Artificial Water

By Rose Lejeune

A fleeting human shadow black against a paved road; an
anonymous hotel corridor furnished with cigarette bin and
fire extinguisher; a dirty cloth left to dry on top of a water
dispenser; crows resting on a rock amongst trees; ballooning

rubbish bags dumped on the side of the road.

These paintings are vignettes of quotidian occurrences:
everyday materials and commonplace moments bathed in
harsh pools of artificial light or under the squinting stare

of an unseen sun. The scenes captured in the paintings of

Liu Weijian have a queasy familiarity to them. In a series of
eleven new paintings, each individual work is offered to us as
a single quotation, a single frozen moment. Here are the kind
of objects we don’t notice; the chance encounters we choose
not to notice; the daily characters in our lives we have walked
past a thousand times without acknowledging. As viewers we
encounter a collection of fragments and broken pieces that

depict the familiar rendered still, strange and silent.

Through the series we encounter the detritus of urban life
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as still life studies. Materials, domestic and service objects,
throwaway and plastic commodities are presented alongside
the remnants of the natural world - both real and simulated

- are snapshots of a convenient yet wasteful way of life. In
Hotel is a composition of cigarette bin, fire extinguisher and
fire extinguisher box, three ubiquitous objects, pushed up
against a wall. Each had an original function, yet discarded
against its backdrop appears adrift in space. Without anchor,
each object floats. Liu has rendered them as props, emptied
of their weight and purpose. Likewise, Trash Bag depicts the
most everyday of urban objects - two black bin bags, fat with
rubbish, left by the road-side. Here, the green of the grass is
abruptly cut into by the matt grey of the concrete curb, the
slick ebony shine of the bags insinuates itself between the
two, blackening the grass with its shadow. Subtly, Liu portrays

these materials as violent interruptions in the landscape.

Elsewhere, in Artificial Water a glimpse of grass can be seen
through the window of a room otherwise dominated by a
large plastic water container. The work’s title, Artificial Water,
emphasises the point: we have reached a moment when even
that most basic of resources, water, can be manipulated,

packaged and commodified.

Observing the effects of consumerism, Liu’s eye roves back

and forth between the past and the future - the old world and

the new. Three more works Hometown - Chair and Mineral
Water, Footbath Water and There are red flags here, too, hone
in again on water as a powerful symbol. In, There are red flags
here, too, a brown rusting jetty juts out into a mountain lake,
its weight bearing in on the image, obscuring and interrupting
the view. An unmanned fishing boat forlornly sits in dock.
Depicted as useless and seemingly tethered to the obstructing
jetty, its back is turned away from the open water. Footbath
Water is an elegant image of a water-filled ceramic bowl,
captured apparently, moments after a washing ritual, small

puddles of water around its edge.

Together the works develop into a demarcation of the

There are red flags here, too (detail)
2012 (p. 26-27)

inexorable circumscription of nature, the lightening

fast erosion of tradition and its replacement by its own
simulacrum. The mechanistic march towards an automated
form of life, divorced from human hand or organic process,
seems complete. This old world is cut through with roads, with
jetties, with steel and concrete. It is replicated, faked and fed

back as novelty.

Worse, through the series we see Liu’s world as one in which
the human figure plays little or no part. In Pregnant Woman
(the only work to directly depict a person) a young woman
lies sleeping on a couch. She is impassive, enveloped by the
red of the couch that surrounds her. If she is pregnant, the
rug which covers her stomach hides this fact from the viewer.
Asleep, and angular, dwarfed by her surroundings, she has no

agency, no sense of expectation; she is in the scene but not

vital within it. Metaphorically, she appears to have no sense
of expectation of a productive or meaningful future - she is

pregnant but at the same time not.

In The Two of Us Liu has removed the protagonists even further
from the ability to influence their world; they appear as
shadows; hazy, wavy, mutable impressions against the sharp,
regular lines of cool paving stones. Whereas, in Trash Bag,

the inanimate plastic of the bin bag holds the pictorial frame,
poised and full, the human figures appear reduced, alienated

and redundant.

The works have a deliberate flatness that again serves to blur
any differentiation between the natural and manmade, raw
materials and their product. In Trash Bag, for example, the
grass, the plastic bags, the concrete roadside are rendered in
the same manner - only shape and colour serve to distinguish
between forms. Likewise The weather has gotten chilly,
depicts a solitary tent in a mountain scene. The bright orange
dome of the tent hovers, alien, bulbous and intrusive, over
flat green surface of grass and yet neither appears more

or less natural, more or less real, more or less artificial.

An ambiguous, jagged line cuts through the scene on the
canvas - it could be a small river but it looks more likely to

be a concrete path - nothing is pure nature. Camping, that

leisure activity that lets us get back to nature, is, for Liu, a

Pregnant Woman (detail)
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contradiction in terms; only necessary precisely because of our

alienation from the natural world.

Materials and colour move across canvases so that the
carmine red of the flag in There are red flags here, too is
echoed by that of the fire extinguisher in In Hotel, and the
bright softness of the sofa on which Pregnant Woman sleeps
and the aluminum blue of Steel Plate matches the water
container of Artificial Water. This limited palette serves to
create a resonance across the series - a visual continuity and
uniformity that further accentuates a mutability or lack of
distinction between the natural and artificial worlds; water
and steel; fabric and metal rendered similar - Liu’s world is one

in which the eye can no longer discriminate between the two.

We are told that every summer Liu Weijian spends nearly
two months simply walking - though the streets of a random
city, or down a new highway. Transposed through time and
space, he is Baudelaire’s gentleman stroller of the city streets
of Paris, a contemporary flaneur, a detached observer who
understands, participates in and portrays the city. He never

chooses what to see, instead he allows icons and detritus to

make themselves apparent as he walks almost unconsciously
through his chosen terrain. As he opens his eyes to the scenes
around him as they occur, Liu is simply bent on experiencing
something real and capturing and collecting evidence on the
contemporary human condition with his camera, saving it for

later reflection.

Thus, each image is offered as a highlighter of the
unexceptional; evidence of that which is hidden in plain

sight - an objective recording of the fact of the moment. The
now, the object in its relation to its context - at once arbitrary
and fixed - is presented to the viewer for analysis. However,
where Baudelaire’s walker was excited by his contemporary
landscape, in love with the modern, entirely present, Liu’s
images build up to create a picture of melancholy and

nostalgia for a past age and an apprehension towards the future.

Liu Weijian's photographic eye is incisive, impeccable in
picking out the synecdochical - the specific for the general

- so that together his observations of the unremarkable

and familiar sights of every day build up to an unnerving
composition of contemporary experience. Liu offers us no
specific narrative, but this is not at the price of a story. Rather,

the series reveals what the camouflage of progress hides.

As our guide through the landscape, Liu offers us a quiet
provocation; to recognise the reality of that landscape. Where
each individual image has its own internal muted beauty it is
Liu’s cinematographer’s focus on the relations between the
individual shots and groups of shots that make up his series
that allows tension to develop and which together expose the

viewer to Liu Weijian’s sharp critical eye.

A painterly mosaic of urban life composed of short
brushstrokes, awkward angles and undefined shapes

- Liu Weijan’s works move back and forth between an
impressionistic abstraction and their photographic source.
Shadow, shape, line and colour rather than a photographic
realism define materials against one another and become
qualitative measures both of the original object and the
painting itself. Interrogating an object’s materiality in his
painting, Liu simultaneously interrogates that object’s
position, presence and place in the world. Through this
approach he is able to propose that there is no useful
distinction to be made between the thing and the way it is
represented - the object, the photograph of the object, the
painting of the photograph - the natural, the man-made,
the simulacrum, the concrete and the abstract have become

one and the same. This pragmatic and intuitive approach to

the painting’s relationship to its photographic source and

the relationship of representation itself to the contemporary
world seduces and disarms as it serves to remind us that marks
of the brush can often make a subject more real to us rather

than less.

Liu’s subject matter is steel; rock; fabric; human; grass;
metal; mineral; plastic; animal; shadow; water: together they
merge and build to create a silently screaming necropolis of

contemporary life.
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