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Liu Wei, “Trilogy”, exhibition view at Minsheng Art Museum, 2011
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Then there is “Power” (2010-2011), a collection of old and gray
CRT television sets in plastic housings of various colors arranged
in stacks at the center of the final room of “Trilogy.” Each television
turns on and off in turn—seemingly at random although the
electronic circuitry at work is never made available to the
viewer—so as to produce sets of horizontal bright lines across
the bleak surface of the monitor, letting off also a satisfying if
slightly nerve-wracking crack of the sort that might accompany
a surge of static electricity. This makes it a highly tangible piece
of spatial engineering, and the entire room is set up so as to
feel something like a revelation at the end of the exhibition: if
the reader was, at any point, not convinced that the paintings
are somehow manual screens opening into a video realm of
signal and noise, this fact is now painfully obvious, almost to the
point of belligerence. But there is a certain slippage that occurs
between video painting, which might be read as a reference to the
experimental histories of screen-based new media practice, and
this use of a physical video apparatus used in amode thatis explicitly
alien to the histories of media art (that is to say, as a component of
junk sculpture without any reference to medium whatsoever), and
this is a tension that should probably be preserved. Returning to
the project of archaeology, it must be noted that this installation
first appeared in another form in a massive warehouse-style space
in Caochangdi on the edges of Beijing, a site in which it seemed to
owe more to the electronic flea markets throughout the surrounding
urban villages—and a sympathetic anthropology thereof—than
the art historical and technical references that emerge in this crisp
iteration for Shanghai.

It would be difficult to overestimate the influence of that particular
Caochangdi space over the later development of Liu Wei’s
installation practice, particularly in terms of the body of work
that surrounded “The Outcast” (2007), a massive glass building
constructed of reclaimed wooden windows and doors, many of
them painted the pale green that signifies institutional architectures
from the Chinese context like schools and hospitals, and containing
broken furniture and dead trees besieged by a dust storm whipped
up by industrial-strength electric fans. Functioning as an extension
of the artist’s studio in some way, this particular exhibition managed
to absorb the outside world and recreate it in microcosm within the
territory of art, albeit within an immediate environment that could
only generously be described as a white cube; the brute nastiness
of the dusty and decaying stretch between gallery and studio very
much became the content of the work, and this thematic has since
termpered the exuberance of color and form in Liu Wei's more
graphic-oriented work. Moreover, a number of formal concerns
that first appeared in that project are echoed again within the more
finished environments of “Trilogy.” There is, of course, the question
of scale: “The Outcast” is probably the largest piece the artist has
completed in physical terms, and he certainly revels in the power
dynamics that emerge when viewers of an exhibition can only look
upwards and, to some degree, cower in terror to take in the full
vision of his work. This is present particularly in “Golden Section”
(2011), a portion of which consists of shipping crates that form
pillars and walls in the lobby of this latest exhibition—signaling
directly and immediately that scale works only in one direction.
In a more nuanced way, “The Outcast" also pioneered the use
of a certain set of observer relations, offering a spectacular site
of destruction within a (leaking) glass pavilion. This measure of
distance - which wavers between critical and alienating —has
naver disappearad for LiuWei, especially in the institutional setting.
No matter how we are instructed to "Open the door," as the wall
taxt in the Minsheng galleries notably commands, the body Is never
allowad to corne into contact with the forces that threaten it.
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i the first objects the viewer encounters in the Minsheng

a series of towers and other architectural structures
space istOks no doubt first carved and then perhaps pulped
made Off rcon:s,istency. Comparisons with "Love It, Bite It" (2007)
together oarchnectural works in oxhide are inevitable, but here it
and cth?‘ff rences in material practice that are instructive: rather
Byas fin in the organic and highly tactile mode of dog chew
e wor:,chgmemselves present an allegorical possibility that
toys. w‘nto dangerously spectacular territory, the transition to
ve-rge;lackaﬂd'white text on paper seems to continue the video
usmtgetics visible in the paintings presentin this exhibition. Like the
aelsviSIon sets in “Power," the media capacity of these books as
:ﬁfzrmaﬁon carriers is destrqyed along with any possible reference
to their content and transmassnoq capabilities, but still there is an
insistence on this media aesthetlcg. These latest towers are also
significantly more rectilinear, replacing in some way the oppressive
vertical lines of “Purple Air” even as they are abandoned on the
picture plane; the potential of organic growth, always present in
pieces like “Love It, Bite It,” has been abandoned in favor of the
critical right angle. The piece may draw its interest in waves of
deconstruction and reconstruction from the oxhide works, but the
aesthetic is borrowed more precisely from the “Porcelain” series
(2006-2007): formal repetition, strict symmetry, and the superficial
reference to technological forms despite the lowliest of materials.
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A central aspect of “Trilogy" and one of the major talking points
at the 2010 Shanghai Biennale (and even prior to that, in its first
incarnation at Long March Space), “Merely a Mistake” (2010-
2011) might also be one of the most exciting works on view
here from a critical perspective simply because it offers so much
pseudo-archaeological material ripe for exploitation. It consists,
in its final appearance, of layer upon layer of salvaged wooden
1es and cuttings, many again appearing in the institutional
jreen of “The Outcast” but also now with blue, yellow, and
black; these structures come together with visible bolts
and other pieces of hardware to form architectural towers, halls,
and more abstract forms, recalling everything from a cathedral to
a playground. In terms of material and working process the debt
to the works described above is obvious, but there is a slightly
more theoretically inflected bent that may prove productive for
this particular set of pieces, For the series known as “As Long
as | See It” (2006) but also including a range of other smaller
ieces individually titled “Cigarettes and Ashtray” (2008), “Brick”
and so on, Liu Wei shot Polaroid instant photographs of
everything from particular objects to full landscapes. Then he cut
rough the actual objects according to how they were positioned
in the frame of the photograph: where trees were cut off at
the top of the image, he hacked them down to size; where a brick
ed across a composition, he sliced it accordingly; where a
table and sofa spanned the width of the picture, he created a
new form of physical perspective. This is, of course, a bold claim
of the power of vision and reception over the external world, but
I'am primarily interested in how this way of working has influenced
the artist through later projects. In “Red Disturbs Green” (2009),
which consists of a number of horizontal neon lights transecting a
green bush on a concrete frame, all cut into an absurdly rectilinear
form, we find a highly poetic visual quotation of “As Long as | See
It No. 1" (2006), the piece that cut a series of trees on a concrete
block. “Golden Section” (2011), a set of angular black blocks that
come together appropriately from only one certain perspective
in the room, similarly develops this notion of ideal perspective,
perhaps also drawing on the observation dynamics of “The
Outcast.” And while there is certainly a bit of Gordon Matta-Clark
to “Merely a Mistake,” Liu Wei's cuttings function in a much more
visual way—transposing the failed realities of perception onto
space rather than allowing ideal forms to come into being.
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This lnst aspec! has become something of o marker for Liu
Wal, allowing him 1o traffic in questions of technology and
wanstormation withou! sver having to leave the dscourie of
conemporary 8 proper. We find this mods of thinking again m
“Antimaties” (2006), the series for which the arfis tackied cartan
domestic apphances and consurner slactronkcs by tearmg ol Tha
innards and creating cyberpunk obgects that meght reasonably
i rmiried from Tha world ol this *Purphi As™ paintings —again,
howewer, owing momns to the secondhand slectronics markets of
sarmi-rural Bemrng thisn 1o any particular imaginatsh of the futura
In tgems of technéque, howewes, what Liu Wei gathared from thes
slage of s practice was essemblage —an pspect of his work that
miry have gohe missing with “Triksgy.™ Thee, “Mersly a Mistake™
nods to the useof salvaged furniure and its sculphural rernewal, bot
tha rmeasy logic of assambdage, which rightiully berths & ress and
unilary if divisible object throwgh the sccumulation of constitusmt
componants, falls 10 materialize. This & bath the strongest and
mos! dangerous moment of this axhibition, parcularty in s
institutional environment: this body of work is sssthetically
conschdated, but, withowt an air-of expedmentation, i B uncies:r
wita! tha arest might actually do next. The expenment provides
an ateral Gpen door, & way out of tailed projects and into new
torrilones, Here wa find no obvious ialures — bul nor do we see B0
indication of evolution beyond the present shuation.

Crenl archasolgy attempts to locate our distocated present
i the malerial past. reading vertically through the assthetics of
a mass of history that can only be produced horizontally, | would
ks 10 propoese an sarchasology of the son | have deployed in my
readeng of Liu Wed's “Trilogy " &35 a poterhal working method for the
artiat; it i, afier all, an approach (o temporaity that | s gatheed
from his ideas of experimentetion, and it seems o offer & cohenesnt
stylistic narrative able to subesums both the lEDorEiDey process that
charactanzes his studo and the finkshad objects and amangements
that so camsfully lay owt hes angumients for the audience. | recall
an interview with the artist at his studio in earty 2008, when ha
axpiained for ma his working methods 0 a way that masterfully
surmmarisnd and yod dxposed the very loundations ol hs approach
1o artistic knowiidge: sveryhing, fsm the ixndscapes of “Purpls
Air” to the structures of *The Dubcast,” i drawn from the bried
drive from his home to his studio. Perhaps a 20-minute rids, the
short g presents a cross-sechon of contamporary Baipng, from
i retatihvely Ufacale area of Lido past the art district ot 788 and
im0 the Huanie, a testing track for radway locomotiees that has
been colonized by studio communities. L Wei drows 3 sangls
hofizontal Bhe scroas the map, and out of thes ememe an entis
plans of wertical developments, growing outwarnd and imo the
taritory of monption of his audience. By reading histony 22 an angis
parpandicular to its production we are able 1o draw raratives,
hﬂmlﬂﬂ!‘wummﬂum+m
somathing transsent, a hmﬂlﬂmw
dsappear as soon as the harizontality of chronalogy is aliowsd to
accumulute a further stage of cultural procduction.
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