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Zhang Enli’s second exhibition with the gallery, A Traveller, unveils a new 
series of gestural abstract portraits, marking the evolution of his oeuvre since 
2019. Taking a journey into the complexities of the human psyche, the artist 
transcends the boundaries between figuration and abstraction, creating a unique 
visual language that links colour and form to memory and emotion. 

Portraiture has been a central theme in Zhang Enli’s practice for over three 
decades. In the 1990s, for example, he created an extensive series of paintings 
based on the ordinary people and workers of Shanghai. The canvases have 
titles such as Butcher, Smoker and Dancer. While he later explored themes of 
nature, interiors, and objects, Zhang always considered these works as portraits. 
Following his interest in portraiture, his most recent works began to shift 
towards intuitive expressionism, which capture the ‘essence’ of his subjects 
beyond their representation. Rather than relying on direct observation, Zhang 
now harnesses the painterly medium to construct psychological landscapes in 
which the eye and mind can wander. Of the evolution from representation to 
abstraction, he says: ‘In the beginning, I worked from objects to lines. These 
lines were specific, like electrical cables and iron wires. But once they were 
depicted, I found them hard to define. It’s not easy to separate the abstract and 
the figurative. This has led me to where I am today. In my mind, the abstract  
and the figurative are not separate. Their boundaries are blurred.’

Zhang’s artistic practice embodies a fluid exchange, between external 
impressions and internal reflections, only to later re-enter the world through 
the act of painting. It is a process of obtaining insight into essential human 
characteristics and experiences. Yet these qualities are always evolving and 
resisting fixed interpretations. Zhang says: ‘You can never describe someone 
clearly or simply with one single sentence. I think the same goes for everything.  
I’ve never thought of humans as simple… A person’s ideas and consciousness 
are often inaccessible.’ This multidimensionality is reflected in looser and freer 
lines, which intersect and overlap to an unprecedented degree, and in greater 
compositional density.

Our imaginations are key to interpreting Zhang Enli’s works, steered in part 
by their titles.  As the portraits are only named — or given an ‘identity’ so to 
speak — once finished, their titles have a dual function. They not only point 
to what the artist sees in his work, but also serve as an index to the viewer’s 
perceptions. Zhang sets great store by naming things and believes that a title can 
be as important as the image itself. Cultural recollections, relating to literature 
for example, are also crucial. An influential work for Zhang Enli is Winesburg, 
Ohio (1919) by Sherwood Anderson (1876-1941), which is all about people. The 
artist first read this book, widely considered to be one of the earliest works 
of modernist literature, while still a student. Anderson developed twenty-two 
different character studies for his novel. These detailed observations, as well as 
the author’s desire to see beneath the surface of life, reminded the artist of his 
own experiences and memories of his family.
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Zhang Enli’s deeply personal, enigmatic canvases serve as two-way mirrors, 
reflecting both the world at large and the artist’s subconscious. Sensations  
and the imagination converge in these works. Do we discern what the artist 
sees? And what do the titles, in conjunction with the brushstrokes and colours, 
evoke within us? Zhang Enli expects everyone to enter the paintings via a  
unique pathway.
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