


INTRODUCTION

Eight years after graduating from the department of mural painting, Central Academy of Fine Arts,
Liu Xiaohui eventually returned to the Academy in 2010 and has been teaching there ever since,
whilst focusing on developing his painting practise. Although he has experimented extensively
with other mediums and genres, he detours back to the language of painting, using it as his own,
exploring its nature, being immersed in this unique language, expressing himself and reflecting
upon the zeitgeist. For Liu, the organic fusion of painting and life has become a part of his daily
life, and the numerous trivial, insignificant, ‘uneventful’ events inspire and nurture his art. Liu’s
painting expresses a dissolution of painting itself, crossings and overlapping of art and life, and
representations of real, lived experiences. The extremely natural, almost opaque colours used
intentionally so as to not stir emotions depict ‘mundane’ scenes, and arrive at basic elements and
the radical nature of painting.

Liu Xiaohui’s early works are largely narrative, capturing numerous details from the everyday life.
The scenes are mostly developed directly from the immediate surroundings of the artist and his
experiences with it: the mechanical, repeated, dull life is astutely transposed onto the canvas.
Formally reminding one of comic strips and storyboards, the moderately sized early series of
landscapes, still lives and subjects are melancholic in tone, distanced and solitary. The narrative
is fragmentary and alienated; the viewer is therefore propelled to use his or her imagination to
complete the story. ‘One Day of A Model’ (2011) speaks of Liu’s experience as a teacher, conducting
sketch sessions at the Academy; ‘Youyi Hotel* (2011) recalls a trip to Lanzhou, accompanied by
fictional characters; The subjects in ‘Family Life’ (2010) are based upon the artist’'s mother and
mother-in-law. These works deal with the everyday life in its spontaneity, and with the triviality of
visual experiences; by presenting themselves in all their normality, Liu attempts to bridge the gap
between artifice and nature. Remarkable is also the fact that Liu is one among a small number of
artists who still practise plein-air painting today. This has to do with his academic background,
since he acknowledges the significance of such activity in art education; this has to do as well with
a basic idea: artistic creation is each time a lone journey. The outdated, almost abandoned mode
of plein-air painting in ‘Red Scarf’ (2013) and ‘Dunhuang’ (2013) - both created in Western China -
urges Liu toimprovise a mental image on the spot, composing quickly and rationally, fully exploiting
the natural colours, capturing the moment and expressing precisely his own conceptual ideas and
propositions.

Liu Xiaohui’'s recent works, on the other hand, no longer deal with the narratable, and have become
much larger in scale. The images, however, are still traceable, and are lively in every sense of the
word. The 2015 series of subjects turning away from the viewer appear to be depicting characters
from the ‘Family Life’; the dressing mirror series from 2018 finds its point of departure from Liu’s
early work on paper also titled ‘One Day of A Model’ (2007), where there were similar gestures and
poses. In the series of paintings depicting one’s backs, details of space and time are as reduced as
possible; reality is therefore lost, where the different resting and standing poses of the same figure
layer upon one another, losing its subjective meaning and becoming in turn a signifier appropriated
freely by the artist. Repeated smearing and covering are the most prominent features in this period.
The gestures are painterly in essence, yet blended with existentialist elements, and with a painterly
experience of repeatedly approaching the real but never arriving at it. In this sense, the images of
repetition emphasises exactly the tireless, restless painterly act and method, pertaining to a being
thatis metaphysical, more so than the image itself. Embedded in paintings as suchis also the artist’s
passion for labor, simple and mundane as it is; Liu perhaps never has presupposed the creative
nature of painting, but has been treating it more as an everyday labour. It is important, because it
brings about an accumulation of oscillations between positivity and negativity. For the artist, the
quantity reached in such a way is much more reliable and real than any external judgement abruptly
inserted into the realm of painting.

In the Movement series, Liu Xiaohui repeatedly depicts a figure's daily act of dressing and
undressing, emphasising a fleeting moment from reality with bright colours, bold strokes and sharp
geometrical shapes. Presented is effectively a formed, specific action, which captures reality in
transience. Making paintings as such, the artist attempts to get rid of unreliable factors such as
traces of experience, traces of convention and mannerisms, persistently projecting onto the canvas
reliables by constantly working on it, structuring a composition that is simple in appearance, but
complicated and firm in fact. Liu Xiaohui’s art is stunning, not because of its affinity with life, or its
narration of a certain specific reality, but because of its ability to consider the potential and essence
of painting via reality, challenging painting itself with basic painterly means such as chiaroscuro,
colours and lines.

Liu Xiaohui’s recent solo exhibition includes “Détournement” at AO7 798 Art Zone, Beijing, China
in 2020. His works have been widely exhibited in major institutions including Wuhan Art Museum,
Wuhan (2021), Beijing Minsheng Art Museum, Beijing (2020), National Art Museum of China, Beijing
(2015), CAFA Art Museum, Beijing (2013), and Guangdong Museum of Art, Guangzhou (2006). His
works are also held in the collections of K11 Art Foundation, Hong Kong; A4 Art Museum, Chengdu;
and X Museum, Beijing.
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Persona and Parasite
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In Akira Kurosawa'’s classic film Kagemusha, Takeda Shingen, the most powerful among the three
military leaders in the Sengoku period, is killed before he achieves the occupation of Kyoto. To
uphold the army’s morale, his brother decides to keep his death a secret and uses a thief, who bears
an uncanny resemblance to Shingen, as a kagemusha (shadow warrior) to impersonate the dead
general.

Althoughthe kagemushaand Shingen share similar appearances, their temperaments are inevitably
different. In the continuous process of imitation, the kagemusha is influenced by Shingen’s past
thoughts and experiences, and his words and behaviors become more and more like Shingen’s;
he even thinks that he is the warlord himself, “steady as a mountain,” as if the soul of Shingen has
become a parasite in his body. Although the kagemusha can fool the enemies and the public, he
cannot deceive Shingen’s close ministers; however, to maintain the order of the Takeda Empire,
even if they have seen through the disguise of the kagemusha, they still kneel in front of him, obey
his orders, and jointly hide the formidable secret.

In this drama, the resemblance in appearance is not enough; more important is how the substitute
hypnotizes and alienates himself to become the other and how the thoughts and mind of Shingen
convince the public through the intermediary of the substitute. Likewise, what the close ministers
abide by is the feudal ethics of a subordinate in the hierarchy, or what they submit to is the power
represented by the symbol of “Takeda Shingen”. Even the empire and the army seem to be the
parasitic machines of a giant system; without the command of a real general, they can still operate
as before. Evidently, whether they are substitutes, close officials, or ordinary soldiers and civilians,
their lives and actions are attachments and components of the Takeda Empire; Shingen’s will has
long been ingrained in everyone’s mind like a shadow, commanding and running the empire.

What this exhibition attempted to respond to is the paradox in the story above. Initially, the
substitute is the subject trying to imitate the appearance of the object. At a certain point in the
process of integration, the consciousness of the substitute becomes difficult to distinguish, so
the object replaces the substitute. On a larger scale, when a certain ideology is strong enough to
become the collective consciousness, it turns into the subject itself, living and transmitting among
the individuals as a parasite, so that everyone becomes a substitute. Just like at that subtle moment
in the film, even Shingen himself has been impersonated by the “Takeda Shingen” composed of a
specific set of appearances, behaviors, and thoughts.
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By the time we decided we wanted to name this exhibition “Détournement,” we were already clearly
aware of the circumstances in which it would emerge. It is a movement being presented in the form
of an exhibition. This implies that the nature of the exhibition is not retrospective, but a moment-
in-progress. Furthermore, the moment of this movement’s occurrence is the occurrence itself, and
does not encompass any dramatic implications. For this reason, the exhibition will not be cut off
or embellished by any superfluous theme. In other words, there is no “outer appearance” to this
exhibition. We have done everything in our power to remove any potential “outer appearance” that
may emerge in this exhibition. The only things that are really important are a color, a shape, the
force and direction of a line, those actual facts of painting itself.

For Liu Xiaohui, this détournement, or turn, is not an outward-facing stance or metaphor for said
stance, but is aimed at the facts of painting in the here and now, and the conundrums that arise
as he experiences them. These conundrums cannot be resolved through a conceptual shift or
exhibition rhetoric, only through the very act of painting, that direct physical experience. The long
term repetition of themes and depictions of figures, the layered stacking of lines and colors, this
is done not to add something more to the world, but to turn back to the self and effect an opening,
cutting through the surface image into the interiority of painting, tearing open cracks in the smooth
surface of time. As he has done so, the artist has grown increasingly aware that the only fertile soil is
to be found in these fissures. Painting thus appears as an incredibly narrow yet unfathomably deep
field. The “truths” the artist has constantly sought through years of painting are none other than
those countless moments he has painstakingly opened through personal experience, moments
prone to close again at any time.

This exhibition’s hope is to restore these moments. Covered by the picture, they are quite difficult
to discern, so there is no point for the exhibition to add some new pathway for seeing. “Turn” is not
agreat, stirring piece of rhetoric, and likewise, the moment it signifies is perhaps that most ordinary,
mundane momentin Liu Xiaohui’s laborsin the here and now. Butin this progression from this instant
to the next, some change has taken place. It is like the title of this exhibition, “détournement”—if we
are to understand this termin the sense it applied to Guy Debord or Marcel Duchamp, itimplies that
what changes in this “turn” is not the thing itself, but the way we receive it. To use Liu Xiaohui’s own
words, painting at this point becomes a question of simply whether or not you believe it.
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Untitled - Movement of Moving Stones with Sail, Stones and Sea
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Untitled - Movement in Front of Picture No.1
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Untitled - Light and Shadow in a Corridor
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Untitled - Boundaries and Barriers
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Oiloncanvas
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ShanghART Beijing presented Liu Xiaohui’s first solo exhibition “Movements” in the year 2018. Liu
Xiaohui's works had gradually switched from a painting style with a hint of narrative to an exploration
of the ontology of painting which is more reliable and realistic. The distinct order he had once
established were at once challenged.

In the works presented at this exhibition, the movement of dressing or undressing made the overall
compositions destabilized for the first time. Abrupt plants (in other words, the color blocks in green,
yellow and black) “grow” in a paradoxical world where truth and falsehood are hard to distinguish.
They were alienating objects that competed for space on his canvas.

For the artist, the subjects of paintings are not clearly constructed by himself; they are more like
the outcome of the artist’s accumulation of experiences. Before touching on the “truthfulness”, he
continues to confront the struggles and breakthroughs of the individual from the external world,
which also reflect his repetitive query of “truthfulness”. From this perspective, every brushstroke
on canvas becomes a self-imposed mystery.

- Text courtesy of ShanghArt Gallery
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Liu Xiaohui: The Mysetery of Sisyphus
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Curated by He Jing

How faris the distance lying between a series of painting and an exhibition of that series of painting?
For an artist who has devoted himself in the studio thus rarely exhibited, what matters is this: in
order to move the works from the studio to the gallery and make sense,exhibition as a mechanism
has to provide a more concrete and clarifying vehicle for the aleatory vision in the studio. Therefore,
if we resolve the question “how to exhibit”, the answer to the more ontological question of why
should we move the viewing from the studio to the gallery emerges. Liu’s painting, strangely, with its
monotonous repetition, offers extended possibilities of imagination. When the exhibited works are
somehow visually unified, it is more likely that we treat the methodology behind such unification as
the starting point of the exhibition.

Why does the silhouette of the same woman appear in Liu Xiaohui’s oeuvre again and again?
According to the artist, “she” comes from a scene in Yasujiro Ozu’s An Autumn Afternoon. Liu
admits that his capture of this image may just be “unconscious”. As a matter of fact, before delving
into the psychoanalysis of this visual appropriation, we might need to distrust the artist's remark.
Tireless repeating certain image can be understood as being spiritually attached it, but in his work,
Liu paints over, modifies, and betrays the original image - “she” is not “she” anymore. She starts
in Ozu’s lens, but she varies in Liu's work: she walks, she stands, she is faced with the ocean, and
she gazes at the land afar. The repeated silhouette, in its silent variation, becomes an archetype
of Liu’s visual system. Meanwhile, Liu does not extend the image to a sort of vertical script, but
rather, he keeps it at where it starts. She is a borrowed image, flat and empty inside.The artist takes
the silhouette as departure and intends for something else. Liu appropriates the image and takes
it as agency, through which an experience is explored, an experience of perennially approaching
but never reaching “truth”, an obsession, a Sisyphean process. The monotonous repetition of one
image reinforces the unrepeatable acts and methods of painting behind it. It alludes to something
more metaphysical than the image itself. Sisyphus has become a hero in Greek Mythologies
because his endless act of rolling up the boulder symbolizes grief, not desperation. In his battle
with the mountain, the process is much closer to truth, if there is any, than the result. Therefore,
Albert Camus in his essay Le Mythe de Sisyphe pictures a “Happy Sisyphus” who, rather than being
desperate in a fruitless narrative, is satisfied during the process of eternal repetition.

That said, Liu Xiaohui is more interested in the process of repeatedly painting than the repetitive
image itself. Or, we can say that he starts all over again and again just to subvert those “finished”
images. The homogenization of the visual product is only fantasy, in some sense, or camouflage.
Painting over and even covering the same picture is the real game. What repetition eventually leads
to is “erasing” and “cleansing”. Liu negates the kind of symptoms and traces that are decorative,
pretentious, and superfluous, which may come from years of academy training or some “correct”
current visual models. He erases them again and again. According to the artist himself, “the work
does not leave any extra possibilities; it will become less and less, eventually a flat iron.” Here, “less”
does not mean anything quantitive, but something closer to “an experience” proposed by John
Dewey in his Art as Experience. It is an experience as a whole, in which “every successive part
flows freely, without seam and without unfilled blanks, into what ensues.”It is tightly interwoven in
an organizational sense and it prevents any exterior possibilities from invading or intervening.

And when our vision eventually gives up the burden of thinking and inquiring and lays on the canvas,
it is met with frustration, unknownness, and mystification. This is a road which leads forward but
on which we have to step backwards to get there. When the audience steps “back” in front of Liu’s
paintings, some mysterious “lumps” emerge. These lumps then become solidified and frozen,
hanging between strokes, color, and lines, preventing them from interacting with each other and
integrate into one complete, gentle image; what they bring are stagnation and weight. Mysterious
black lines repeatedly touch and leave the repeated image of the woman, with coarse accuracy and
hasty calmness. After all, these lumps form in the picture certain spiritual barrier and high density
cased by perennial laborious experience. As Camus describes it, the most touching moment in
Sisyphus's life is that paused moment when each time after the boulder is finally rolled up to the
mountain top and about to fall down again. In Liu Xiaohui’'s work, those mysterious lumps are both
physical and spiritual. They head towards the end of the image through a painting process that
repeats itself again and again. They put objects’ realness into question and call for the uncertainty
of perception, and meanwhile, they explore spirituality under layers of practical experience. If the
realness of “truth” is actually contained in that mysterious silhouette, the real myth of Sisyphus
is then the unreachable, the moving back and forth between negativity and positivity, the body of
Sisyphus that embraces absurdity, as well as the shadow he casts into reality.

- Text Courtesy of Antenna Space
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The Driving Range
RE 1%
2014
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The Driving Range
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Untitled - Highland Driving Range No.1
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2014 -2016

Oiloncanvas
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Untitled - Highland Driving Range No.2
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2014 -2016

Oiloncanvas
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Untitled - Highland Driving Range No.3
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2014 -2016
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5 panels, 33.5x24.5cmeach
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Installation view

RERS



Untitled - Kitchen
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Housework Practice - Drying Clothes
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Housework Exercising - Cleaning
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Housework Practice - Beating a Carpet
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Untitled - Movement and Landscape
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Untitled - Three Consecutive Movements
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Untitled - Pink Scarf
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“Youyi Hotel’, a set of 10, 20.5 x 25.5cm, acrylic on paperboard, created in April, 2011, at Youyi
Hotel (now demolished, formerly a Soviet style foreign hotel) in Lanzhou, Gansu Provenance. It is
in a continuous relationship with the ‘Dunhuang’ series, which was created in Mogao Grottoes in
Dunhuang. They are painted on site, but the characters are fictional.

+R—4EMY (REEERIED , 20.5 x 25.5 cm, 4BHREIE, 201EMBARER HBE BN RERIE GRERFR, REF
BIUSINEIE) IR (BUE) REEENRF - (FUE) BMERAIFRBERSE - EXMHEREERSE
=, NG

Youyi Hotel
REHERIE
201

Acrylic on paperboard, aset of 10
— 4 RARIRA G
Each20.5x25.5cm
FIRE205x%25.5cm



Youyi Hotel #1 Youyi Hotel #2
REERIE #1 REHERIE #2
2011 2011



Youyi Hotel #3 Youyi Hotel #4
REHERIE #3 REHERIE #4
201 201



Youyi Hotel #5 Youyi Hotel #6
REHERIE #5 REHERIE #6
201 201



Youyi Hotel #7 Youyi Hotel #8
REHERIE #7 REHERIE #8

20M 201



Youyi Hotel #9 Youyi Hotel #10
REHERIE #9 REHERIE #10
201 201
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