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My Classmate, Lui Liu
Dangqing Chen

In the late 70s, a painting about the Cultural Revolution rapidly gained fame
throughout China. Titled Why, by Xiaohua Gao from Sichuan Province, it
depicted a few Red Guards sitting around and looking confused. Strangely,
the painting brought to mind an earlier and similar one | had seen when |
was a student at the Fine Arts Academy in Beijing. | remembered the torn
banners of revolutionary slogans smeared with scarlet red. That painter's
name was Lui Liu.

Lui was in the same class at the Academy as Feiyun Yang, Benming Shi
and Xiaowang Xia. | can still picture that winter night, over 30 years ago,
when Lui burst into the dorm | shared with Jinbo Sun. His face was so
young, his eyes so earnest. He held a painting he had just finished and
couldn't wait to show us older students. We did not know how to react to
his audaciousness. You tend to be at a loss for words when you see
something ahead of its time. | guess even Lui himself wasn't sure how the
painting came to be. Perhaps, that painting was a reflection of all he had
seen and experienced during the Cultural Revolution. Using the oil paints at
his disposal at the Academy, Lui had made the street scenes of blood-red
banners come to life.

During the Scar Art era that followed, the trend was to depict the Cultural
Revolution in paintings as a healing process. But after that first painting, we
saw no more of Lui. What had happened to him? Some 20 years later,
while | was in New York, an oil painting on the cover of an art magazine
jumped out at me. The cover showed five naked Western women holed up
in a room. Their gestures were not particularly erotic, yet there was some-
thing unusual and compelling about them. There seemed to be a storyline
to the painting; like a freeze frame from a movie. Eventually, my eyes
wandered down and there it was, the name of the painter: "Lui Liu." |
thought,"Could it be? Is that my old classmate from the Academy?"

He was still as daring as that boy in the middle of the night. In this painting,
one girl's labia was painted like a flower, meticulous and vivid. | was
familiar with nudes, but the way Lui depicted these women had a startling
effect on me. Every figure was posed in a different manner; not a single
limb, not a hand or leg, was idle. The intelligence, precision and intricacy of
the painting took my breath away.

Many of those who graduated from the Central Academy of Fine Arts in
1982 proved to be masters of figurative paintings. Each had his own theme:
Feiyun Yang's Chinese classic females, Benming Shi's contemporary
portraits, Yidong Wang's country girls in red and Xiaowang Xia's suffering
male bodies. Lui paints female bodies, sometimes Chinese, mostly
Caucasian, that are barely clothed and show parts of the flesh most
appealing to the male audience. Indeed, Lui is like his classmates in his
indisputable figurative technique. But in my opinion, his paintings also
create dramatic expressions and mysterious atmosphere.

Now | have seen more than 30 of Lui Liu's works. His provocative and
playful content doesn't shock me anymore. Instead, | feel something

between admiration and puzzlement. In his paintings, no detail is beyond
his reach. He uses his mastery of technique to play a sort of game, a
serious game. His calm and meticulous realist technique merges with a
fascination with illusions. A lot of complex stories seem to be woven into
these illusions. I'm drawn into his art by his technique and by the drama he
creates; | am uncertain which attracts me more. The scenes offer few clues
as to time or place. Apart from their racial origins, the girls and women in
Lui Liu's paintings are without identities. The details are authentic but, as
merely characters' props, they aren't part of the narration.

It seems that Lui Liu wants his audience to look at the stunningly beautiful
effects, not be lured into the plots. One finds it difficult to categorize the
effects. It's not Surrealism in terms of Dali, Magritte or Gericault, which
usually points to metaphors. In Lui's works, the metaphorical elements
cannot be traced back to any philosophical, literary or mythological origins
as in Surrealism. Yet his paintings are even further away from Realism: no
real relationship occurs between the artist and his female characters. He
wants to paint them well but it's not erotic for him. He neither loves his
characters nor does he want to really know or understand them.

| know Lui as my fellow classmate. And as such, he has asked me to
critique his works. It is not an easy thing to do. It's like asking me to paint
delicately like him - it's beyond me. | believe Lui Liu is not motivated by the
erotic, but by his ambitions. His aspirations seem to differ from his
classmates. He understands that nudes are symbols of Western oil
paintings, but he is not satisfied with iconic symbols from a bygone era. He
doesn't want to repeat the nude traditions of the Renaissance and Baroque
schools the birth of Venus, the bathing Susanna, or the nymphs who dance
with mythological beings. Like other post-Cultural Revolution artists, Lui Liu
wants to create paintings that present the veneer of the Western world just
enough so that his Chinese identity is erased. At the same time he wants
his paintings to be fresh and innovative. In that regard, he is not unlike
other contemporary Chinese Realist artists. If we understand this, then his
timeless and borderless scenes, and his provocative and intricate plots are
easier to explain, comprehend and appreciate. The nudes are intended to
convey imagination, a sort of struggle. These painting do not point to any
particular meanings or passion, but are intrinsically beautiful, technical and
abstract efforts to create a series of hollow, splendid and self-proliferating
illusions.

Then again, | might be wrong. Perhaps Lui really is trying to create dramas
that derive from sexual fantasies. Then | believe it's his technique that is
connected with sexual fantasies. On the surface, as we have seen, these
fantasies are all flesh and facial expressions. In his every brush stroke, Lui
witnesses his own talent with delight Through wild imagination, he proves
that he is not just a Realist painter after all.

December 2010, Beijing
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X5 R Digital drawing by Lui Liu

Media Commentaries

Thomas Hirshmann, "From Mao to Munk", National Post, November, 1999
Although critics have compared him to the Italian baroque artist Caravaggio, he
prefers the neoclassic work of Ingres. "He is very picky. " says Mr. Liu of the French
painter's precise technique. He uses just three colors: sienna, yellow, and Prussian
blue, with the requisite black and white for shading.

Artist Lui Liu juggles stories of mingling with Toronto's jet set and of living in
communist China with the kind of balance expected of a classically trained artist.

In the six years since he and his wife settled in Canada, he has built a following of
devout collectors in the U.S., Europe and here at home. Lately, Mr. Liu has increas-
ingly used the surreal to explore ideas. His paintings are full of irony and humor,
often emphasizing the hands, which he feels to be the most egalitarian vessels of
communication. The desire for balance, the adherence to tradition and his egalitar-
ian views all come out of his Chinese upbringing. The vivid expression though is
very Western. "It's organic. It's in him. | don't see him consciously blending Eastern
and Western styles." says Ms. Zheng.

Mike Daniel , "Pleased to Meet them", Dallas Morning Post, July 9, 1999
Mr. Liu, prolific producer, displays strictly figurative oils on canvas that express joy,
elegance and a touch of melancholy.

Mr. Lui was raised and educated in mainland China, where he exhibited such artistic
prowess that when the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing reopened amid
cultural reforms in 1978, he was one of eight people accepted into the oil painting
curriculum. In 1989, he participated in the important "China Avant-garde Show" at
the National Gallery, Beijing. Now a Canadian citizen living in Toronto, Mr. Lui
combines the impeccable technical mastery he acquired in China with the social,
political and stylistic freedoms he now possesses. Mr. Lui's paintings ooze a
strange, ambiguous emotive power.

Annabelle Massey Helber, "Fait Accompli", Met Magazine, June 23, 1999
Resist the urge to hum "Louie, Louie," and check any Asian stereotypes at the door.
The only thing about Lui Liu's ancestry that shows in his work is his masterful,
painstaking technique, acquired at Beijing's Central Academy of Fine Arts, one of
China's most prestigious art schools.

Nothing of his early life in a dysfunctional family or his coming of age in an oppres-
sive society are reflected here either, except perhaps a profound sense of the joy he
finds in what he says is the only true freedom: freedom of expression. "At first, my
paintings revealed a sense of mystery, restlessness, nothingness, or isolation," he
says from his studio in Toronto.

Lui brings something very contemporary to the faces, expressions, bodies, and
hand gestures of the striking women he paints. Although the style is old-master
influenced and painterly, his figures wear slinky satin lingerie in Interval or a sassy,
silver-leafed headband in Mirabella. The work is very seductive, enticing viewers
with provocative lances and milky skin.

Lui's backgrounds in Moonlight and Flute Girls are hazy and unreal, a throwback to
a previous passion for painting surreal, humorous, and slightly bitter images.

Keri Guten Cohen, "Lui Liu", Detroit Free Press, November 22, 1998

The result is decidedly surrealistic, often sensual and always rendered with a high
degree of painterly technique. The paintings are executed with traditional oil
techniques but come Free Range from a contemporary mind-set, often blending
Western and Asian influence. is especially well done, with a good sense of balance
and a luminosity that recalls the Old Masters. The scene shows an Asian woman
releasing beetles from a cage; her peacefulness at setting them free is countered by
horror from her companion. The insects dot the landscape like surrealistic space
invaders.

Frank Provenzano, "Pushing Art to the Borderline", Observer & Eccentric,
November 15, 1998

With many of today's cutting-edge artists exploring issues of gender, self-identity
and turning the materials of art into its own subject, the seeming inaccessibility and
esoteric nature of contemporary art could be a consequence of individualism gone
awry.

At least this is the provocative view of Lui Liu, one of China's most promising
painters who immigrated to Canada. "Everyone is trying to be different, to be
individualistic," said Lui Liu, "It's excessive individualism. There's no way in Chinese
culture you can stand apart and be different."

Yet for all his desire not to draw attention to himself, Lui Liu is gaining international
recognition for his extraordinary painterly technique and interpretive skills.

In subject matter and emotive power, Lui Liu's paintings and sculptures present a
masterful technician whose layered work contains a raw eroticism, subtle sensuality
and sheer compositional deftness. True to Lui Liu's Eastern aesthetic influences,
each line, stroke and gesture are inextricably related.

What is undisputed is Lui Liu's brilliant technique and expressive range that critics
have compared to Surrealists Rene Magritte and Salvador Dali. And his work also
shows unmistakable influences of Western painters from Holbein to Caravaggio to
Courbet.
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In particlar, Lui Liu's realistic painting of bare-breasted women with famous faces
(Marilyn Monrow, Princess Diana, Jackie Kennedy Onasis and Mona Lisa) is a
modern-day mythical interpretation of Theodore Gericault's famous The raft of
medusa, circa. 1819. Part philosopher intent to bridge differences between East and
West, part social critic focused on overturning meaningless traditions, Lui Liu is
surprisingly nonconfrontational and unassuming.

He speaks in a quiet, thoughtful tone, often quoting Western philosopher Ludwig
Wittgenstein's notions of truth and language. The power of Lui Liu's work, however,
cannot be distilled to any particular tradition. "I don't try to be ancient or modern," he
said. On the contrary, Lui Liu contends that artists are mere conduits for culture.
"You can't say you're an artist and you're different from others," he said. "l just want
to accept what comes to my mind. | don't feel | have to understand as long as the
mystery is there."

Barry Callaghan, "Lui Liu", Exile, Summer, 1996

This ambivalence, this tension between poles, also obtains in Subjectivity via
Objectivity (three men gong nowhere who are starting at shoes), Temptation Via
Imagination (a traditional couple huddled beneath naked female clouds that clutch),
and most particularly in Women in Autumn and Complex via Climax, the first a
surrealist exercise - a sexually provocative but appropriate passage through both
sides of the mirror, with Chinese faces imposed on a Western "landscape" -
Western nudes - and the second, a meditation, wherein naked horror is highly
stylized, Goya as rendered by Max Walter Svanberg or perhaps Leonor Fini.

The most impressive paintings, however, are the oil on canvas portraits. Lui Liu has
not only looked at Holbein and particularly at Caravaggio - he has learned how to
make black on black a density that seems full of the seeds of light. It is the darkness
that brings the women - so big-boned but emaciated and almost anorexic in their
sexual repose - to life, so that you see that that is more than "fine" painting at work:
there is no reliance on parody here, there is a real relationship between the unflinch-
ing eyes and the hands that have a dancer's movement, even in their stiliness.

This arrival at ambiguity is best realized in A Sinister Period. Again, the command of
the blacks is significant, and though the "scene" borders on the gothic (and an
acquired gothic, because decadence - in the Chinese context - is still new, the
emotion seems honest: the sinister feel of - among other things, sexual repression -
is started rather than over-stated, implied rather than exploited. Whether a sinister
act has been committed or is being concocted is unclear, is ambiguous, and as in all
his other successful works this ambiguity free Lui Liu from the Mother of his
Invention, frees him so that he can stand alone facing east or west, as he chooses.

Lui Liu is at the center of this attempt to stake out an aesthetic that is an alternative
to China's "official" art. He, like other painters, has turned West with a vengeance,
turned to our traditions for techniques, for icons, for attitudes of cynicism, irrever-
ence and malaise.

His use of Western icons is blatant, almost defiant. The range of his awareness is
extraordinary, his mastery of painterly techniques compelling. But most important, it
seems to me he understands the risks he's taking. He has heard his Mother of
Invention (Imitation) licking her lips, and he has covered his tracks.

I'm sure his soft sleazy nudes are shocking in Beijing, but we can see that there is
also a note of parody in paintings like The Story of the Golden Apple - the Dali-like
Mona Lisa as a fat lady, the Vargas-like Marilyn Monroe spread-eagled on her back,
the decorous "quote" from Ingres? Lui Liu, has shown that he is prepared to risk
kitsch but by rendering the risque as a joke on everybody, whether in Beijing or
Boston, he has saved himself.

(i)Y AimhE Parade Oil on Canvas 132cm x 167cm 1994







gk mfEkY  AiTEHE Oh! Canada Oil on Canvas 122cm x 112.5cm 1994




M (AxZ) 3 GREX)

—E

FREEE—E (FE):

L7 ) D D% DU )

WEEEHESS . LIERE:

S G U G G

fIEXKHARES, KEHR.

FEEGHEPHEMEAY, —AHERERENILBRBAEEROMREmZ .

NENEMEESHRPR, 20tHL 80 FERY, XEEL—K (AX). ZE.
B, . Bk, BRESNE CEE) MER. —EERMESS. LIFR
b FREKHARAS, KEHS -

HBRNE (EHRE) F. A—BEXHENEE: TESTH-IEAA RF
FETLAN LR, AT RNE, B ANRBEETR, KRER, BB X,
HRMEHE, BSBERIEL, FEHT, A —ANTIE, ARNFELER
BAREMNR, HPRRBEAR, FUNAESS. BTJLR, ME9ITHT
B MTFAFIARE, BitthtAC—RBREER. EERTUBNAES, AT 2
L TERR.

KERE (LR PREXH—FNR. "ELORSHELR, #HORER
SEEE, BBEE - FNRROER . BEIXTEIENRE X2/N\EH
LA, BTBE, H4MEE. S50, ERSARE " XAFRER

EXMERARBHEFTEAT, S APFTEENXAESMH LHE®R, FX Ethm EEXMES, ZIE S L8 2R EEEBCARN R, —mBiaE LRENE. &

Ay (J5E) Mud Girl (detail)

15



