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Abstract

Abstract art is a difficult topic to clearly delineate in the field of contemporary art. In

many cases in art history, examining the artist’s experiences, creative attitude, and a

more comprehensive body of work, combined with relevant historical context, can more

realistically reconstruct the significance of an artist’s work. Using Zhu Lizige’s artistic

practice as a case study, an analytical glimpse into current self-directed contemporary art

practice may be provided by combining her diverse creative attempts and analyzing the

unique perspectives of observation and methods of practice reflected in her works, along

with the interplay of ideas with the contemporary era.

Key Words

Zhu Lizige, contemporary art, abstract art, abstract expressionism art, conceptual painting

Introduction

Once a style or school is widely recognized, how does
it influence our judgment and affect the direction of
individual creativity? We have already benefited greatly
from the classification of various styles and schools. In
this era, they have provided us with abundant vocabulary
richness, but they have also led us to a superficial
understanding of some profound aspects through
semantics. As T. J. Clark mentioned, that pure and holistic
visual experience of “escaping words and entering into
viewing and existence” has perhaps become an “ancient
dream™'. When we stand in front of an artwork, the way
of viewing it structured by art history and art theory will
inevitably influence our opinions. This is how we begin
to understand art today and the cognitive background
against which we reflect on current art. However, it
has never been a fixed, logical, or unquestionable rule.
The purpose of discussing the young artist Zhu Lizige
( 7% % 7 # ), who transitioned from a vague interest in
art to its creation, is not to highlight her outstanding
artistic intuition but to acknowledge the unlabeled and
discussable uniqueness of her case—the richness of
her works displayed in a short period. This richness
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manifests in the learning, exploration, experimentation,
and somewhat obscure yet intuitive visual experiences
revealed in her various stages and directions of works.

1. A Unique Way of Viewing

Moreover, a more immediate way to achieve this is to
apply communication studies. From World War II to the
Cold War, the first generation of abstract expressionist
painters advocated by Clement Greenberg gradually
gained international recognition, causing the once
glorious Paris School of Art to transition into the realm of
classics. However, this left many labels and perplexities
for the era, imposing burdens on them that sometimes
far exceeded what they could bear. In art history, more
and more styles and schools emerged and the sphere of
criticism constantly manufactured new terms, flooding
the market where culture and capital intertwined. Since
then, the public has become accustomed to understanding
art and artists through labels, rarely able to appreciate
art from the works themselves truly. It is more likely to
lose sight of the need to verify the truth when the “facts”
are easy to see. The constant categorization of genres
and styles has led some artists, who constantly strive to
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Figure 2. Zhu Lizige. Rotation without Carousel. Oil on canvas, 120x150cm, 2018.

express their true selves in their work, to feel lost in their
creative endeavors. They sometimes try to showcase
their diversity through materials or styles, or constantly
search for their language, creating a cultural label,
without realizing that it deprives them of the richness of
their artistic intuition. People are immersed in the torrent
of styles, theories, and viewpoints of mass culture, yet
finding their way out from within is hard for them.
Looking through Zhu Lizige’s various stages of
artistic creation, especially in the early period, one can
always see the rough and steadfast way of painting
which, with a little understanding, can be distinguished
as her untrained creative technique. From her past
oil paintings, one can see the influence of David
Hockney’s use of color. The colors in her oil paintings
are sufficiently bright, with simple shapes, and each
painting seems to embody some new ideas. She has
some oil paintings that involve conceptual creation,
which directly capture and depict the phenomena of
modern societal depression. The leafless, withered trees,
the demolition sites covered by dust nets, and those
colored steel sheets that have become more familiar
to us in recent years represent her early attempts in
contemporary art. It is challenging for an artist’s works
to engage in current artistic discussions about portraying
social phenomena without a mature and distinctive
independent style. Even more embarrassing is that in
today’s increasingly insular atmosphere, the type of art
subject matter prevalent in China around the turn of
the millennium, such as satire and criticism, has rarely

Figure 3. Photographic works in Zhu Lizige’s studio, 2023.

appeared in formal exhibition spaces. Art that aims to
raise social awareness or to expose and reflect on social
phenomena has become discarded in today’s China as if
our humanistic society no longer requires questioning.
Her creative work also features another more overt
direction—an exploration of scars conducted on paper.
Although her paper-based works present a completely
different facet from her oil paintings, if one is familiar
with her photography, when looking at her oil paintings
and paper-based creations, they naturally fall into a
framework and give rise to her classic installations.
This connection is overshadowed by the vibrant colors
in her oil paintings, but the brush strokes and subject
matter align with her years of paper-based creations. Her
photography always captures things that most people
never pay attention to: tangled wires, sunken tiles,
and skyscrapers wrapped in dust screens. She cannot
explain why it would be those things, but when I saw
the intersecting scars on her arm last summer, left from
knife cuts during her youth, I knew she was someone
who needed to paint to alleviate anxiety—a fervent
enthusiast. In her creative work over the following
years she repeatedly revisited this early confusion, often
unaware of it for a long time and frequently concealing
it. Photography, oil painting, paper-based works,
installations—for her, these are intertwined with the
issue of identity, just like the scars, as they are part of the
same narrative approach. The praise for the colors in her
oil paintings, the abstract evolution in her paper-based
works, the interpretations of ideas in her photographic
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Figure 4. Zhu Lizige. Brush Strokes Series: 2016-01. Carbon pencil on paper, 120x80cm, 2016.

Figure 5. Zhu Lizige. Brush Strokes Series: 2016-02. Carbon pencil on paper, 120x80cm, 2016.

works, and the categorization of her installation pieces as
reminiscent of female art may all be subject to one-sided
misunderstandings, creating a diffuse mist.

In 2023, Zhu Lizige recreated her classic installation
artwork using steel wool in Longyou County, Zhejiang
Province. The initial attempt at this artwork took place
in 2016, as its first realization occurred in an abandoned
building in Beijing. She tears and entwines a mundane
object in space, allowing highly monotonous industrial
products to grow in a sinking state in corners or crevices
of buildings, gradually blending with the surroundings.
Under different weather conditions or lighting, the steel
wool often refracts some mottled glints, showcasing
various transitions and contingencies in the creation
process. In terms of the overall experience, the series of
installations and paper-based creations are only different
in terms of material and creative space. They share
a common visual narrative, continuing her ability to
capture the immediate sensations of distortion and scars

through organic shapes imbued with vitality.

In this respect, occasionally avoiding preconceived
notions and abandoning labels of style or genre, viewing
an artist’s creations through their personal experiences
and a comprehensive body of work can provide us with
a better understanding of their mature works; this should
be a window of value, especially with abstract paintings
that often ignore the world. Allow them to gradually
transition from their monologue to an appropriate context
rather than relying on an exclusive formal language
repeatedly entangled in a certain style.

2. The Focused Realm between Brush Strokes

It is challenging to discern the sentimental ideas
of abstract artists solely from a few meticulously
perfected works. They have gradually abandoned all
representational and imitative schemas, repeatedly
depicting and weaving their intractable or unconscious
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Figure 7. Zhu Lizige. No Title. Carbon pencil on paper, 88x114cm, 2017.

sensations within a space and combining them with
forms of beauty. Even the words they use to describe
their works are often filled with fluid streams of
consciousness. However, the existence of artists and
their works is real, implying that the creative processes
and backgrounds often denied access to display spaces
constitute the artistic interest within the frame. It should
be repeatedly emphasized that, in the value assessment
of contemporary art, an artist’s creative attitude partially
determines the meaning of their works, especially for
those works that abandon realistic imitation.

Zhu Lizige’s early sketches exhibit a clumsy focus,
with a few portrait works displaying a touch of Egon
Schiele’s expressionist interest, yet sometimes leaning
towards a more abstract style. In her artistic journey,
she gradually deconstructs specific images and focuses
more on seeking a sense of form. Moreover, her brush
strokes can be seen everywhere, from mirrors, cards, and
photographic papers at home to even hamburger boxes in

fast-food restaurants. Painting has become a part of her
daily life and allows her to concentrate more on the brush
strokes. Uniquely, her works on paper are increasingly
concerned with matters beyond conventional images,
with the compositions gradually showing elements of
tangled and twisted chaos that are hard to decipher.
From 2015 to 2017, she created dense circular patterns
on paper, depicting the interplay of lines and shadows;
perhaps she was searching for a focused emotional
projection within those artworks. On the other hand,
these objects are more concrete than tangible reality
because they lack deliberate construction. We can see
many related scenes in her photography, paying attention
to corners, shadows, stray wires, and even everyday
negated objects that can be refracted into a landscape
of emotions. She gradually covered up the sense of
clumsiness in her previous formal explorations using a
more focused, repeating brush stroke technique. This
was not an intentional concealment, but rather she finally



Figure 8. Zhu Lizige. Brush Strokes Series: 2019-12. Carbon pencil on paper, 77.5x108cm, 2019.

moved towards a comfortable style throughout the
process, with a large number of works undergoing trial
and error.

After years of exploring different styles through
paper-based creations, there was a complete break-
through in her art in the special three-year period that
began at the end of 2019. She often secluded herself at
home for several months to create, and the new series
of works became more diverse and profound than
before. Moreover, all the images have disappeared from
the composition, leaving a more richly textured focus
behind. The traces that helped create the image became
the main body, enriching the most minor parts of her
past works into the image itself. This has always been
her way of finding images, creating the most expansive
“scenery” in the most easily overlooked narrow spaces.
Without understanding her works from various periods,
I might not have grasped the clues in her current works
initially, and might have hastily assumed that what was
presented was rich in humanity, instead of recognizing
the instinctive emotional power and unique way of
viewing reflected in her works.

When rejecting representation, the subject matter
does not necessarily have to reflect specific current
content, and the self-narration itself is a form of modern
writing. Zhu Lizige repeatedly delves into her own
phase emotions, and the process of painting has become
more focused and intricate than before. Moreover, one
can observe distinct evolutions and changes within
it. However, some abstract artworks seen today are
simply copies of a factory-style production, becoming
pure forms of decoration or even some clever and
flashy tricks, showing a lack of artistic creativity or
attitude. Artworks are meant to be shared with others,
and artists should strive to avoid solely focusing on the
material aspects of art. It is especially crucial in an era
overwhelmed by materialism and such social order.
Today, very few people can read the artist from the
artwork itself. Most of it is framed within a pre-selected
social class system or is often pulled from a grand
historical perspective, lacking judgment of the artwork’s
value from the inside of its unique form of life.
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Figure 9. Zhu Lizige. Brush Strokes Series: 2020-08. Carbon pencil on paper, 70x98cm, 2020.

Figure 10. Zhu Lizige. Brush Strokes Series: 2020-10. Carbon pencil on paper, 70x98cm, 2020.
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Figure 11. Zhu Lizige. Brush Strokes Series: 2022-06. Carbon pencil on paper, 145x106cm, 2
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Figure 12. Zhu Lizige. Brush Strokes Series: 202208-2. Carbon pencil on paper, 100x145c¢m, 2022.

3. Return to Richness

When discussing modernism, Clark saw two clues
of modernist repeated revival from Neo-Realism and
Neo-Expressionism, namely “the continuing duality of
modernism—its internal structure and external extensi-
on, its purity and opportunism, its centripetal and
centrifugal forces.”” We will continue to see outstanding
works that reflect the current social landscape, with artists
using appropriate or provocative methods to expose
or challenge the ills of society. However, there is still
a need for some artists who embody the contemporary
human existence from an introspective perspective. They
create art that showcases their authentic and pure selves,
reflecting the traces of being compelled, helpless, and
authentic in the present. It also serves as a main symptom
of the social ills that exist. Moreover, the transformation
from personal preferences and self-expression to a
proposal related to history is not something that has
never occurred before or is unimaginable.

Nowadays, what everyone encounters and commu-

nicates with daily are those fleeting “tides”, which include
rapidly iterating products, entertainment, and fashion.
Slavoj Zizek referred to these as “the sublime object of
ideology™”. In addition to providing us with a safer and
more monotonous life, the tides leave behind the erasure
of traces of time and a new way to discipline the public’s
way of seeing. The general public increasingly lacks a life
worth savoring, the kind of rich life that can be engaged
in, commented on and reminisced about in various ways.
In Zhu Lizige’s life, there are also abundant tides of
fast-selling items, even more so—countless blind box
dolls, various fancy decorations, toys, and glowing lights
scattered throughout her home. These objects without
substantial value are indispensable to her way of life,
forming a sharp contrast with her silent Brush Strokes
series of works. Furthermore, these elements of her daily
life have never appeared in her artistic creations. In her
view, toys are used to console oneself, while on the other
hand, creation is a serious aspect of life. The overturned
and layered brush strokes in the artwork do not have
any specific references. These expressions of negation
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Figure 13. Zhu Lizige. Brush Strokes Series: 2023-04. Carbon pencil on paper, 198x145cm, 2023.
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Figure 14. An interior view of Zhu Lizige Studio in Beijing, 2023.

derived from the introspective world are “no less vivid
than those who advocate that art should intervene in
society”. But it also seems to reflect an undercurrent
of the era’s landscape—it is indescribable yet vividly
present.

After experiencing a longer period of epidemic
prevention than other countries, we still face a common
situation: how to cope with the boredom and depression
of today. Even though society seems to offer us more
and more options, the choices available for relevant life
decisions are scarce. This is especially true in the realm
of art, where engagement has been limited. In modern
China, art has never truly entered into a dialogue with the
era; it has always remained a peripheral presence. When
artists want to use art to contribute something to society,
they often feel more like being caught in a dilemma,
and can only depict or interfere with certain phenomena.
Boring, monotonous, and powerless are real, but also
powerful, as we all experience it constantly, and all of
our creativity comes from the “imprint of time on our

feelings™. In terms of emotions, Zhu Lizige’s works

manifest the richness precisely emerging from this
monotony. The overlapping strokes and the exhalations
of the cracks evoke experiences of loneliness and scars,
which are repeatedly replicated. Seeing the creation time
and reflection of the Brush Strokes series reminds us
of the three years that halted everyone’s progress. The
creation centered around experience is a most effective
demonstration of the historical essence. Her works
occasionally transport me to Andrei Tarkovsky’s film
Solaris, a movie that switches between the grand and the
minuscule, where science, emotions, and the universe
are poetically intertwined, leaving the questioning
of the so-called past or the future, the history or the
current state, in an open-ended narrative that transcends
specific references, and makes all previous absurdities
insignificant.

Approaching problems with a developmental
perspective is often invalid in an artist’s personal history.
Various factors structure the representation of the



individual and is a bidirectional process of growth and
decline; the individual does not become increasingly
rich, but only experiences a process of existence,
extinction, and instability. An artist’s beneficial value to
society sometimes lies solely in completing their current
state in the most proficient way possible, pursuing a
quality and is a bidirectional process of growth and
decline; the individual does not become increasingly
rich, but only experiences a process of existence,
extinction, and instability. An artist’s beneficial value
to society sometimes lies solely in completing their
current state in the most proficient way possible,
pursuing a quality of life that can be chosen, perhaps
crying out for justice, or seeking answers alone. Just
as Paul Feyerabend said: “Whether they are good or
bad, beneficial or destructive, depends on what kind of
life a person expects.”® When one strives to complete
themselves as much as possible through experiences,
they also accomplish the presentation of richness to
society. Likewise, they fulfill the individual’s writing of
richness in art, culture, and history.
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