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The tendency to simplify or abstract images from what we see in reality has
been evident in the art of many cultures throughout history. It was not until the
early years of the twentieth century, however, that an abstract art with no
apparent connection to the external world began to emerge. This new, non-
representational mode provided a thorough going challenge to the depictive
tradition since the Renaissance, and, during the course of the twentieth
century, it was refined and developed in a variety of ways.

The evolution towards this kind of abstract art did not occur in isolation but
was one aspect of the social, intellectual and technological upheaval that took
place at the turn of the twentieth century. From the discovery of X-ray to the
development of the motorcar, science helped to create a very different
perception of the world. Most importantly, the advent of photography in the
1840s initiated a critical re-examination of the artist’'s adequacy in creating a
convincing depiction of reality. Eventually freed from the need to re-create
external appearances, many artists turned to the depiction of more subjective,
interior realities and emotions.

Among these artists, there was a group marked by a tendency to exploit the
expressive possibilities of colors and lines, and art historians called their style
‘Abstract Expressionism’. Besides the US, this style also prevailed in Europe
after the end of the World War II. No matter where it is prevalent, Abstract
Expressionism typically emphasizes strong colours and lines, and Victor Lai’'s
painting style has been strongly influenced by this movement.

Colours have specific ways of functioning in Lai's works. They can have
contrasting properties such as melancholy and happiness, serenity and vitality.
They can also produce visual effects and simulate movement. Therefore,
visual and perceptual effects of colours themselves have become the focus of
most of his works. For instance, in ‘Red Towel after Caravaggio’, which he
worked on from 2001 to 2003, Lai used contrastive colours such as red and
blue to create an impressive visual effect.

In ‘Inscape V' and ‘Inscape VII', the color of black seems to create black holes
in the paintings; in contrast to it, the bright yellow, glowing like a light source,
seems to push out from the surface through the holes. In addition to this in
and out pulsation, the white color between the black and the yellow further
enhances the visual vigor of these two paintings. If audience looks at different
parts of ‘Inscape VII' for a whole, one may start to feel some vibrating energy
in concentrated form coming out from the painting.

Besides excellent application of colours, movement of line was equally
emphasized in Lai’'s works. After studying of Chinese ink painting in his early
years, he has been influenced by the brush stroke of Chinese calligraphy,



especially in depicting the contour of outline. In the ‘Fortune Teller’ series
(1999-2001), his mastery of the contour line is reminiscent both of the art of
calligraphy of the East, and abstract style of Western Expressionism, which is
a blending of East and West visual elements.

In spite of the range and variety of types of abstraction, there are two loose
but fundamental categories of abstract art: geometric and organic (or lyric).
Geometric abstraction employs regular or irregular geometric forms in its
composition; while organic abstraction derives its visual language from the
living environment, employing elements of which suggest growth and
metamorphosis. In this exhibition, Lai artistically combines these two
categories to convey his wishes and passion for the two cities in which he has
lived.

Finally, I want to emphasize that, to Lai, ‘abstraction’ is not just a style, but
also an attitude. It refers to a process of analyzing and simplifying reality and
can take many forms: from extreme simplicity to great complexity; from forms
which make absolutely no allusions to nature, to shapes and signs of which
derive mainly from familiar reality. When | look at Lai’s works, they remind me
of what Zao Wou-ki, a renowned contemporary Chinese artist talked about his
own works:

“Sometimes when | gaze at a completed work of mine, | am astonished to discover
that it has expressed my anger, my tranquility, or the return to quietness after
excitement. My paintings become an indication of emotions, since | have revealed my
true feelings and state of mind without the least concealment. Neither do | need to
find other subject matter nor am | obliged to use certain colours, as it is not any one
particular colour which can appropriately express my fury, but the interrelationship
between colours: the way how they blend with each other, how they are placed
against each other, how they love and repel each other. | no longer have a
preference for certain colours because all colours are equally good. Their goodness
depend on how | combine them. | have also discovered that it is not necessary for me
to paint objects and symbols which are confined by space as before, and there is no
need to have boundaries between symbols and colours. | have also found out topics
of representing space and depth through different combination of hues.”

Extracted from Zao Wou-ki, ‘Self-Portrait of Zao Wou-ki’

It is hoped that the audience will be able to wander within the realm of Lai's
creativity and to feel his unique abstract style at the same time.
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A version of this essay was published as: Abstract Style in the Paintings by
Victor Lai. Hong Kong: Plum Blossoms Gallery, 2004,10-15.
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