was not
familiar with, and for the future,

1 definitely have a number of peojects

imvolving video.

A/
vidleo
XL: It can be something narrative,
but the script would not be a fiction.
1 have a lot of footage, which 1 am
not going to show for the moment. It
woukd be very narmative-oriented as
my paintings are. For example, I am
thinking about a project about Hong
Kong, sharing what I felt and what |
saw, but I have not figured out in
what context yet. However, it will
remain linked to my paintings. I find
it dafficult to combine painting and
video at the same time and although
both media are completely different,
they somchow remain linked,

1 am not exchading anything, bat
for now | would rather concentrate
on the challenges of painting. Of
course, | am planning other peojects
for the future, however, both media
— painting and video — treat time in
a different manncr. For video, it is
about time that has gone by whereas
for painting it is about time that is
‘combined’, of juxtaposed. These are
two notions of time, imposed and
froe that are quite different for the
viewer, In a time-based medium such
as video, the viewer enters, likes or
dislikes what he sces, while with
painting it is in front of us. It requires
time, and unfortunatcly many people
do not have time to look at a picce
whether we are dealing with video,
painting or sculpture.

What | tend to see around me is
that more and more people want o
own and to reappropriate what they
see one takes an image, a photo, but
one does not properly look at the
painting, It is a sad development, but
they think they have scen it as they
have captured 1: on their cameras.
AAN: Which contemporary artists

N: How do you envision your
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capture your interest?

XL: It is difficult to say and I have
not thought about other painters.
1 think more about installations:
Anish Kapoor, for example,
although there is no relation to my
work. He is a great artist using all
the possibilitics in the various
media be this installation or
sculpture. | guess that may be an
inspiration, or an influence.
Also, I really like Ansclm Kiefer,
who I consider a true master
through the integration in his
work of painting and sculpture,
the historical aspect and his
artistic development over the
years. | also like Dana Schutz
maybe because what she docs has
nothing to do with what 1 do. Itis
a ‘masculine’ style of painting, very
open and free and she

the boundaries. That is an clement
that appeals to me a great deal.

AAN: You had an exhibition in
China last year. How did people
read your work?

XL: It was another woekd. The
audience could sometimes
recognise some of the references
when it came to the butterflics, for
example, and their reaction was
slightly more direct. Otherwise,
they sce me as 2 young Chinese
artist that they have not scen so far,

AAN: Are you tempted by the
idea to keep a studio in China a
few months a year?

XL: Not at the moment. Painting
like any other discipline is a quite
physical activity and | would fike to
concentrate on a spedific place. This
of course does not prevent me from
travelling and explocing other parts
of the world.




