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LIU XIAODONG:
HOMETOWN BOY

Jéréme Sans — Director, Ullens Center for Contemporary Art

Comprised of paintings, extensive diary entries and a documentary film by
iconic Taiwanese director Hou Hsiao-Hsien, Hometown Boy offers the first
complete perspective on the artistic practice of Liu Xiaodong, one of China’s

most respected painters. This multi-faceted exhibition was designed and created

specifically for UCCA.

Liu Xiaodong approaches his work much like a filmmaker. On paper and canvas, on
video and film, he documents each step of the creative process, recording his methods,
motives, observations and impressions, so that each component forms an integral part
of the final work. He is the artist-as-director — the people he paints are his actors, and

we, the observers, are the audience.

Liu Xiaodong was only seventeen when he left his hometown of Jincheng to study art
in Beijing. Despite his travels to exotic and familiar locales and the many portraits
painted over the years — one critic describes them as “the psychic composite of a
nation” — Hometown Boy marks the artist’s first extended trip home in three decades.
Economic development and the passage of time have changed the landscape of his
hometown and altered the lives and faces of the people he grew up with. With his
unerring eye for detail, Liu Xiaodong’s landscapes of Jincheng and portraits of his
boyhood friends are based not on what he remembers, but on what he observes. The

result of his homecoming is the body of work that fills these three rooms.

In the words of the artist himself, “Time is the greatest art of all.”
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Painting as an Act of Defiance in a World in Decay

Guo Xiaoyan — Chief Operating Officer, Minsheng Contemporary Art Research Institute & Vice-director, Minsheng Art Museum

death itself has come with its documentation /
we're going to take up again
the struggle / again we're going to begin

again we're going to begin all of us

against the great defeat of the world /
/ift/t; compafieros who never end / or
who burn like fire in the memory
again / and again / and again

—Juan Gelman

They Wait', from Unthinkable Tenderness: Selected Poems

1 think all artists begin to feel a closer connection to their childhood as
they get older. You continue to build on things from your childhood, and
you're constantly trying to surpass them. But those things are useful:
they influence your attitude toward nature, people and the world...

~ Liu Xiaodong

A Chinese female poet once asked Liu Xiaodong, “Where
does a drifter have his roots?” His answer: “In the place he was
born.” For Liu Xiaodong, that place is Jincheng, a small town
in the northeast Chinese province of Liaoning. The title of Liu
Xiaodong's solo exhibition at UCCA, Hometown Boy (“Jincheng
Xiaozi”), reads like a typical Chinese success story: a young man,
born and raised in a small town, becomes a big success by dint of
his own abilities and hard work. “Xiaozi ", the second word in the
title, has interesting connotations in Chinese: it calls up the image
of a “hometown bay" who dares to imagine a life of adventure,
goes out into world and makes good, then eventually returns to

the place he was born.

In the 1950s, northeast China was a region vital to the strategic
plans of the new Chinese government, and it would play a critical
role in the nation’s march toward modernity. With the advent

of large-scale manufacturing, the region was soon filled with

thriving factory towns and cities in which the working class
was paramount. Both of Liu Xiaodong’s parents once worked
in ]incheng's state-owned paper mill, which in its heyday
employed several thousand workers. For this reason, Jincheng
was a town where every aspect of life revolved around the mill.
The mill had been built with Japanese investment in 1939
and was, in its previous incarnation, managed by the Chinese
Nationalist government headed by Chiang Kai-shek. In its now-
dilapidated industrial districts, we can still see how carefully and
systematically Jincheng was planned, designed and constructed.
The paper produced here was used to print textbooks and various
editions of the book that would, during the Chinese Cultural
Revolution, become the nation’s most essential reading material:
Quotations from Chairman Mao, otherwise known as The Little

Red Book.

In the early 1980s, when Liu Xiaodong left his hometown, life
in Jincheng was orderly and simple. We can see this in the old
photographs he and his friends have collected: although the
settings are clearly humble, the subjects appear perfectly sincere,
guileless, serene. In their gazes, we find something common to
all Chinese people of that time: a sense of hopefulness. Most of
Liu Xiaodong’s childhood friends and classmates would stay on
in Jincheng as factory workers, clinging to their manual jobs until
they were finally swept away by the tide of economic change. The
absolute uniformity of Chinese working class life has now given
way to the absolute dominance of the modern capitalist economy.
In this grim landscape of defeat, it is not only the former working
class that faces a difficult future, but this peaceful place itself -
this place from where we once gazed out at a bright future. This
place that offers us a respite from life ’s loneliness, this place we
call our hometown, will never regain its communal spirit, and it

suffers from a reality so bleak it defies our understanding.

By going home to paint, sketch, observe and capture the people

TN, i A -




and places of his childhood in a setting that mingles history, pain,
nostalgia and familial memory, Liu Xiaodong must confront a
range of complex emotions and questions. As an artist, how will
he capture the timelessness of a place where the landscape is
familiar but all of the people have changed? As a hometown boy
making his homecoming, what impressions and ideas will he gain,

and which will he carry forward into the future?

In a philosophical sense, “going home” means returning to
one’s origins, going back to the place from whence one came, re-
experiencing that endless interaction of people, place and time.
The philosopher Heidegger felt that the concept of a hometown
or a true point of origin was misleading and overly romanticized.
Origins are murky at best, and the most we can do is continue to
search for clues to our origins, knowing that the clues will always
remain hidden. For an artist, going back to the specific place he
set out from in order to work and reassess his ideas has a very

special significance.

We are also interested in how an artist thinks about the
relationship between himself and his art, and between his art and
the time in which he lives. In an interview, Liu Xiaodong once
said: “When it comes to artistic choices, I think that the choice
of subject matter is paramount, because it expresses your political
standpoint and world view. These days, I'm always thinking
about the role of artists in roday's society. Why are artists, who
don’t really produce anything useful, so comparatively well off?
You've got to do something for society, give something back, but
what can an artist give? Maybe our ideas can change society and

influence the way people think.” '

In recent years, Liu Xiaodong has focused on painting on-site,
in order to capture important things and moments before they
disappear. For this exhibition, he has continued with his unique
and increasingly comfortable method of painting: choosing
a topic he considers important, organizing a team of people
to accompany him, and recording every step of his process in
sketches, photographs, diary entries, documentary film, and of
course, paintings. In this manner, he will spend over two months

working in his hometown, painting and sketching “from life.”

Liu Xiaodong has been “painting from life” for many years now.

Itis a practice he first began during an exhibition in Jinmen, when
he painted portraits of soldiers from both sides of the Taiwan
Straits. He wanted to explore, through portraits, what it was like
for these young soldiers (whose average age was eighteen) to begin
their adult lives in the midst of an insoluble political clash; he also
wanted to understand how they viewed their own socio-political
responsibilities. Later, in 2003, Liu Xiaodong began a series of
paintings about the displaced populations of the Three Gorges
region. This marked an important turning point, for he had begun
to focus his attention on places and issues that were emblematic
of the changing times, and to reassess and question the nature
of those changes. From then on, Liu Xiaodong completed one
project after another, always using his method of “painting from
life” to focus on how the massive changes taking place in China
affected different groups of people, transformed the landscape,

and caused certain things to disappear or be destroyed.

We may well ask about the significance of Liu Xiaodong’s
decision to create the kind of realist paintings that some have
termed “life sketches.” Aside from his innate talents — those keen
powers of perception and expression that may predispose him to
the form — why does he paint the way he does? “Life sketching”
is a fundamental component of artistic training in China’s art
schools and art academies. Sketching is both a technical and an
intellectual form of training: students must learn the concepts
as well as the actual technique. It is the link between the artist/
painter and the work of painting, a labor that holds great
historical significance. Liu Xiaodong views “life sketching” or
“painting from life” as both an act and an attitude. In numerous
interviews, he has said that he considers himself a painter, first
and foremost. For him as a painter, the act of sketching plays
a vital ontological role in the process of creating meaning and
crafting a narrative. When he applies the tools of his trade to
issues and events that are currently taking place in China, he is
both observer and participant, observing and documenting things
as they happen. This transforms his paintings into “events”
marking a certain moment in time or point in history: a patch of
darkness, a falling shadow, the last vestige of light. Furthermore,
it has become increasingly apparent that for Liu Xiaodong,
“painting from life” is a way of fighting back against a world in
decay, an act of willpower and defiance. He depicts people and

things that cannot be replicated in this increasingly corrupt era,




subjects and objects that possess a sense of timelessness, and
settings that inspire him as an artist and as an individual. In a
brief period of time, he transforms them into “historical relics.”

For Liu Xiaodong, this is a very conscious artistic choice.

Hometown Boy is in no sense a nostalgic narrative or a
remembrance of things past; on the contrary, it is a somber ode
to the here and now. It is a conceptual and artistic narrative that
raises some sobering questions: Living in this spiritually gloomy
age, how do we regain our hope and dignity? With so much
misfortune to go around, how do we spread the burden so that no
one person or group has to shoulder too much? How will we cope
with more pain in the future, when we have more pain than we
can handle right now? What mindset and values should we use
when responding to the problems of today> When so many of our
hard-won traditional teachings and values have been lost, maybe
the act of “going home” — that homecoming which is so vaunted
in poetry and literature — is simply an intermediate step toward a
new understanding of the world. Maybe the physical and spiritual
act of homecoming is a way of striking back at life’s defeats and

disappointments, of resisting stagnation and false hope.

The essence of painting is coming into contact with real people
and places, and encountering the world in a physical way. The
body, with its five senses and physical sensations, is more than
just a starting point for meaning: it is the yardstick with which
the artist measures meaning, morality, reality, and the world in
general. Liu Xiaodong has always believed in staying in touch
with the “outside world,” be it other countries or simply people
and places outside his immediate experience or social circle.
Maintaining an open channel to the world is important because
so often, it is outside factors that activate, inform or trigger our
understanding and experience of the world. Liu Xiaodong’s
method of going out into the world and “painting from life” is
a both a state of mind and a constantly-evolving process; it is a
wellspring that feeds his understanding of the world and allows
him to explore his own potential. For the artist, perhaps the true
purpose of putting himself in the middle of things and going
out in search of direct experience is, as Jean-Luc Nancy wrote,
“to get in touch with oneself and allow oneself to be touched, to
come into contact with things that exist outside of the self, and

to appropriate nothing to oneself. In that, there is literature, love

and meaning. Meaning, quite simply, is touch.” " This conceptual
formula symbolizes the ideal position of the artist and should
anchor his thinking: somewhere between the self and the other,
on the margins but not marginal, observant but engaged. For
Liu Xiaodong, the search for redemption amidst the decay is
about recapturing the physical self, the body that can touch and
be touched, the body that can experience and empathize with
pain. He pairs this with a firm determination to sift through the
rubble of what was to find value in the things that are. I think
there’s a certain power in being dubious or dissatisfied,” Liu
Xiaodong once said in an interview. “Art isn’t just about painting
things that make you happy. Sometimes there’s a deeper power
in depicting things that you don 't like or that make you unhappy.
You don’t like something, so you paint it. It’s not just about
painting scenes that are pleasing to you personally. I like depicting
things that are complicated and contradictory. I like my life, and
the world of nature, and fresh air and running streams and things
of beauty. But I've never gone out and painted those things. |
don’t need to, because they're perfect as they are. What I'm
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interested in are imperfect things filled with contradictions.”

In painting, the physical sensations of the body and the narrative
of the body play a similar compositional role: their interactions
with the world add meaning to a work of art. Examining the
work of Liu Xiaodong, we find paintings that depict the contact
between the human body and the world of language, the physical
contact between the self and other, the link between outward
physical appearance and physical origin. “This is a language that
exists outside of oneself; it is necessarily ex-écrit, and can only be
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named through a process of touch and silent contemplation.”

One could say that the work of an artist is to turn language into
flesh and blood. For Liu Xiaodong, this means returning to
the physical in order to transform the intellectual, logical and
linguistic into something tactile. His practice of “painting from
life” is a way of capturing a trace of some physical sensation; it is
an act of connecting one’s body, thoughts, and sensations with
the outside world. In capturing a person or object in a painting,
something may be lost, but the act of painting transforms the body
into a conduit through which words and ideas can be channeled
onto the canvas. Jean-Luc Nancy wrote, “Physical annihilation is

the passion of words. Words alone can do nothing; all they can do
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