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Flexibility and Persistence
—— Liu Mingxiao and his paintings

by Feng Bin

Atthe publication of Liu Mingxiao’s work album, I was asked to write something for it. It is of course a pleasant
task, though I am still upset: as his colleague, it seems my only advantage is that | am two years earlier as his
schoolmate. So allow me to describe Mingxiao and his art from a viewpoint of his schoolmate and colleague.

Though we have been schoolmates and colleagues for years, I got to know Liu Mingxiao better when we began to
paint together. It was during the years of 1994 and 1995. Either of us had a studio, so we shared a classroom our
department provided for the teachers as studio. We painted together and chatted from time to time. Our topic
ranged from art to trifles. I still remember he suggested we mail order acrylics which were not available in
Chongqing at that time. It was my first impression of his quick-wittedness and flexibility.

What also impressed me happened in the summer of 1995. Liu Mingxiao asked me to see his new works when |
was just back from a three-month trip in Europe. At that time, he aiready had a three-room flat, and generously
made the largest room his studio. In the excitement, he produced a lot of new works. That day, we focused on two
topics: how to paint and how to make a living with our paintings. This seemed beyond question since we have
learned art, have been teaching that in school, and have taken art as our life-long career However, in social reality
when we came to the question of "how to survive", it has always been a big “to be or not to be” question. Facing
with the temptations and pressures of the world, we were tested not only with our patience and confidence toward
art. This was not his perplex alone. I had the same feeling. [ said something like “to paint acquires positive
interactions" and "victory comes from persistence”. To encourage him to persist, I said that instead of having
nothing at hand when “good results” came, we had to get ourselves ready at least with paintings before that. |
didn't know how our talk worked, but I found him clinging to his work hard, which was a praiseworthy effort.

Anyway, his persistence repaid him in the spring of 1996. Liu Mingxiao's work New Green was collected by the
British Museum. He enjoyed the excitement of his work being collected by a renowned foreign art museum as
well as the respect from the people around. This affirmed his persistence and gave his greater motivations to keep
on. More importantly, it was an approval on his art: painting on canvas with acrylics, Liu Mingxiao has been
questioned if he was still making "guo hua" and whether there was any traditional element in his art. However, in
the eyes of a British, such paintings were "guo hua" with both tradition and renovation, more creative renovation.
Dr. Anne Farrer of the Oriental Department of the British Museum was an expert of Chinese art history. She had
visited Sichuan Fine Arts Institute for a week before she made her final decisions on four pieces of art works from
four teachers of the Chinese Painting Department. In her later speech to the Chinese Painting Department, she
remarked it as “a center of individuality and a center of creation”. Liu Mingxiao and his work were honorably

included.

Instead of rice paper and ink, Liu Mingxiao uses cotton and acrylics. He paints his flowers and still lives with the
composition and color that stress the form. This has caused controversies over whether it is still “guo hua”, though
it was also hailed as “new form of guo hua”. Different audience and critics may have different opinions on what
the genre of Mingxiao’s paintings is. As an artist myself, I feel a bit weird that I have never heard such a question
like "whether it is a oil painting" matters so much to either artists or art critics in any other countries. Whatever
genre it is, they are paintings. That is enough. There are more problems related with paintings that we need care,
for example, what to paint and how. Liu Mingxiao has deserted the traditional description of flowers in traditional
flower-and-bird paintings. His flowers convey a kind of aesthetic reflection with contemporary significance.
Therefore, his stress of form obtains harmonious unity with what he paints. While employing techniques in tradi-
tional meticulous painting, he also applies pure and bright colors, which gives his pictures distinct gradations and
transparency, and makes up the deficiency of richness in traditional paintings. In his recent works, I notice that he
consciously weakens the decorative elements in his paintings. By combining the use of colors and water, his
paintings are more casual, vigorous, and pleasant to eyes. A saying goes that "paintings are like their painters". If
this is true, Liu Mingxiao's flexibility is well reflected in his paintings.

And that Liu Mingxiao assembles so many of his works into an album is a proof of his persistence in painting, and

the victory of his persistence.

Tangping Valley, Huang Jueping, Chongqing
Nov. 2003






HAL - B 2001
fiiif P ko
60 x 48 2345y

Flowers in vase- Beauty 2001
Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas
60 x 48 cm
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Flowers in vase- Ode 2001
Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas
60 x 48 cm
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Flowers in vase- Nightingales 2000
Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas
100 = 80 cm
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Flowers in vase- Sun Flowers 2000
Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm
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110 x 90 23 57

2002

Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas

Flowers in vase- Tranquility
110 x 90 cm
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Flowers in vase- Dancing 2000
Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm
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Flowers in vase- Crabapples 2003
Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 ¢m
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Flowers in vas nchanted 1999

Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas
100 = 80 cm




ML - b 1997
fiifi N kA
100 % 80 2347

Flowers in vase- Cockscomb 1997
Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas
100 = 80 cm
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Flowers in vase- Hope 2000
Chinese pigments, acrylic on canvas
100 x 80 cm
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