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As part of T’s 2023 Art issue, we compiled a list of 15 New York City
gallery shows that changed art history. We attempted to be as
objective as possible but were also aware that there are countless
other exhibitions that, whatever their contributions to the culture
at large, live on in individual consciousnesses. And so we asked a
group of artists, curators and writers, as well as one collector,
about the shows held in a New York City gallery or alternative art
space that changed their lives. Here, they each speak about an
exhibition (or two) that transformed how they thought about art —
or simply blew them away.

Nathaniel Mary Quinn, artist: Liu Xiaodong’s “Shaanbei” at Lisson
Gallery, 2023

An installation view of Liu Xiaodong’s “Shaanbei” at Lisson Gallery in 2023. © Liu Xiaodong, courtesy
of Lisson Gallery. Photo: Mark Waldhauser

When I finally finished the work for my solo exhibition with
Gagosian Paris earlier this year, I went to Chelsea, walked around
and came across Xiaodong’s exhibition. It was a lovely surprise
because he’s one of my favorite painters. He portrays the lives of
everyday people and is exceptionally fluent with his material — it’s
as though he takes actual flesh and articles of clothing and lays
them on the canvas, a bit like Lucian Freud. This was the first time
I'd seen an entire body of his work at once, and I was awe-struck.

These interviews have been edited and condensed.
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Resonating with Society in Liu Xiaodong’s Time

ArtBund Magazine
12 June 2023

Treading through the river, bearing their slim legs, teenage girls frolic under the sun, one holding a beer and the other lacing her
shoes. The moment they look into the camera the image is fixed and turns into the oil painting Teenage Girls and Beer (2022)
depicted by Chinese artist Liu Xiaodong. Displayed in the documentary Shaanbei by Bo Yang, this quick switching scene stirs
heartstrings unexpectedly. The wonderful vibes emanating from them strike me as a viewer. | can’t help but think of those vivid
young lady paintings by 19th-century painters. The two girls in Liu’s piece appear to be young people in exile, and the scenery
behind them demonstrates their growing up environment. They are the millennium generation, with youthful appearances
brimming with ubiquitous wild energy. There is almost no trace of Liu’s intervention in the image, as he depicts what he sees and

feels relatively unpretentiously.

Teenage girls in the Yan River, 2022, oil on canvas, 140 x 150 cm. Courtesy Lisson Gallery



As for the other painting that focuses on the female subject, Wedding Dress and Vegetables (2019) has a distinct atmosphere. A
young woman in a Gucci-like outfit sits at a tea table and the room she is in flows an atmosphere of delicate rococo, seemingly
indicating that her identity is about to change. Despite this, the wedding dress on the sofa and the scattered objects do not reflect
the festive atmosphere that should be there. The three women are all from remote areas of Shaanbei as are the other teenagers
in the paintings. These young adolescents wander idle through the fields and rivers they know every day, clearly disconnected

from the society outside, which values “elite” and “merit.”

Wedding dress and Vegetables, 2019, oil on canvas, 180 x 160 cm. Courtesy Lisson Gallery

Considering this aspect, one can realize that an artist with a gift for painting demonstrates the potential side of being a director or
journalist. The electronics, costumes, and architecture in the paintings reflect the countryside in transition: a mix of modern
transformation and contemporary elements amid a primitive countryside landscape. This is analogous to the urban and rural
changes reflected in Chinese director Jia Zhangke’s films--those images with rural areas, small counties and metropolitan cities
as the backdrop are veiled in gray tones with the melancholy of passing times and separated nostalgia. One would be gradually
brought into this emotion in Liu’s painting by his depiction of the general environment, the layout of figures and landscapes, and
the vivid status of the characters. A strong sense of sorrow is apparent in Two Men from the Back (2022). The middle-aged man
(probably the artist himself) and the older man on the painting’s left are on the yellow ground, one looking at the tall buildings
across the river as he walks, and the other seemingly stopping to look ahead. Their gesture and action contrast, and the old man
occupies the visual center of the image in the composition. His black back condensed into a serene state that slowed down
moving sights, and then the image stood still. Qur emotional memories of the fading “back” in Chinese writer Zhu Zhiging's

article, as well as those sorrowful and lonely backs in Caspar David Friedrich’s paintings are all evoked.



Liu Xiaodong: Shaanbei, Exhibition view. 504 West 24th Street, New York. 4 May — 10 June, 2023. Photography by Mark Waldhauser. Courtesy Lisson Gallery
The blue color becomes a focal point, connecting the elderly and the middle-aged man. This painting treatment can also be seen
in the work The Kids in the Back (2022) in which a woman playing with a cell phone and a child looking up at the stage are all
related together by their blue tops. Both of them are all placed behind two men, one walking straight by with his hands in both
pockets and the other seemingly doing a live stream. Like the yellow ground and modern buildings in Two Men from the Back, the
booming We-Media phenomenon in China and the background landscape collide to convey the close relationship between

industrial urbanization and the countryside.



The woman who is squatting on the ground appears inconspicuous, but her position in the center of the view allows her to be
seen. In Shaanbei and Guanzhong her posture is called “Ge Jiu” which dates back to the Spring and Autumn Period. And there is
a highlight of “Guanzhong Dunjing” in Guanzhong’s countryside, which relates to the eating habit, “Lao Wanhui.” The pose was
once popular on the Internet and has become known as the “Asian squat” in global culture. It is the same as “the ‘Hunkerin’
popularized at the University of Arkansas in 1959. Students saw it as a symbol of friendship and suggested that world peace
would not be far away if Khrushchev and Eisenhower hunkered at the summit (from the November 1959 issue of LIFE
magazine).” In Liu’s youth-themed paintings, this pose appears frequently. By changing culture and lifestyle habits, the
“squatting” posture gradually disappeared from the public context and became marginalized, as the kilns in the painting.

However, the culture invoked by the posture is vital to non-mainstream communities.

The Kids in the Back, 2022, oil on canvas, 150 x 140 cm. Courtesy Lisson Gallery

Through visiting different regions personally, Liu built individual care for our society. And this time it is both personal sentiment
and recognition of the region and culture that prompted him to travel to Shaanbei. When creating, he often chooses local people
as characters in his paintings, then sets the scene. In The Roar (2021), an older man with his right hand fist raised exhibits a
charging warrior posture whose slightly leaning forward body creates a feeling like he is trying to rush out of the picture. The five
older women seated behind him and four men in four positions balance this elder man in visual composition. Also, their lazy and
oblivious demeanor demonstrates that the old man’s passion was artificially shaped in a particular context, which has conceptual
and performance implications. This can be interpreted as an homage to a generation in the midst of a torrent, as well as a

reminiscence of times gone by.



View of Jiajiagou from behind the Pear Trees, 2022, acrylic on paper, 26 x 36 cm. Courtesy Lisson Gallery

Liu can arrange figures according to his own creation, but rural scenes are naturally drawn in his paintings. Through exquisite
painting techniques and coordinated colors, he shows us the state of those trees, cows, slopes, and the village in their own
environment. Wherein the paintings of Jiajiagou such as View of Jiajiagou from behind the Hawthorn Trees (2022) and View of
Jiajiagou from behind the Pear Trees (2022), evoke Mount St. Victor was depicted by Cézanne many times in his later years
which is partly a symbol of his identity that holds his personal emotions and his innovation in painting. Liu’s paintings of
Jiajiagou’s overlook view, front view, and side view also show his art passion. The constant thinking, polishing, and contemplation
he displays is a sign of cherishment and recollection of memories. Having sketched here as a young school boy more than thirty

years ago, and today, more than thirty years later, he is back again.



HyperAllergic
24th May 2023





















LISSON GALLERY

Observer
20 May 2023
ARTS

On View Now: Four Art

Shows in Chelsea to See
Off-Frieze

Nature, memory and the human condition are in full bloom at these
galleries.

By Farah Abdessamad - 05/20/23 2:00pm

While New York’s Frieze Week is drawing to a close—and Independent,

Future Fair and TEFAF have come and gone—there’s thankfully always

more art to experience in NYC. Here are four must-catch shows in three

Chelsea galleries that reawaken the multidimensionality of landscapes and
nature—peculiar, mechanically engineered, pure, surreal, nostalgic and all
too human.

Liu Xiaodong: Shaanbei at Lisson Gallery




Conversing with Day Jackson’s re-invented vistas of nature’s immensity is
a solo show narrating the story of an intimate return and landscapes
rediscovered. In a new body of large-scale neo-realist paintings, diaries,
paper drawings and a documentary, Beijing-based painter Liu Xiaodong
revisits his past and an important encounter from three decades ago. In
1985, he visited Shaanbei, a culturally and historically significant area in
northern Shaankxi, in China’s hinterland. This location has long been
associated with Mao Zedong's Long March (1934-1935), a military retreat
that led to the rise of Chinese Communism. At the time, Liu was an art
student at Beijing’s Central Academy of Fine Art. He accompanied a
troupe and stayed in a modest hillside village. The paintings and his
summoned memory come alive in a 40-minute documentary where we
follow the artist’s watercolor drawing by a river and a towering viewpoint.
With his sketchbook from the 1980s, he searches for a vanished world,
asking after former models. “It’s when | look at my paintings that |
remember more,” he says to a friend, evoking the traditional art of
remembering Chinese characters through stroke sequencing, here
extended to drawing. The memory of his pen/brush is more convincing to
him than his own as if it were a distinct organ.

His plein-air portraits feature local people of all ages. Because past and
present collide, Liu's youth often appears in contrast with the elderly.
Boredom and longing permeate both groups (in form, his subjects are
masses, many) and the composition of the scenes. Teenagers dressed in
sportswear drink alcohol and play with their smartphones, but just like the
elderly, they sit or stand watching life go by. They don’t appear to be
speaking with one another but simply enjoying the physical presence of
others. Liu’s gaze looks at the rural in modernity, and modernity in
mythologized ancestral rural ways. Are the hands of the young man
scrolling on his cell phone the same as those of his farming parents or
grandparents? As such, his show engages with nostalgia, transience and
self-reliability. He is propelled as a narrator of loss and change who is
forced to decipher the familiar and the strange. After the bygone days,
what remains as the “spirit” of a place?
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Portrait of Liu Xiaodong, pencil on paper by Phong H. Bui.

Art in Conversation



LIU XIAODONG with
Barry Schwabsky

Liu Xiaodong—as John Yau observed in his

2021 monograph on the artist—“epitomizes
Baudelaire’s description of ‘the painter of modern
life’ as an ‘independent, passionate, and impartial
nature, even as he expands onit.” For more than
three decades the peripatetic artist has roamed
far and wide from his base in Beijing to immerse
himself, and the viewers of his work, in a world
constantly transforming in unpredictable ways. In
anticipation of his exhibition Shaanbei at Lisson
Gallery, New York , for which | am writing a cat-
alogue essay, | spoke to Xiaodong over Zoom.
Marco Betelli, the artist’s studio manager, kindly
assisted with translations back and forth between

English and Chinese.

Shaanbei
Lisson Gallery, New York
May 4-June 10, 2023

BARRY SCHWABSKY (RAIL): Liu Xiaodong, it’s a
pleasure to meet you at last. I was hoping we could
start by asking how you became an artist or rather,
when did you discover your desire to make art?

LIU XIAODONG (L. X.): Hello, Barry. When I was in the
third grade of elementary school, one of my teachers
decided that I was quite good at drawing, or anyway
better than other kids. At that point, of course, I had
absolutely no training in drawing or painting. SoIthen
started copying some Chinese Revolutionary era artists.
And then it was my uncle that actually gave me my first
real training in the arts, in painting. My uncle had me
copy illustrations, and then focus on color. So it was the
English watercolors from the eighteenth century and
some Russian artists that were my first models. Later
on, I applied for the high school affiliated to the Central
Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing. And that’s when I
started off on the path of becoming a professional artist.

RAIL  So,until youwent to the Central Academy, it
sounds like you really did not have access to museums
or to actually seeing original works of art by fine art-
ists, but were seeing things that had to do with what
we might call more like illustration, is that right?

L.X. Yes, Barry, you're absolutely correct. In fact,
before going to Beijing, I had no access to museums,
to exhibitions. The only art I knew was those English
watercolors, and these Russian artists that my uncle
had me copying, and what I would do was paint from life
my school mates, or go down to the field and do some
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drawing, do some sketches. It’s only when I went to
Beijing that I had access to libraries, to exhibitions, to
museums. So I got to know the French Impressionists.
1 got to know the works of Cézanne, Picasso. And then
Isaw art magazines with Pop art and that kind of thing.

RAIL  I’'m not surprised to hear that among the
first works that you were shown were these ones by
Russian artists, because we know about the influence
that Russia’s socialist-realist art had in China, but ’'m
much more surprised to hear mention of the English
watercolors—I think you said eighteenth century?
And was that an unusual interest that your uncle had?
Or was that something that was more widely appre-
ciated in China at the time? What’s the story there?

L.X. My uncle actually graduated from an art
academy. What happened was that during the Chinese
Cultural Revolution, he was forced to get rid of all of
the materials, all of the art catalogues he had—he only
saved two: one from these Russian artists, and one from
these English watercolor painters. So that’s the rea-
son. And what my uncle would do was encourage me to
observe, when painting from life, to be very, very careful
about details, even if it was, you know, painting a field,
painting a tree, painting the grass. So that really made
an impact on my practice back then.

RAIL In fact, it sounds like you’re saying that
your practice today really has its roots in those very
beginnings that go back before your time at the
Academy and that you’ve preserved a certain impulse
toward direct observation of what’s around you that
your uncle inculcated. With that in mind, though, I
wonder, were you ever tempted to go off that path
to become involved in other modes of art making,
maybe while you were at the Academy or afterwards,

that could have been, let’s say, more Pop oriented—
as I believe became popular in China for a while—
or maybe more abstract, or in any case, oriented in
another direction than this kind of observational
approach?

L.X. I spent eight years at the Academy, first at
the high school affiliated with the Academy, and at the
Academy itself. I spent those years learning from the
masters, learning from great artists and trying to paint
like them. It was only when Iwas done with my academic
journey that I kind of went back to my real self and fig-
ured out what I wanted to do.

RAIL  Is that to imply the eight years in the
Academy were sort of an impediment to your devel-
opment? Or did following that path away from what
you call your real self, and then circling back to
recover your own earlier impulse—was that a pos-
itive thing?

L.X. Without those eight years at the Academy,
I would never have had the confidence to become an
artist. Because back then is when I realized how diffi-
cult being an artist was. I actually became quite frus-
trated with my work as an artist when I was about to
graduate from the Academy of Fine Arts, and I actually
tried to get into film studies. Then, after a while, I went
back to the Academy. And that’s the moment when I
figured that I needed to let go, I needed to not try to be
so serious, not try to be so self-important, if you will.
And I just let go of my resolution to start a new artistic
movement myself. I just relaxed. And from that point,
1 kind of found my own path into the art world. So to
answer your question more directly, those eight years
were not an obstruction to my career, to my path, they
were absolutely instrumental to me becoming whoIam
today. I hope that answers your question.

RAIL  Absolutely, yes. Iwas also interested in your
mentioning that you’d thought of going into film as an
alternative because of course, I’'m aware that you’ve
continued to work very closely with filmmakers,
also that you yourself have used photography a lot,
even if, as I understand it, you don’t use photogra-
phy in the preparation of your paintings, which are
done directly from observation—sur le motif, as the
Impressionists used to say. But clearly you have a
strong ongoing interest in these, let’s say, modern
technical methods for image-making and I'd like to
hear more about that.

L.X. Actually, I do use photography in the prepa-
ration of my paintings.
RAIL Ah, okay. Things I'd read about your work

made me think that was not the case. So that’s also
something I'd like to learn more about.

L.X. Back in the Academy, when I was preparing
to become a painter, I felt that when I was watching
movies, I was always very, very happy. I was always
very, very content with myself. I cannot say the same
thing about my artistic creation because painting was
not about happiness. Also, I felt that it was much easier
to express what I wanted to convey through a movie,
through a film, through a video, and not through my
paintings. Hanging out with people involved in the cin-
ema industry also was a lot more fun than being alone
and painting. So that was it, that was why, for a brief
while, I considered giving up on my idea of becoming a
professional artist, of becoming a professional painter,
and thought about walking down the road that would
eventually lead me to enter the movie industry. So, as
for the impact that movies and films had on my art, on
my painting, movies made my painting become more
relaxed. I feel that the whole art history is very heavy
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Liu Xiaodong, Brawl, 2018. Oil on canvas. 98 3/8 x 118 1/8 x 2 in. © Liu Xiaodong. Courtesy
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with content. And I was at a point in art history where
it was hard for an artist to find a logic within art itself.
So what I learned from my friends involved in the film
industry is that I could just go about my way of being an
artist by dropping hints, by giving suggestions in my
paintings.

RAIL  What about the question of time and how
that enters your work? I'was thinking that a way that
your paintings differ from the, let’s say, classical or
traditional realism that they seem to relate to, is that
a traditional realistic painting typically wanted to
present itself through the fiction that it represents a
single moment in time glimpsed from a determinate
viewpoint, whereas I think in your paintings there’s
much more of a sense of the time that went into
making them, the time that goes into seeing them,
as well as a multiplicity of viewpoints, and that in
fact they don’t represent a single moment but rather
asequence.

L.X. Ithink you're right in saying that. I would add
that my wish, my desire, is to reflect on the complexity
of the work of the society by putting more scenes into
one artwork, into one painting. By telling more stories
in one artwork. It’s a bit as if I was, you know, sitting
on a wall and at the same moment seeing inside two
different apartments. So as a painter, as an observer, I
can observe with only one artwork two things that are
going on in separate spaces and in separate times.

RAIL I’d like to hear a little bit more about the
use of photography in the work, in the painting. How
does that go? Is it that you take pictures on the site
and then bring them back to the studio to develop
them into a painting or is there another method
involved?

L.X. Yes, that’s exactly what it is. I do, of course,
paint on site, I do paint from life, but it’s not always the
case. Especially when I travel to work on a project, I
take loads of photos. These photos of course are stored
in my phone or in my laptop, but they’re also stored in
my mind in a very clear way, in a very systematic way,
so that when I do go back to my studio in Beijing, and
I'm about to paint on a canvas, if there’s something that
1 feel is missing, if I need more of some details, I know
exactly from which resources I can draw. And some-
times when you're looking at one of my works, you may

very well feel that, you know, that this was really the
scene, that was how the person was in the space, and
so on, while more often than not this is not the case:
it’s actually a collage of many images. I try as hard as I
can to do everything by heart, out of my memory, but
sometimes the photographs that I took myself come
in handy.

RAIL  That’s very interesting to learn because I
think from what I’'ve read about the work until now,
the emphasis has been much more on this fact of
working on site, and so Id like to hear alittle bit more
if we can just go into more detail about how that pro-
cess actually goes. What happens when you go to a
place and decide, okay, this is where I want to set up,
to start painting, then what happens?

L.X. What usually happens is that I set my mind
and my eyes on places, on locations that present a high
degree of complexity. If a place is not at all complex, I
probably have no interest in painting it. Sowhat I do s,
1do not do my homework. I do not do plenty of research
on that place. SoIonly go with, you know, a very general
idea of what is going on in that place, of what kind of
people, what kind of environment I’ll find in that loca-
tion. And the reason behind that is that I don’t want
things to be pre-arranged too much. So I want a level
of casualness, of chance, if you will, to be the strongest
element in my painting. So I travel to the place, and
then what happens happens. I meet with someone, I find
someone interesting, find someplace that seems more
interesting than other places. And thenIstart painting
a few works on site. And it’s never the whole series. So
the majority of the artworks are realized in my studio
in Beijing. And that’s by me taking a lot of photographs
and writing diaries. That’s generally how I go about a
project.

RAIL Sowould you say it’s more a question of find-
ing the people in the place that you want to connect
to? Or is it more about finding a physical location
within the area that seems interesting? Or can it be
either one?

L.X. What Ido is when I travel to a relevant place,
whoever I meet there, I am going to be painting; who-
ever I meet in this relevant location, this relevant place
that is willing to be painted and to work with me, that
is good for me.

RAIL Do you consider that this work is connected
to journalism? In many ways it sounds like you act like
asortof reporter who goes and embeds himselfinto a
certain situation and tries to find out the viewpoints
of the actors who are in that situation.

L.X. Yes, in a way I agree with you. The main dif-
ference between what I do and what journalists are sup-
posed to do is that I do not by any means give an account
of events. I just get to a place, I decide that Iwant to tell
something about that place, and then whoever I meet,
that person is good for me to be a sitter for my portraits.
Idon’t wish to investigate and tell some truth about that
place.

RAIL It sounds like what you are avoiding, per-
haps, is the claim to give an overview. I think about
the work that you did around the Three Gorges Dam.
And of course that was a situation that was, as you
know, reported a lot in the international press. But
in the news or in a journalist account, it has to be
framed within the larger context of development
and industry and so on. You’re going down to a more
microscopic level, it seems.

L.X. Yes, that is very representative of what I do.
WhatIdoisabitlike being a very irresponsible journal-
ist. One that does not investigate too much. The only
thing I do is get to a place. I paint a painting. That’s
it. 'm sure that all of the actors involved in my paint-
ing have a lot to say, and have many truths. In a way, I
have no interest in, and I have not the capabilities to be
portraying all of these very complex issues in my art.
So that’s what I do. That’s being a very irresponsible
journalist, a lazy journalist.

RAIL  That’s avery modest way of describing what
seems to be a very ambitious project. Maybe an irre-
sponsible journalist is a very responsible painter.
[Laughter]

I'd like to know a little bit more about how the places
are chosen, particularly maybe those outside of
China—because I imagine that even before you get
there you know something more about the places that
you’re going to visit in China, even ifit’s a place that’s
new to you. But when you go to work abroad, how
does that come about? Is it that you are being invited
to go to a certain place, or that you’ve done some
research and said “Oh, there’s an interesting place
Iwant to find out about,” or how does that happen?

L.X. During my professional career as an artist,
I've worked on around twenty projects, and with half of
them, or at least a third of them, I was invited to do those
projects. What usually happens is that the institution,
the galleries, the museum, that invites me asks me to
choose between two places, between two locations. So
1 decide which one looks more interesting to me. And
thenItravel to the place and I go out of my way—even
though I'm a very irresponsible journalist, even though
Ido not do research before getting to the place—when I
do get to the place, I go out of my way to meet the locals,
to live among the locals. Tusually rent an apartment and
spend time there. I don’t go there just for a few days, I
stay there. I try to experience life as the locals do, live
the local ways of life. And even if most of the time I do
not understand their language—because I have done
projects all over the world, and I cannot possibly be able
to communicate with those people myself—that’s not at
all important to me, because I'm sure that by depicting
their appearances, by depicting their homes, by depict-
ing their jobs, their workplaces, I'm already telling a
lot about that place. Putting a lot of that place on my
canvas. So in a way, in this world, there are no foreign
places to me.
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Liu Xiaodong, The Roar, 2021. Oil on canvas, 98 3/8 x 118 1/8 in. © Liu Xiaodong.

Liu Xiaodong, Black Cows, 2022. Acrylic on paper.101/4 x141/8 in. © Liu

Courtesy Lisson Gallery.

Xiaodong. Courtesy Lisson Gallery.

RAIL  Just to clarify when you say you spend not
just a few days but you go and stay in the place, are
we talking about a stay of a few months, or a year?
How long do you spend being on site for one of these
projects?
L.X. It’s usually one to two months.

RAIL  And then the amount of time spent after-
ward in the studio to complete the project would take
about how long typically?

L.X. This is very, very hard to say because every
project is different. So for the Shaanbei project, I spent
four years working onit. It can very well be that I spend
one, two months in a place and then I go back to my
studio in Beijing, and I keep on working for another
half year, one year. But in the past, I have also com-
pleted the whole project on site. So that happens. That
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happened in London; it really depends on the condition
of the place.

RAIL  Speaking of Shaanbei, which is the subject
of the upcoming exhibition—1Id just like to hear
more about that. I have to admit it’s a place name
that hadn’t been familiar to me before. It’s not some-
thing I think we’ve heard about much in the United
States. SoIlooked it up. Iunderstand that it’s a kind
of quite important place in the history of the Chinese
Communist Party and also has a lot of folk art and
folk music that’s very particular to it. Tell me more
about the origins of this project and your interest in
working there.

L.X. There are actually a few different elements
that went into my decision to take on the “Shaanbei”
project. One of the main reasons is that, as you probably
know, Shaanbei, as the cradle of the Chinese Communist
Party, was the place where literary and artistic policies

were set, were established early on. So it’s a very sym-
bolic place for Chinese art. Another reason that is prob-
ably very much related to this is that my own teachers,
my own professors, were actually in Shaanbei back in
the day, so they very much come from that region. And
this is something that I had never thought about. Only
more recently did I start to think again about what I
actually learned from them—what I learned from the
Western arts and what I learned from my teachers at the
Academy. A more personal reason is that I had visited
Shaanbei when I was a student at the Academy. When
I was a boy, when I was a school age boy, I spent time
there, Imet people there, and this is a place where Iwent
when I was nobody. So I have a lot of personal feelings
involved in this project. I felt that Iwas kind of obligated
to go back and to more earnestly, more seriously, think
about these questions, think about these issues. So as
you can see, there are several elements that made me
decide to take on this project.

RAIL  And so did you find something there that
was different from what you expected or what you
remembered from your early visits? Was there some-
thing that surprised you that came out of the adven-
ture of returning to the spot?

L.X. The thing that I noticed immediately and that
1 was most surprised of is the level of the urbanization
process, the way that the tall and modern buildings have
made their way into the valleys, and even the very iconic
Yan’an Pagoda—which became actually a symbol of the
Chinese Communist Party and of the revolution—is
now actually kind of dwarfed by taller buildings not so
far away. I didn’t think that that could be possible, you
know, in an ideal socialist society. That was very much
asurprise to me.

RAIL  Very interesting. I don’t want to keep you,
I know it’s very late where you are, but I have one
last question. I know that you lived in New York as
ayoung man, and I know that you were also here for
quite some time, at the beginning of the COVID pan-
demic when your flight home was canceled and you
had to stay on. Perhaps you’ve spent more time here
as well at other times, I don’t know. But I think that
you know New York well, and maybe you know it bet-
ter than we know you. Is there anything that you feel
we New Yorkers should understand about seeing your
exhibition and your work in general that we might not
immediately have thought of or been aware of ?

L.X. I have one very, very ambitious wish for this
show in New York. And it would be that after seeing
the exhibition, the audience might be able to see things
from my own perspective—to adopt my perspective
when looking at things. I am very much aware that this
is avery difficult thing to do. So I would content myself
to provide viewers in New York with a little diversity.
To let them see something that they very possibly have
never seen.

Barry Schwabsky is an art critic for The Nation and an Editor-at-
Large for the Brooklyn Rail.
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The Work of Pioneering Chinese
Realist Painter Liu Xiaodong Comes to
UCCA Beljing

Epochal changes are sometimes deciphered best through art. As we
are starting another year of global uncertainties, art can provide a
place of peace, and for some artists, it also serves as a site of
remembrance - of what is important and who is important in their

lives.

Liu Xiaodong's recently opened exhibition at the UCCA Beijing
titled Your Friends is one such example. Forced to move back home
due to global pandemic, Liu decided to shift his artistic gaze to his
immediate surroundings and capture, in oil, the significant persons in

his life, including family and friends, and everyday events.






The second section, Lands Revisited, shows watercolor works
completed by artists while he was staying in New York during the
pandemic. Square Watercolor series shows his family and friends
while Heitukeng Brother series centers around still life and character
studies. Land Revisited marks a turning point in Liu's practice when

he turned to the most important individuals in his life.

Paintings of Familial Intimacy

The third section bears the same title as the whole show - Your
Friends. It comprises the newest paintings Liu completed upon
returning to China. Being stranded in New York during 2020 and
separated from his friends and family members, Liu began to reflect
on the nature of human connections and pushed his creative energy
towards the individuals in his life. Among the represented individuals
are renowned writer Ah Cheng, leading directors in China's "Sixth
Generation" cinema Wang Xiaoshuai and Zhang Yuan, as well as the

family members—Liu's mother, brother, and wife Yu Hong.

In all, the exhibition showcases over 120 paintings by Liu, including
his sketches, diaries, and a new documentary film by Yang Bo.

Although focused on Liu's immediate surroundings, the show also



examines the social changes and development in the last decade
both locally and around the world. The lives presented on paintings
are caught in the tides of changing times and captured in a new

mode of realism developed by Liu.
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Liu Xiaodong. Boundary River. 2019. Oil on canvas. 250 x 300 cm. © Liu Xiaodong. Image courtesy of Liu Xiaodong Studio and Lisson Gallery

POLITICAL CURRENTS

From the Land Art pioneers of the last century to Middle Eastern artists grappling
with the very particular circumstances of their region, water sources and their conduits
provide inspiration and creative impetus. Urgent contemporary issues such as climate

change further reinforce their criticality and bring an increasingly political dimension.
Words by Gareth Harris
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Lamia Joreige. After the River. 2016. Installation view at St George's Hall, Liverpool Biennial 2018. Photography by Mark McNulty.

Image courtesy of Liverpool Biennial

The Lebanese artist Lamia Joreige is adamant that her 2016
three-channel video installation After the Riveris a political work.
The piece scans the eastern neighbourhood of Beirut called Jisr
El Wati, taking the viewer along the desolate concrete bed of
the Beirut River. Glimpses of activity are seen on the bankside,
such as construction workers busy erecting shiny new high-
rises. The changing face of the Lebanese capital is presented
through the prism of the central waterway, mirroring the city's
experiences and transformation and showing how rivers can
be a conduit for ideas in contemporary art. The film is open
to multiple interpretations, such as the issue of encroaching
gentrification or how a waterway demarcates boundaries across
metropolitan areas, providing a natural divide that separates
socio-economic pockets and different populations. “I think that
art is political territory,” Joreige stresses.

"The river, a dry dumping ground most of the year, acts as

’

a suspended space,” she explains. “[It allows] me to explore
notions of borders and landscape and to reflect on the
diverse migrant population that has historically settled along
its banks since 1915, as well as the current gentrification of
some of these areas.” Five years on, Joreige maintains that
the work is as resonant as ever. “The gentrification process
has continued, and the various imagined projects on what
the river could become and its potential development, were
[mainly] theoretical or speculative, so not much has changed.
| guess that now, with the financial and economic crisis, the
constructions and development around it have stopped, but
the content and reflection are still relevant.”

Perceptions of rivers as boundaries, divisive features in need
of being overcome, underpinned the multi-site, long-term
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Suzan Shutan. Vertically Challenged. 2015. Painter's tape, pompoms, stainless steel.
Image courtesy of the artist
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Suzan Shutan. 4000 Plus (Nebraska ground water well). 2016. Painter’s tape, pompoms.

Installation view at KANEKO Center, Nebraska. Image courtesy of the artist

project The River Has Two Banks (2012-17). "The politics of
segregation has greatly hindered a collective understanding
of shared realities and common histories across the east and
west banks of the River Jordan,” said the organisers, who
included the Amman-based curator Toleen Touq. The river
represented “the disconnect caused by the segregation of
the occupation, and the frayed relationship that we tried to
address,” explained Touq. Events such as exhibitions and
film screenings would reveal “shared realities and common
histories across the east and west banks”, bringing together
artists from Palestine and Jordan. These included the Travelling
Artist Open Call initiative, through which Palestinian “artists,
writers and thinkers” who happened to be passing through
Jordan were invited to spend more time locally and present
their work through artist talks in Amman’s Makan Art Space.

Expectations were high. “In contrast to the ongoing flow
of Palestinians entering Jordan, Jordanians are rarely able
to visit Palestine. For them, Palestine thus exists mostly as
a political or emotional metaphor. The River Has Two Banks
aims to look behind the curtain and confront the stereotypes
each group has about the other,” wrote Alia Rayyan in the
journal Jadaliyya. Did the project forge connections between
Jordanian and Palestinian artists? Touq believes so. “In the
curated programme we tried to create connections between
the different environmental, historical, social and political
issues that intersect between the two places towards a shared
reality,” she said. The river was, in a sense, a springboard for
collaboration rather than a city limit.

The politics of rivers is also keenly reflected in Ala Younis's
ongoing project High Dam, inspired by the Aswan High
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Installation view of The River Has Two Banks
at the Asian Art Biennial in Taiwan. 2017.
Image courtesy of Toleen Touq

Dam that wass constructed across the Nile in the 1960s. The
dam, an engineering triumph that generated electric power
and reclaimed desert land for cultivation, was at the heart of
President Gamal Abdel Nasser's modernisation agenda. As
Younis explains, the mega-project was part of the propaganda
apparatus of Egypt and the Soviet Union that controlled how
the dam was depicted in film and literature. The Egyptian
filmmaker Youssef Chahine, for instance, made two films
about the project (the first version in 1968 was followed by
a state-approved edit in 1970). “Comparing the two creative
works on the High Dam offers an insight into the processes
that governed the politics of the era, and the tricks Chahine
resorted to when his work did not fit the producers’ vision,”
Younis says.

Reflecting urgent contemporary issues such as climate
change and control over water supplies is a major priority for
some artists. Connecticut-based Suzan Shutan makes works
from multi-coloured pompoms to represent toxins found in
water sources, such as pesticides. How audiences reacted to
the piece 4000 Plus (Nebraska ground water wells) shown in
the 2016 Water exhibition at the KANEKO art centre in Omaha,
Nebraska, is significant. “People first tried to locate where

’

they lived on the maps,” explains Shutan. “Once they took a
closer look at the map key, they learned that the coded pom-
pom colours represent actual chemicals in their drinking water.
| also provided information on the effects of the chemicals
upon the human body. This empowered the community to
take action, to clean up root causes,” she said. Meanwhile,
Omaha-based artist Susan Knight's work Notation of Change
(2007) examines the evolving ecosystem in the Great Lakes of
North America which is driven, she says, by “stressors” such as
invasive species and toxic run-off.

Such art, with its ecological basis, has its roots to a degree
in the Land Art tradition of the 1960s. In an interview in 1968,
Dennis Oppenheim succinctly outlined the motivation behind
the Land Art school, known for its large-scale site-specific
interventions beyond traditional museum spaces. “It wanted
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Ala Younis. High Dam. Modern Pyramid. 2021. Installation view at VI PER, Prague. Photography by Peter Fabo.

Image courtesy of VI PER and the artist

to be considered an attempt to contrast relational, traditional
forms of object making with a kind of real time dynamic in which
the sculptural activity could be considered an activation of real
time and real place,” he said. Ben Tufnell, author of the book In
Land: Writings Around Land Art and Its Legacies (2019), says that
some early Land Artists — such as Nancy Holt — had concerns
similar to those of artists today, particularly regarding ecology.

Some artists and organisations have adopted an increasingly
activist stance over the world's dwindling water resources.
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Since 2015, the Cyprus-based arts organisation Activate has
produced a range of projects and initiatives that have focused
primarily on the increasing environmental challenges faced by
the countries of the MENA region, including the decreasing
availability of fresh water and declining food productivity,
says its director Melina Nicolaides. Activate will participate
in the Water in the MENA Region: Preparing for a Changing
World conference due to take place next year at the University
of Bahrain. The organisation is not only assisting in the

organisation of the scientific conference, but also developing
with the university “The Year of Water” Programme in order for
the initiative to have a much wider impact, adds Nicolaides.
Some artists prefer to let their audience unpick the role
of rivers and waterways in their works. The Chinese artist Liu
Xiaodong created the Borders series of paintings in 2019 along
the US-Mexico frontier, after interviewing locals and visiting
migrant shelters during two excursions to the region. Boundary
River (2019) shows a family fishing and relaxing in the river on

Ala Younis. High Dam. 2019. Installation view at Tabakalera, San Sebastian. Image courtesy of Madrassa Collective, Tabakalera and the artist

the Mexican side of the border; a police car nestled on the
river bank is a reminder nonetheless of the constant tension
along the perimeter in the time of Trump. Asked if the series
were political, a spokeswoman for Lisson Gallery in London,
which represents Liu, replied: “He doesn’t have a comment
personally. He is happy for you to write about his work from a
political angle but prefers not to be specific about it himself,”
wisely inviting viewers to give their own interpretation of this
loaded riverside tableau.
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At a specific time and place

During the height of the immigration crisis, Chinese artist Liu Xiaodong visits Texas
border cities to paint portraits of local residents for an exhibition at Dallas Contemporary.

BY DANIELLE AVRAM



Liv Xiaodong, At the Casa del Migrante in Judrez, 2019,
oil on canvas, 118.12 x 197 in. Courtesy of the artist and
Massimo De Carlo, Milan/London/Hong Kong.



t sounds like the setup to a bad joke: A Chinese artist travels

to the Texas-Mexico border amidst the current immigration

crisis to paint portraits of local residents. However, it’s not

a joke, but the story of Beijing-based Liu Xiaodong and
the works he created for his solo exhibition, Borders, at the Dallas
Contemporary.

Hailing from a small industrial town in northeastern China’s
Liaoning province, Liu attended high school in Beijing before
studying painting at the Central Academy of Fine Arts, where he
has been a professor since 1994. He is associated with the “New
Generation” of contemporary Chinese Realism: artists who came of
age in the 1980s and ’90s, at a time when Chinese art was caught
between Socialist Realism, a nationalistic movement dominated
by glorified depictions of traditional communist ideals, and post-
Cultural Revolution contemporary-art influences. Liu was also part
of the throng of peaceful protesters at Tiananmen Square in 1989,
during which hundreds (in some reports thousands) of civilian
protesters were massacred by the Chinese government. The incident
left a lasting impression on the artist, and his career has since
been fixated on capturing everyday people caught in the midst of
potentially fraught situations.

Using a combination of videography, referential sketches,
photographs, and ex plein air painting, Liu explores global problems
such as environmental crises, economic and societal upheaval,
and the treatment of minority populations. Although his works
encompass broad social issues, Liu focuses on his own accounts of
moments at specific times and places; his paintings are empathetic
exercises in capturing slivers of contemporary existence.

Above: Liu Xiaodong. Photograph by Wei Bing. Clockwise from top left: Liu
Xiaodong, Mountains and River, 2019, oil on canvas, 118.12 x 98.5 in. Courtesy
of the artist and Massimo De Carlo, Milan/London/Hong Kong; Liu Xiaodong,
Policemen in the Park, 2019, oil on canvas, 98.5 x 118 in. Courtesy of the artist and
Massimo De Carlo, Milan/London/Hong Kong; Liu Xiaodong, Chatting, 2020, oil on
canvas, 98.50 x 118.12 in.; Liu Xiaodong, A Wall that Can Turn Around, 2019, oil
on canvas, 23.75 x 27.50 in.
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Liv Xiaodong, In Marfa, 2019, oil on canvas, 98.5 x 118 in. Courtesy of the artist and Massimo De Carlo, Milan/London/Hong Kong.

I only paint the world I see. I usually choose to depict
ordinary people’s daily lives. By describing the lives of all
kinds of ordinary people, I shape a multifaceted lifestyle.

That is to say, by looking at a part, we can experience a
kind of overall lifestyle and spirit.”
—Liu Xiaodong
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“I only paint the world I see,” he explains. “I usually choose to
depict ordinary people’s daily lives. By describing the lives of all
kinds of ordinary people, I shape a multifaceted lifestyle. That is to
say, by looking at a part, we can experience a kind of overall lifestyle
and spirit.”

Liu’s subjects have ranged from the jade pickers of Hotan, China
(Hotan Project), to the occupants of two pubs and a café located
mere steps from his London gallery, Lisson Gallery (Half Streef).
One of his most recent projects, the Betlin-based Transgender/Gay,
depicts the lives of transgender woman Sasha Maria von Halbach
and gay Chinese artist Isaac Hong. In 20106, he created arguably his
most famous work: an automated painting machine titled Weight of
Insomnia, which uses a robotic arm to paint images streaming from a
digital video feed of a public location. The resulting works capture
an extended period of time from a single, locked image, showing
the constant regeneration of earthly spaces. People become ghostly
images or diffused into the abyss of highly trafficked pathways, birds
and clouds are speckled across the sky, and buildings shiver with the
movement of the sun.

Borders falls in line with Liu’s more traditional painting
process. The basis for the exhibition began in 2018, when Dallas
Contemporary director Peter Doroshenko was in Beijing, touring
artists’ studios. During that trip he visited the studio of Liu’s wife,
Yu Hong, also an accomplished painter. Yu encouraged Doroshenko
to visit her husband’s studio, where he was instantly struck by the
artist’s imagery and process.

“Liu only had one painting he was working on, but I was
completely engaged,” says Doroshenko. “It was very moving and
able to capture a moment almost like film or photography. I couldn’t
let it go.”

Later that year the two reconvened in New York, where
Doroshenko invited Liu to consider a project in Texas. Given the
prevalence of coverage the US-Mexico border crisis had received all
over the world, Liu opted to visit the Texas region of the border. He
spent nearly five weeks in early 2019 and four in early 2020 driving

along and traversing it from side-to-side, visiting Ciudad Juarez, El
Paso, Eagle Pass, Piedras Negras, Laredo, and Nuevo Laredo.

As do so many people who visit politically charged situations, Liu
discovered that life in the area was both similar to and quite different
from what is depicted by the media. Despite the ubiquity of border
patrol and police officers, there is a casualness to everyday life at the
border, far from the state of emergency espoused by certain political
factions. It’s not uncommon for people to live in one country and
work or attend school in the other, driving or walking across the
border on a daily basis.

While in Eagle Pass Liu befriended the local sheriff and even
attended a barbecue at his home. The resulting painting, Tom, his
Family, and bis Friends, shows the sheriff seated at a table in his
backyard next to a smoking grill, a mix of family, friends, and police
officers—including one on horseback—in the background. Like
many of Liu’s on-site paintings, which take one to two weeks to
complete, the narrative is comprised of multiple sessions in the
same location, with myriad events folded into a single image. The
painting is one of ten included in the exhibition, alongside over
60 drawings and photographs and a short film documenting Liu’s
border travels.

“I’m pretty fast, and I can generally finish one large work in two
weeks. By painting on-site, you can also convey in the painting the
changes over time; for instance, the weather may be different every
day, and this can reflect in every corner of the picture. This way the
painting is filled with fortuity and sense of time.”

While it’s impossible to resist trying to tease apart the painting’s
individual moments, the strength of Liu’s work lies in his ability
to convey an immediate sense of belonging. You cannot help but
be thrust directly into the scene. What may have sounded like the
beginning of a bad joke is instead the realization that it often takes
an outsider to reveal what is going on in your own backyard.

A Chinese artists travels to the Texas-Mexico border to
demonstrate that amidst an international humanitarian crisis,
humanity still exists. P

Liu Xiaodong, Boundary River, 2019, oil on canvas, 98.5 x 118.12 in. Courtesy of the
artist and Massimo De Carlo, Milan/London/Hong Kong.

Liu Xiaodong, Boundary River, 2019, oil on canvas, 98.5 x 118.12 in. Courtesy of the
artist and Massimo De Carlo, Milan/London/Hong Kong.
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L ike most activities, traditional ways of collecting art were upended this
year by COVID-19. Galleries in nearly every city with a thriving
contemporary art scene shut down for months; fairs and auctions became
almost exclusively virtual affairs; and, suddenly, once-secondary channels
like online viewing rooms and Instagram became the primary means for
artists, dealers, and collectors to connect. Amid the financial rollercoaster
caused by the pandemic and other sociopolitical crises in 2020, many
collectors remained equally or even more active and engaged than in years

past.

We reached out to collectors around the world to get a sense of how their
collecting practices changed in 2020; the artists, galleries, organizations, and
institutions they supported; and who they have their eyes on going into
2021.






The piece that resonated with me is entitled Coming across a scene like this
one cannot but think of Manets Le Déjeuner sur I'herbe, 2020.06.12, a
watercolor on paper. Liu depicted a beautiful picnic scene in a New York
Manet’s painting focused on a female nude staring plainly and directly onto
the viewer and in the company of two dressed men, Liu’s scene feels like a
contemporary response to the Manet painting. It embraces men of different
races, sitting together, their sexuality ambiguous and unknown, yet their
togetherness and closeness reflects the unity and freedom so pronounced
and apparent in a city like New York. Another thing that stood out for me
was the scale, or rather how special it is to own a work by Liu that isnt large
and life-size (as his works tend to be). As he was unprepared for art material
when he was forced to be in quarantine in New York, he resorted to small
works on paper and watercolor, which was all he could find at that time.
This is an unexpected departure for Liu, but it also gave him a freedom to
document in real time, hence creating a series that is deeply contemplative

and meaningful.



Would you say you've been more or less active as a collector in 2020 than

in years past?

There hasn’t been a huge change or shift in my collecting this year. The main
difference for me has been how I see art, and the amount of time I actually
spent and continue to spend looking at art. Admittedly we all seem to have
more time to view and engage with art this year. I am now more engaged
with artists and taking part in many artists’ talks and studio visits on
webinars globally. I am also “participating” in a lot more art fairs, as in
attending them virtually. In the past I had to painstakingly pick the fairs I
could attend, due to the constraints of my travel schedules. This year, I have
been a virtual attendee in an unprecedented number of art fairs! It has been

most gratifying.
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ELEPHANT

These Break-Out Art Stars
Need to be on Your Radar

From a photographer capturing childhood forts to a
sculptor whose giant textile renditions of pizza slices
and burgers look good enough to eat, our editors
select the artists to watch.
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