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The Strings of a Traveler’'s Soul — You

Si's artistic world.

hen You Si left art school in

Anhui Province to return to

shaonghai, it was the begin-
ning of a long journey that would later
take him to Beijing, Australia and the
United States. He absorbed the cultures
and urban scenes of the places he had
been to, and used the brush to keep
a journal of his own personal Long
March through the world of visual ex-
ploration. The artist's depiction of his
exotic visions inspired by the journey
— the landscape of a traveler's soul —
is neither a redlistic representation nor
purely abstract forms and symibolism.

You Si wass born in a family of artists. His
father, Ha Qiongwen, and his mother,
You Longgu, became famous painters
of propaganda posters shortly after the
New China was founded. Because of
his family background, You Si came
into contact with art at a young age.
Like everyone else of his generation,
You Si did not escape the tumult of the
times during his adolescence. Those
years of political tension and drama
left in the people of his generation a
complicated feeling that cannot be
pinned down. In 1982, You Si gradu-
ated from the Shanghai Theater Acad-
emy, one of the first batch of university
graduates after the Cultural Revolution
ended and universities were reopened.
Hoving majored in stage design, You
Si moved north and got his first job at
CCTV - an enviable job at the time. He
was assigned to a program team that
collaborated with a German television

station, where his caliber in stage-de-
sign soon made him a visible figure in
the field of television production.

One of the rational observations of You
Si's generation would be that most of
them feel a deeply nationalistic self-
respect. They identify with Chinese
culture with a kind of uncompromis-
ing moral rigor. But they also have an
irrepressible yearning for knowledge
of the outside world, and a curiosity
about modernity. Throughout the gen-
eral excitement of the 1980s, many
young Chinese artists were creating
what they believed was an artistic Uto-
pia. They were painting their idedls
in a combined state of confusion and
exhilaration — with an almost self-sac-
rificial, pioneering spirit. You Si joined
this surge of artistic experimentation.
His program’s collaboration with the
German TV station gave him an edge
in obtaining international experience
in art and design. Between 1982 and
1987 when the nation was beginning
to open up and prosper, You Si became
a rising star in Beijing’s art circle as he
participated in numerous avant-garde,
experimental art exhibitions, while his
family background and the advantage
of working for CCTV also contributed to
his increasing visibility as an artist. Dur-
ing that time period, You Si crecated a
modern type of ink-and-wash painting.
By incorporating western desthetics,
especially American abstract expres-
sionism, into the Chinese ink-and-wash
tradition, he aimed to transform a fixed

cultural formula into something new
and modern.

Opportunities are gifts of fate, and
they can shape one’s life in mysteri-
ous ways. In 1987, You Si was invited
to go to Australia as a visiting scholar.
The following yedar, he left for the Unit-
ed States, staying there for the next 20
years. Living overseas separated You Si
from the trends and movements in Chi-
na's contemporary art scene. Domestic
art movements like Political Pop, Cyni-
cal Realism and Gaudy Art — which in
their turn generated a huge following
at home — are absent in You Si's work.
For the past two decades, he has been
a sort of participating absentee in the
development of Chinese contempo-
rary art. Like Xu Bing, Cai Guogiang,
Gu Wenda and other Chinese artists
who moved abroad at the end of last
century, You Si chose to create art that
defined himself as a Chinese artist, and
his work usually looked more distinctly
Chinese than the work produced by
Chinese artists here at home. In con-
trast with artists in China who look to-
wards the west, overseas Chinese art-
ists unanimously chose to create art
that utilizes and focuses on Chinese el-
ements.

You Si's abstract ink-ond-wash paint-
Ings are executed on rice paper, a dis-
tinctly Chinese material. In Australia,
he was attracted to the aboriginals’
depiction of the earth through totemic
imagery. In the United States, he was




You Si

influenced by Abstract Expressionism,
while his rendition of colors that evoke
magnetic fields is closer to Color Field
Painting. You Si's abstract imagery vi-
brates with a metaphysical and spiri-
tual energy, reminding viewers of the
late American artist and master of Col-
or Field Painting, Mark Rothko ( 1903-
1970). You Si pays grecat attention to
the technical finesse of painting, as we
can see from his delicate brushstrokes
and subtle compositions. At the same
time, he also achieves in his art an ex-
pression of the spirit and a metaphysi-
cal transcendence. These qudlities are
relatively lacking in the contemporary
art world in China.

It is important to understand You Si's art
from a cosmic perspective. He views
nature as a stream of shifting ond flick-
ering impressions, rather than a fixed
object for observation and depiction.
Throughout his long march in the world
of visual exploration, You Si uses colors,
forms and lines to express the visible
and invisible changes that constitute
the eternal dynamics of this fascinat-
ing universe. He weaves “the strands of
a traveler's soul” — the literal meaning
of his Chinese name - into a fabric of
cosmic beauty. After 20 years of living
overseas, You Si has come home, and
what we see in his art — peace of mind,
a pristine inner world - is exactly what
this long and distant journey has given
him.

Victoria Lu
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You Si - Unbounded Redux

little under two years ago, the
Aart of You Si was unknown to

me, being hidden away ds
it was in New York City, residing on
gallery walls in Maonhatton for away
from the maelstrom of the mainland
Chinese contemporary art scene. Just
a few months after the opening of our
newest ART LABOR space, these terrific
paintings made its way onto the walls
of our gallery in Shanghai's former
French Concession neighbourhood for
his first solo show in mainland china for
a long, long time.

One day in early Spring, You Si arrived
at the gallery with rolls of rice pcaper
in hand, and spread them out on the
floor of the gallery, unrolling meter af-
ter meter of the most interesting and
truly unique art work I had seen in
quite some time. One can probably re-
member most of the "“wow” moments
in a lifetime of viewing art, maybe the
first time seeing a roomful of Bacons or
Basquiats, or most recently Cai Guo-
giong’s Guggenheim show. As You Si
laid out his work for me to have a look
at, I knew immediately I had been of-
fered a gift by the hand of fate.

There across the floor was art work with
obviously a lot of heart and soul, clear-
ly very clever and original both in style
and technique. These were ink paint-
ings You Si had created without a single
thought in mind other than what was
truly on his mind. Authentic art gets an
immediate reaction. This was art true
to the artist’s intention. I had met that
day a Chinese artist making art hav-
ing little or nothing to do with China
other than the fact it was on rice pa-
per and scrolls — which I found refresh-
ing. You Si has been painting what I
feel is a new and true art form, and like
some of the best of the artists who hap-
pened to have been born in Ching,

the aforementioned Cai Guogicng for
example, he had found this originality
while dedaling with the different kinds
of challenges which present in the big
wide world.

The mandate of ART LABOR from the
very outset was the representation of
new styles of both local and interna-
tional art, and to provide a more glob-
ally oriented platform than some of the
other galleries in the Chinese contem-
porary scene, which occasiondlly feels
more focused on local artists and is,
we feel, too often ethno-centrically in-
clined. While keeping a finger or two in
the soup of his Chinese roots - by his use
of Chinese materials such as ink on rice
paper - You Siis constantly reinventing
himself, producing images which more
recently contain very little reference to
his cultural origins. This takes a certain
amount of initiative, and I might even
say courage, in contemporary Ching,
when everything right now is all about
China, and to take the stance of an in-
dependent in a society where showing
your pride in membership is presently
the expected norm.

Everything from the application of ma-
teridls, or his constant experimentation
with layout, topic and colours, all show
an artist who belongs to the world, not
just a school, a city or a country, much
as ART LABOR intends to. And while
his work may appear at first glance to
leon toward the more decorative side,
those who know well his work and the
artist personally are aware there are
severdl layers of comprehension to be
had, messages of freedom of self, overt
and subtle sexudlity, strong emotional
implications, and an exploration of the
biclogical and metaphysical realms,
from micro and macro perspectives.

In his early pioneering days in the

1980's as one of the avant-garde ink
wash artists of the Beijing scene, he
staged, along with friends, some of the
first underground independent exhibi-
tions, and faced criticism and discour-
agement from those who had the au-
thority to make or break careers in the
ink wash painting scene, traditionally
a very ancient and, until then, conser-
vative art form.

Eventuadlly choosing to take the op-
portunity for greater personal growth
offered by an artist residence in Aus-
tralia and then moving on for further
artistic freedom to the challenging art
center of the world, New York City, You
Si escaped these early restraints and
has developed, in my opinion, into one
of the most stylistically original artists
working in China. Despite or because
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of the challenge of being a Chinese art-
ist painting ink on paper in New York
during the late 80’s, a time when there
was much less interest in a Chinese
contemporary scene yet to take off, he
has never wavered from his total com-
mitment to maoking art that comes di-
rectly from his personal inspiration, art
for no one but himself, but still taking
such immense pleasure when anyone
else enjoys it. You Si's art is something
very special indeed, paintings we are
so very pleased to have at ART LA-
BOR.

August 21, 2008

Martin Kemble
Director
ART LABOR Gallery, Shanghai
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Morphe in Jangala / &4k, 2008.
Ink on Rice Paper, 180x180cm.
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Loss of Control / %%, 2003. Dance of Genes / #1#itiE#, 2003.
Ink on Rice Paper, 240x117cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 241x118cm.




Cerebral Ribbon / BiZAIEN, 2008.
Ink on Rice Paper, 180x180cm.




Rise / 77E&, 2006. Nova Terra / #Fi#h, 20006.
Ink on Rice Paper, 44.8x33.5cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 44.7x33.7cm.



Whirlpool / iEim, 2006. A Change in Circulation / f&¥FH 94, 2006.
Ink on Rice Paper, 45.3%x35cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 45.2x35cm.
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Ink on Rice Paper, 245x123cm.

Smooth Spin into Void
T30, 2005
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Neurosis Lost / jHKRI#£, 2002.
Ink on Rice Paper, 248x124cm.
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Mystery: You Me And the Other

EFERIHIE, 2001,
Ink on Rice Paper, 248x124cm.

Ink on Rice Paper, 248x124cm.
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#E R, 2007.
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Rash Totem to Chaotic Expansion
Ink on Rice Paper, 180x180cm
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Space Time Curvature / k&, 2002. Monochrome Foliage / B KiES, 2004.
Ink on Rice Paper, 248%x124cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 245%123cm.
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Ecology Space Time Curvation

EXRESSKZE, 2004,

Ink on Rice Paper, 248x372cm.

Heavenly Depression / #EERIR &, 2003.

Ink on Rice Paper, 242x121cm.

Unbalanced Infinity / BRI &<, 2002,
Ink on Rice Paper, 248%x124cm




Pastel Rounds / EmME s, 2008
Ink on Rice Paper, 180x180cm.




Retrograde of Essence / iR{k, 2008
Ink on Rice Paper, 180x180cm.




Internal Nuage / £7&#9=, 2000 Slow Soft Growth / & 4%, 2001
Ink on Rice Paper, 248%x123cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 144%x122.4cm.




Ink on Rice Paper, 178.5x179.5cm.
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Mitosis without Scaffold / ZF#EIZLZE, 2006 Geometric Intrusion / BRI E B, 2008
Ink on Rice Paper, 180x180cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 179.5x179cm.



% Lﬂ'

\}r!’fj’i

Choreography / ik £, 2005 Fluxus / HEZ&HE, 2005
Ink on Rice Paper, 59%x121cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 59%x121cm.



Spawn Against Blue / 34, 2008 Organic Sprouting / 2 IE F A EEST, 2006
Ink on Rice Paper, 122x123cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 180x180cm.



Reorganized into Movements Ballooning to Continuomce / E3E, 2001
LRYEHEK, 2004 Ink on Rice Paper, 248x124cm.
Ink on Rice Paper, 245x123cm.




Ink on Rice Paper, 123.5x83cm.

Floating Champagne Spine / i, 2008

Tangerine Vein / ##FHIEF4E, 2007

Ink on Rice Paper, 123.5x83cm.



Audience to Expansion / £5, 2002 Living Landscape / £#IX 5%, 2001
Ink on Rice Paper, 245%123cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 246x123cm.




Rite of Spring / &2 %, 2008
Ink on Rice Paper, 127%x177cm.




Bare Nerves / IRk 2%, 2006 Stretched Evolution / R HJIEH, 2006
Ink on Rice Paper, 35%x45.2cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 34.5x44.8cm.



Mistaken Marine / $#&%L, 2003 Opening onto Elsewhere
Ink on Rice Paper, 245x123cm. S Y HIEE, 2004
Ink on Rice Paper, 245x123cm.




Mapping Biology / E#1ithE, 2004 Pink Ezekiels / &4k, 2005
Ink on Rice Paper, 247%x124cm. Ink on Rice Paper, 245%123cm.
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Stone / &,

Ink on Rice Paper, 44.7%34.5cm.

New Fruit / HH R, 2006
Ink on Rice Paper, 44.8x33.5cm.
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Blue Movement / Z&HIF 51, 2006
Ink on Rice Paper, 44.8x33.5cm.



You Si
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Education

Shanghai Theater Academy
Shonghai, China
Anhui Province School of Arts

Hefei, China

Solo Exhibitions

2008 Unbounded Redux
Shonghai Sculpture Space (Sponsored by ART LABOR)
2007 Unbounded
ART LABOR Gallery
2000 New Paintings: Ink on Paper
Abraham Lubeiski Gallery
1994 You Si: Paintings
Chinese Culture Institute
1988-1989 Bejjing Young Artists Exhibition to New York and Boston
Multiple venues
1988 An Exhibition of Painting by You Si
Holdswoth Contemporary Art Gallery
1987 Contemporary Chinese Ink and Wash
Swedish Embassy
Group Exhibitions
2008 3 Man Show — (Former Classmates)
East Link Gallery
2004 Vacation Nation
Pierogi Gallery
2003 The Best of Brooklyn Comes to Boston
Berncrd Toale Gallery Pierogi Presents
2002 Boiled and Fried
Pierogi Gallery
2001 International Ink-wash Painting Exhibition
Shonghai Art Museum
2000 Big Apple Chinese Painting
Kalkodo Gallery
1997 Overseas Artists Exhibition
Hong Kong City University
1989 Contemporary Chinese Painting
Manhcatton East Gallery of Fine Arts
1986 Contemporary Chinese Ink and Wash
Beijing University and Qinghua University
1985 Contemporary Ink Painting

Beijing Astronomical Observatory

Shonghai
Shonghai

New York, USA
Boston, USA

USA

Sydney, Australia

Beijing, China

Shonghai

New York, USA
Boston, USA
New York, USA
Shonghai, China
New York, USA
Hongkong

New York, USA
Beijing, China

Beijing, China
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