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About the Editor

Born in Heilongjiang Province, China in 1964, Qimin Liu earned a Teaching Certificate from Haerbin Normal University (1985), a
Bachelor of Fine Arts from Institute of Chinese Traditional Opera (1991). In December 1991 he relocated to the United States, where
he received a Master of Arts from lowa State University (1997), and a Master of Fine Arts from Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts
(1999). Liu is best known for his figurative work and has studied with several prominent American contemporary artists, including
Sidney Goodman, Vincent Desiderio, Jules Kirschenbaum, and Bruce Smith. Most recently, he has worked with Nelson Shanks and
Norwegian master painter Odd Nerdrum.

Liu is a tenured associate professor at Eastern Connecticut State University, where he has taught painting and drawing since 2000. He
has also served as an adjunct professor at Philadelphia University.

Since 1997, Liu has been working on a project depicting the homeless people in America’s inner cities. His subjects are transient
individuals who most often struggle with mental and physical disabilities and substance abuse. Over the years, Liu’s effort to capture
the diversity and vitality of poor neighborhoods through his figurative paintings has contributed greatly to a meaningful discourse on
contemporary art issues.

Liu’s work has been displayed in more than fifty exhibits across the United States, and has garnered praise from the New York Times,
the Philadelphia Inquirer and the Hartford Courant, among others. His exhibits have included "Connecticut Contemporary" at the
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art in Hartford, Connecticut and "10 Contemporary Artists 5x2" at the Allentown Art Museum in
Pennsylvania. He has won more than two dozen awards, honors and grants, including the Asian Artist Fellowship from the Freeman
Foundation. Vermont Studio Center, Vermont, and the Artist Fellowship from the Independent Foundation in Philadelphia. In their
nomination of Liu for an Independent Foundation fellowship, the Creative Artist Network said, "Liu’s document of the plight of our
poor, through the power of the images, gives a compelling dignity that cannot be ignored."
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Introduction

PERSONAL BACKGROUND

I grew up and received my college education in China,
where I remained until late 1991. I was very curious about
what was happening in the contemporary art world, but
[ had very little access to it. With a limited education in
contemporary art, I struggled and suffered. Knowing I was
missing the exposure to contemporary artists and artworks |
wanted to study and enjoy, I struggled a great deal trying to
find my way to the artists' world.

In 1991, I came to the United States to continue my artistic
education. This was a wonderful opportunity for me, and
fortunately, since my arrival, I have had the great privilege
of studying with a group of highly successful and important
contemporary figurative painters such as Bruce Smith, Jules
Kirschenbaum (1930-2000), Sidney Goodman, Vincent
Desiderio, Nelson Shanks, and Odd Nerdrum (European).
At the same time, I benefited from the many lectures and
studio critiques offered by established artists and critics,
such as, Marina Abramovic, Kiki Smith, Vito Acconci,
Donald Kuspit, Suzi Gablik, Peter Plagens, and Robert
Hughes. 1 was also inspired by many successful figurative
painters, among whom are Steven Assael, Susanna Coffey,
and Mel Leipzig. Some of their works are highlighted in
this book.

HANDS-ON EXPERIENCE WITH FIGURATIVE
ART IN THE U.S.

During the more than 18 years of studying and teaching
in the U.S., I have gained a broad spectrum of first-
hand experience with the major artistic movements and
productive creativity throughout the country. After several
years of living in a multicultural society laden with pop
images, I realized my passion to become a better figurative
painter and to promote American figurative painting in
China.

In addition to developing as a painter, I have had generous
and timely opportunities to lecture at several universities
and artist groups in China. During the process, I discovered
that many of the students were confused about American
contemporary figurative painters because they were

saturated with small fragments of information gleaned from
Chinese artists who had visited America for very short
periods of time. These artists never gathered the whole
picture or even a serious idea about American figurative
painting as it is currently practiced.

This kind of ignorance could be also be due to misleading
articles and programs offered by popular mass media,
where the commentators are often more interested in
presenting "something new" than presenting something in
depth. As a result, I often heard that "America has no great
figurative painters". This criticism inspired me to curate this
book and demonstrate the immensely rich contribution of
contemporary American figurative artists. I argue that not
only does America have great abstract painters, but it also
has many great figurative painters as well.

MAKING SELECTIONS FOR THIS BOOK

I selected a group of cross-generational artists, some of
whom have been very successful since the late 1960s while
others are younger but equally productive and influential.
The group includes Sidney Goodman, Vincent Desiderio,
Mel Leipzig, Steven Assael, Nelson Shanks, Susanna
Coffey, Anne Harris, and Norwegian-born Icelandic
painter Odd Nerdrum, a special inclusion. Nerdrum is
not an American citizen, but is nevertheless a very active
painter in America. He was the final addition and a special
inclusion to this collection.

Why was Nerdrum included with this group of American
artists? In the summer of 2005, I was a resident artist at
the Odd Nerdrum Studio in Norway. I mentioned to him
that I was curating a book introducing American figurative
painters to the artists of China, and that [ hoped the book
would function as a guide for the current generation of
Chinese students and painters who, like me before, did not
have an access contemporary American figurative painting.
I asked if he wanted to participate in this book and told
him I might reconsider the word "American" in the book
title if he were to be included in the book. He was very
pleased by the invitation, and, surprisingly, was OK with
the original title. He said, "I am OK with the title. I am
not Norwegian. I live in Iceland, my art dealer 1s American,
and my work has been loved by Americans. I am an



American painter." His explanation may have been half in
humor, but I understood what he was saying and decided to
keep the original title. Nerdrum is undoubtedly one of the
most respected figurative painters in the American artistic
community and beyond, and his inclusion made the selected
group more complete.

As a painter, | consider myself the curator for this book
rather than an author and critic. In the selected contents, I
show the range of similarity and differences in concept and
techniques among the artists represented. Together, their
work provides a survey of American realism produced with
great mastery. While each individual approach is influenced
by modern and postmodern conditions, all of the artists
developed unique and refreshing styles that are challenging
but rewarding to examine, compare and contrast. The
subject matter mastered by each artist reflects ordinary
American concerns as well as the individual's physical and
spiritual life. Every piece of work included in the selection
tends to have great deal of harmony in form and content.
I hope the selection will be like an open window allowing
Chinese artists to see and understand the aesthetic scenery
of American realism.

A GUIDE FOR CHINESE ARTISTS

I hope this book will not only meaningfully impact and
contribute to American figurative painting landscape, but
also have significant impact on China's artist communities.
This book is especially relevant for the large population of
artists living and working in China, and will complement
all of the other styles that have influenced China's artistic
movements. Although global communication is now easier
through the internet and creativity is now much more open
in Chinese society, I believe the majority of people will
enjoy a chance to see the work of an important group of
masterful American figurative painters and return to the
images many times.

The other significant purpose of introducing this selection
to China is to encourage artists who still struggle as
contemporary painters. Over the last twenty years, China
has experienced tremendous political and economic
changes. As a result, much ideology and many movements,
such as Photorealism, Dada, Pop, and Cynicism, have been

adopted by Chinese artists, who can now explore different
ideas and materials under the postmodern influence. With
artists enjoying a freer creative environment, the products
of artistic creativity have naturally diversified. On the
other hand, many artists who are labeled with "-isms" or
are called "avant-garde" have profited a great deal from
their work being collected by money-driven art museums,
galleries, and auction houses. These organizations are
more interested in financial gain than the actual artwork
they are showing. But profiteering does not necessarily
benefit the Chinese art world. In the current atmosphere,
the free creative environment is sometimes twisted by
capitalist money. Some artists become a contractor or
owner of small factories, news-driven media promote
arts and artists merely for shock affect, and some curators
dodge their obligation to let philosophical ideas lead the
direction of concepts and experimentation. A great deal of
private and organizational capital is being spent, thereby
undermining one of the most important traditional Chinese
aesthetic values of "art for art’s sake" and replacing it with
"art for money's sake" and "art for politics' sake." Many
private collections and government institutions lure avant-
garde artists to create political art products. The appetite
for Chinese political art has a great impact on the new-
generation of artists as they search for Western approval.
Because of the social and ethical chaos during political and
economic change, many artists contribute some of the "bad
taste" artwork promoted by profit-making institutions and
art dealers who attract attention both inland and overseas in
order to gain political and economic power. The prevalence
of such art is misleading to people who seriously want to
understand China’s diverse culture at this time.

In today's art world, only a fraction of all artists have got
the attention of curators and media. At times, today's world
seems to be the darkest period in the history of art for
traditional painting, particularly figurative and landscape
painting. Unfortunately, American contemporary figurative
painters and paintings are even less promoted in China.
Many American master quality figurative artists with
contemporary concepts remain underexposed in China. Not
until the last two decades has China begun to have access
to the knowledge and information about American pop art,
conceptual art, abstraction, and some popular American
figurative artists. Because of this, artists and art lovers
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in China are now getting a better idea about American
contemporary figurative painters. Still much is to be done;
hence, my decision to curate this book.

THE REBIRTH OF FIGURATIVE PAINTING

Despite the focus by popular media on new experience
and new artistic forms in American art, a large number of
painters still work on paintings involving realism or the
figurative approach. Through the participation in a variety
of styles and artistic ideologies and the proliferation of art
criticism, figurative painting has transformed itself and
been reborn into a new and exciting era. Now figurative
painters are not only focusing on techniques from history,
but also experimenting with a variety of new contemporary
concepts, styles and materials. The mastery of techniques
is also blending with new ideas, creating new images that
may not have developed in the traditional paintings in
the past. Figurative painting is now equally as powerful,
exciting and fresh as many other forms of art. Yet with all
the new concepts and forms competing for media attention,
figurative painters and realism are still gravely ignored. It is
my hope that this book will begin to remedy that situation.
Some figurative painters rely upon narrative techniques to
participate in debates that disprove some of the negative
myths that refer prematurely and shortsightedly to "the
death of painting" and how "in painting it has all been done
before". Today, all over America, many artists with a great
interest in figurative work are on the forefront of developing
and achieving great success based on figurative painting
traditions. I hope this book will exemplify the success of
the many American figurative painters.

[ronically, some twenty years ago, the majority of Chinese
artists had only a limited understanding of contemporary
Western art. Today's problem is of a different kind. Many
ideologies and artistic concepts have been introduced to
China, some of them faultily used by artists and dealers.
Although many Chinese artists have experienced a variety
of new forms and concepts coming to them through soft
political atmosphere, many other artists are flooded with
an attitude of "playfulness".The consequences of this
lightheartedness are bad copy and bad-taste painting and
ideology. Many opportunistic artists adopt strategies for
short-term profits. The result of this is that the creative

field seems very active in spreading all kinds of artistic
practices, while the downside is a crisis in the numbers of
artists and critics. Western money is poured into the artists
who explore the negative aspects of chaos reflected by a
confusing complex of political, cultural, and ethnic heritage.
The artists then produce bad paintings that are subsequently
sold to western private collections and museums that want
to document new developments - including political cartoon
characters and political propaganda posters, so-called
"cynical realism". This is done carelessly, and neglects the
serious life matters and history. It is nothing more than an
irresponsible act, no matter how the work is glorified with a
scholarly-sounding name like "cynical realism" - a parody
at best.

I am not here to criticize anyone who may call himself or
herself a conceptual or performing artist. I am just pointing
out that without honesty and sincerity or an understanding
of traditions and skill, the work produced will not have
any deep emotional impact. Skillful figurative paintings
can speak to profound issues, ideologically participating
in cultural discourse and artistic criticism. I believe that it
1s important that painting is not just important when it is
involved with culture and social relationships. Technique
and skill are equally important, if not even more so.
However, as most people realize, the greatest painters will
have not one or the other; they will have it all. Philosophical
points without historical reference and/or high technical
standards are just like illustrations of bad taste.

PAINTING WITH MIND AND HEART

It has been discussed a bit earlier that some Chinese
contemporary artists try to out score each other for media
attention and financial profits. Such phenomenon brings
me a concern of the negative influence by some artists'
subject matters. For instance, the themes of personal
sexuality and/or political art are often used by performing
art or other various forms for the sake of shock values, and
they are considered revolutionary or heroic act in Chinese
contemporary artist practice. However, to my mind, these
are not intellectual or responsible art forms, rather a
disgusting outcry of sexual depression or snooty. Likewise,
we should not get excited over a skillful copy of cheap
industrially produced toilets, detergent boxes, and ceramic



puppies and think them as significant revolutionary creative
results, even with a span of mass media or an auction house
marketing it as high art for profits. In my view, these arts in
many cases are harmful to young artists. Some of the Pop
art ideas we are adopting are not "soul foods" for Chinese
contemporary culture; rather, too much of these ideas may
be like eating too much unhealthy American fast food. The
results cannot be positive for our minds or bodies. There
are many high criteria for painters and artists, and it is sad
when many artists focus on personal sexuality and exposes
them to the public arena. I hope the artist approaches in this
book will help some young painters to slow down and learn
how to create with a deeper heart.

In my last few trips to China, I conducted a series of
lectures about American contemporary realism in China's
universities and art institutions. This has been a wonderful
experience for me. Many artists and students who attended
my lectures expressed to me that my lectures changed their
perception of American painting landscape. During these
visits, I saw the urgent need of younger artists to satisfy
their hunger to learn with a book that would provide them
with a valuable reference. Inspiration goes both ways. I am
so glad to have this opportunity to share the work of artists
whom I have known on a professional and personal level.

CONCLUSION

Reflecting on the needs of young painters in this new
century, contemporary realism or contemporary figurative
painting and it does not matter how variously defined the
work has been has engaged many great artists of our time.
Hopefully, the works in this book can convince you that
figurative painting is not dead, but it is enjoying a new era
of recognition. Figurative painting has successfully used
figures as a vehicle to convey that it still has relevance in
reflecting diverse cultures and critical and philosophical
thinking, while at the same time enjoying the sublime
satisfaction of the material's texture and surface. Most
importantly, it will be a window to understanding each
artist’s artistic standing in mind and soul through the
images that are created.

I began taking my first notes for this book in the year
2000, and now it is time to celebrate that this effort is
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finally coming to fruition. On this high note I have many
people to thank. First, my sincere thanks to the Tianjin
People's Fine Arts Book Publishing House for all its effort
to publish this material as a fine-art volume. I also want
acknowledge and specially thank the artists and their
galleries and the people who were involved this project,
for without their support, this project could not have been
completed. Among them are: Steven Assael, Odd Nerdrum,
and their dealer, the Forum Gallery; Susanna Coffey and
dealer Tibor de Nagy Gallery; Vincent Desiderio and
dealer, Marlborough Gallery, New York; Sidney Goodman
and dealer. ACA Galleries, New York; Anne Harris and
dealer DC Moore Gallery, New York, and Neilson Gallery,
Boston; Mel Leipzig and dealer, Henoch Gallery, New
York; Nelson Shanks and Nelson Shanks Studio. Finally
I would like to thank my friend, the poet and book editor
Michele F. Cooper, for helping to edit this introduction, and
[ would also like to thank my friend, art historian Jessica
Noonan, for her effort on English proofing and editing, and
my dear wife Dr. Xue Li for her support and effort. At last
but certainly not the least, this book is dedicated to my son
Ethan Yuhui Liu, for he has been my inspiration.

Qimin Liu
East Lyme, Connecticut, 2009



VIII

- JEZERK Steven Assael 1
IRHHEE - RE Susanna Coffey 19
YRR - B R R Vincent Desiderio 35
FiHRE - RS Sidney Goodman 52
L - WgEn 2 Anne Harris 68
FRR - P Mel Leipzig 83
BAE - R Odd Nerdrum 98

/R FF - Ewir Nelson Shanks 116




S - JRERK, YREEZ”
MIRAGEE LMK, 195TFHET
LA 2T, oR2ET Pratt Z AR5
e, BT AL ZEARZEBTA A
YV EARH R LT

S - JEZERRAE T L4 ] T
BRI 2 A A LR, fh 2SR
i, BT EMRR AT T
R A IR A ST TR
BEYRE, e ESEEE
Wt B A SR A HGIRE L
ARANEZ F i IR X, i s 2 ) 5 5L
S s T Rt oy i 22 1 A AR R S Rk RN T
20140 J5 2 N2 1t 2 H M £ T A Y
AR F A EMH Y EENE L,
WEIEAM A EEMREAREK, EF
M AEEES BN T HFZ R, K
B, EEAHE. 412StaempflijH g,
A% B 4R [X Fendrick H JiE, A4 EK
ZARERE, BB, HEWLER
i, JbRRZF, HITTRKZFECressfE
WaiE, E4F= KAILoweiHE BE, Z1ZHY)
ForumiH JEE % %%, 19994F, 42|
PUHE K T ) Frye Art3E ARIEZS Mt p)FL
BEE KRS AR, HAR w1
HEEARFPL, AAZRERE, A2
IN BT RF(Arnot) EARERE T, Y
M, E A RS H T I UK,
FEOIFAARKEEYIE, FEX
°F, ZIMEFZAR¥E, HATTHEE
%% f11(Chattanooga) i) Z £F(Hunter) E A
TE A I8 B ) Kemper 4 2RI S5E
NI,

Steven Assael

g
|
A
3
P
i

Steven Assael is recognized as one of the most talented and powerful
figurative artists of America. He was born in Manhattan, New York in
1957. He attended Pratt Institute and presently teaches at The School of
Visual Arts and Graduate School of Figurative Arts in New York.

Mr. Assael balances naturalism with a romanticism that permeates the
figures and surroundings of his paintings and drawings. The focus of
his work is the human figure, either individually or in a group, rendered
in glowing relief by gentle beams of warm and cool light. He has been
considered one of the few influential American artists in the world. His
subject matter often relates to American subculture, which he believes
is a powerful force within American cultures. His classical talents are as
rare as they are essential to the diverse art world of the late twentieth and
this early twenty first century. His paintings have been called Post-Post
Modern. He works strictly from live models.

Assael's work is included in public and private collections around the
world. Some examples are, the Kemper Museum of Contemporary
Art (Kansas, MO), the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, NY),
Yale University (New Haven, CT), and the Chicago Institute of Fine
Arts (Chicago, IL). Solo and group exhibitions have included the
Staempfli Gallery (New York, NY), Forum Gallery (New York, NY),
Fendrick Gallery (Washington, D.C.), National Arts Club (New York,
NY), Yale University (New Haven, CT), San Francisco Museum of
Fine Art (San Francisco, CA), Arkansas Art Center (Little Rock, AR),
Kennesaw State University (Kennesaw, GA), Stephen F Austin State
College (Nacogdoches, TX), University of North Carolina (Chapel
Hill, NC), Phillbrook Museum of Art (Tulsa, OK), and the National
Museum in Gdansk, Poland. In 1999 his work was exhibited in a ten-year
retrospective at the Frye Art Museum in Seattle, Washington.

© Steven Assael, Courtesy of Forum Gallery, New York
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