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What is (and is not) in He Wei’s work 
 
He Wei is such a strange artist…  
And he is especially a strange Chinese artist. 
I’ve been following China and its artists for more than twenty years now. I think that I 
have met, and probably discovered and helped launch the careers of some of the 
most important names in the art scene, both at home and in Europe. Through the years 
some of these figures have come to constitute the historic artistic bloodline of that 
enormous nation, but He Wei—who I like so much and who I already consider an 
extraordinary artist, with a potential that, given his youth, he has yet to express—is 
surely an atypical case. 
In his work, in fact, the elements that typically characterize all the other artists are lost: 
there is no realism, there’s no pop culture, there aren’t references to their great icons, 
there’s no ink painting or abstract art referencing the great masters (like Chu The-
Chun), the figures in his works are not natives, and there is no writing or local cultural 
referent of any kind. 
So, then, what is there? 
A refined neorealist painting style, predominantly in black and white, in which partial or 
total reproductions of portraits of famous people from Western culture (John Cage and 
Woody Allen, just to name a few), divas, or nearly, in poses typical of celebratory and 
idealized photographs from the Hollywood of the 1940s and 50s (that he first 
meticulously researches in historic archives and the galaxies of the internet, to then 
study and catalogue with care and attention), taken from real images or products of 
partial invention, sensual nurses reminiscent of postwar drama, probably (also) with a 
veiled reference to the work of Richard Prince. Essentially they are the most excellent 
protagonists of our scientific and humanistic intellectual heritage, which he tries to knit 
together with a piece of his country’s history that is missing, if not completely absent; a 
lack that is particularly poignant for artists, but alas, not just for them. 
 
I happened upon a similar temporally reconstructive process when I met Shi Xinning, 
one of the most technical painters to ever come out of China; He Wei shares with him a 
penchant for glossy Americanized postwar images, to which Shi dedicated an ample 
series of portraits of the divas of cinema. In He Wei the nostalgia for that period mixes, 
however, with a fascination that is more connected with a particularly Chinese black 
and white cinema, that is more intellectual and of a higher quality, where the most 
noteworthy references, for us Westerners, are the artistic films of Yang Fudong. 
 
This point of departure for his work allows him to produce photo-realist paintings with a 
particular appeal and a quality reminiscent in some way of the extraordinary paintings 
made by Gerard Richter early on in his career—and this is clearly the part that 
fascinates him most, and stimulates his production. This passion alternates with a 
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practice of partial, if not complete, violation, as he integrates pure and radical 
abstraction, like in the big Psycho works where shades of horizontal color that match 
and contrast in strong or even light and unperceivable ways, mix with rigorous and 
subtle vertical ink lines, defined within the perimeter of a thicker pictorial black frame 
(which could perhaps be a response to the abstract paintings of Liu Wei’s Purple Air 
series?) 
This chromatic investigation is also expressed in some of He Wei’s videos, which are 
oneiric and hypnotic, and once again reference the work of a young Chinese artist, 
Guan Xiao, who is an increasingly important figure in the current local scene. Along 
with Wang Guangle, Xie Molin and Jiahua Qian, He Wei completes the panorama of 
the new generation of Chinese abstract artists of the moment. 
Especially in his last series of works corpus, the most substantive part of this rich and 
exciting personal show, the artist pushes himself toward solutions where the bond 
between photographic painting and abstraction is even more extreme, adding a new 
element to the composition of the work, namely, the use of primitive signs and 
scratchings, with a clear reference to some of the schizoid elements of Basquiat’s 
painting. Tied to this there is also a reclaiming of the more refined drawing—and 
sign—techniques of the past, in particular the ones used by one of the greatest 
masters in the history of art, Pablo Picasso. The cut of these new works, often with a 
central figure in black and white, tied to stains of color or white erasures, is reminiscent 
of a certain plasticity and expressivity of George Condo, who, when speaking with He 
Wei, I discovered he particularly admires. 
The other aspect that I find to be extremely interesting and characteristic of this latest 
body of work is the new approach toward the abstract part of the painting, which is 
alternated with the more photographic component—where the femme-fatales of the 
fifties leave space for images of women from a more contemporary iconography, with 
closer attention paid to the body and the nude—designed to revise and bring together 
the pictorial traits of two of the greatest protagonists of the abstract-pictorial scene of 
the last five years, namely, David Ostrowski and Christian Rosa. 
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