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Liu Yangwen's Will to Paint: Dazzling Flowers and Spinning Gazes
By Xia Kejun
(Trans. By Dr. Dimitra)

These are not the supple romantic flowers you used to know, nor Van Gogh’s
flaming flowers. They are pointed and piercing, spinning in the dazzling
light of burning iron. With the materiality of sharp swords and spears, they
also seem immaterial. Caught between gushes of coldness and heat, they are
in a state of constant unfolding and revolving. Liu Yangwen does not paint
flowers, but forges iron or flower-like life forms with cold flames.

These are flowers intended to be seen as non-flowers which still have the
form and the will of flowers. The whole painting reveals an unyielding
will which is at the heart of the mystery of this art. Painting is always an
unconcealment of individual willpower. The will of the flower is but a
projection of the young artist’s willpower. With his focus, his sense of the
paradoxical relation between the hot and the cold, and the tension of shifting
back and forth between the concrete and the abstract, Liu Yangwen gives this
seemingly old subject a fascinating new form.

At first sight, the feel of iron creates the impression of the texture and colours
of engraved prints. But what is the purpose of this effect? This is neither
an anti-oil painting statement nor an imitation of printmaking, but a deeply
engraved will and the expression of a resoluteness against loss. All flowers
eventually wither, but the painting as an engraving engraves itself in memory,
turning lamentation for the loss into remembrance, as the flower becomes a
frozen, indestructible image.

While being a still life, the work creates the impression of sharp movement—
on a glassy background, the leaves suddenly turn into needles or extended
and retracted claws. But sharpness coexists with the softness of a rolling
movement. The artist seems to consciously seek to depict this paradoxical
relation whose strangeness gives these works a sense of the unexpected.
Sharpness inevitably also brings a sense of pain. Achieving the texture of
glass, Liu Yangwen recreates the sensation of decorative flowers on stained
windows. But here the glass window seems broken. The shattered pieces
pierce through the surface and disturb our conventional perception of what
flowers look and feel like.

The complex and self-conscious treatment of the relationship between
foreground and background gives the painting an inherent sense of depth
and movement, as if a mysterious force behind it is shaping the foreground,
leaving the painting in a state of uncertainty and the possibility of unlimited
variation. There is something of Giacometti’s sketches in these works. With
the sculptor's characteristic sense of the carving knife, Liu Yangwen draws
countless lines in different directions—the lines of an object that is never
completed but always in a state of transition. This continuous remodeling
gives objects the vitality of a soul that escapes materiality. Painting is not
meant to perfect its object, but to allow it to be continuously reborn before
our eyes. Similarly, Liu does not just fix his forms. Starting from basic leaf
petals, he moves to a purely abstract construction—a 'body of music' in a
revolving, spinning rhythm.

The artist's imagination enters into free reflection on the 'pictorial'. While the
work remains deformed, the petals become countless shreds which are then
re-organised into abstract pieces and cells. Following the artist’s imagination,
we see needles and leaves transform into dazzling eyes, numerous faces
or mysterious masks, ancient divine patterns, letters, words, or even astral
bodies, streets, buildings, and labyrinths. Between deconstruction and
reconstruction of form, Liu presents his own metamorphology of painting,
which guides and tempts our gaze.

This is a world of endless possibility, folding and turning to produce ever
new worlds. This constantly changing, spinning and dazzling world seems
to allude to ‘the doubling mystery, the door to all wonders’ that the Laozi
speaks of. Entering the secret and playful world of painting, we enter creative
imagination and the mystery of creation itself. It is of course never easy for
critics to verbalize their own aesthetic experience. Perhaps one should just
come to the works and see for themselves: the bright, heavenly eye in these
flowers, the etched brushstrokes, the shaded background, the determination.
Paintings with such depth of perception make us look forward to Liu
Yangwen's work in the years to come.
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«{E & » The Blaze of Flowers
45x60cm 2022
fi % Oil on canvas

7-8-21
120x90cm 2021

?ﬁJ:{LU%\ FE 73 73 Oil and acrylic on canvas
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KR AEEY Reverse Direction Growing
120x90cm 2022
fi By BEwf; Oil and acrylic on canvas

«ERAE Kk Bty  Silver Flower, Blazing Tree
120x90cm 2022
fi Eim#®. FEvef1 Oil and acrylic on canvas
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160x120cm 2022
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acrylic

%47 Oil and
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&k E» Iceland
120x160cm 2022
fi B, By f1 Oil and acrylic on canvas

15-9-22
120x90cm 2022
fi Fi% . B3 Oil and acrylic on canvas
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CEEEHE 8-22%
120x150cm 2022

i By Oil on ca

Blue Rose 8-22

nvas
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«Pp5E 4R » Forging the Wild
190x390cm 2022
i B, By (Z85E) Oil and acrylic

on canvas (Triptych)
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28-8-22
120x150cm 2022
i B B Oil and acrylic on canvas
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IR FE IR Pl »  Night Falls Again
160x120cm 2022

i B B Sy Oil and acrylic on canvas

16-3-22
160x120cm 2022

fi B B f; Oil and acrylic on

canvas
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«BHEE» Crown Impe

150x150cm 2022

150x150cm 2022

Aii bl

acrylic on canvas

JE 75 f7 Oil and

i Fyli# Oil on canvas
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16-5-22
150x150cm 2022
fi B, By f1 Oil and acrylic on canvas

11-3-22
150x120cm 2022
i % B 1 Oil and acrylic on canvas
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KEEEBE» Blue Rose
150x190cm 2022
fi Fim®% Oil on canvas
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« 24 HY» Black Gazing
60x60cm 2022
fi Fyhi#% Oil on canvas

9-1-22
200x100cm 2022
?ﬁj:{lﬂ%é\ 72 41 Oil and acrylic on canvas
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8-9-22
190x150cm 2022
i Fwi#. S Oil and acrylic on canvas

30-10-21
190x150cm 2021

i Ei% . B 1 Oil and acrylic on canvas
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12-2-22

15-1-22

160x120cm 2022

A _Eil#

120x90cm 2022

B {EH R AN

on canvas

ylic

J#E 55 71 Oil and acr

canvas

ylic on

JE i f7 Oil and acr
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12-3-21
183x122cm 2021
i L% B S Oil and acrylic on canvas

15-8-21
120x90cm 2021

fi B 71 Oil and acrylic on canvas
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19-1-18
100x80cm 2018
i Fyli#% Oil on canvas

24-6-19
120x90cm 2019

fi Ei% Oil on canvas
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About the artist

3812: As someone local to Nanjing, what's the special meaning of the city
to you? In the eyes of many, Nanjing is a city with a rich history, where
cultures of many previous dynasties and eras are entangled. Is it such a
place from your perspective as well?

Liu: I hold Nanjing very close to my heart due to the fact that I have lived
here all my life. The ancient capital we are referring to exists most likely in
the history books.

3812: You grew up in your father’s studio and have been immersed in an
environment of art and exhibitions. How have your father’s artworks and
his creative process influenced your own creation?

Liu: My father’s influence upon me has always been imperceptible. He
demonstrates his aestheticism and understanding of art fully in his space and
throughout daily conversation. No matter it’s the day to day interaction, the
distinctive artistic atmosphere in his studio or the classical music surrounding
the room, everything touches and nourishes me. All of these factors I embrace
naturally, and subconsciously a unique individual is formed.

3812: Your father loves classical music and derives so much inspiration
from it that he has a room solely for music. Are you also inspired by
music? What kind of music do you like?

Liu: Normally I can’t create without music and mostly I am accompanied by
classical music. Influenced by classical music since I was a little boy, I am
able to quickly resonate with it. I reckon once someone has appreciated things
from a higher level, such as art, it’s nearly impossible for them to be moved
by previous likings. In my mind, I prefer classical music for its formality,
unusual surprises and the unique way each musician composes. Jointly deep
and meaningful, it’s very similar to my understanding of art. In the meantime,
I also like the music of Jay Chou as his singing style is very different to the
others from the same era. While the majority were singing with a clearer
pronunciation, the way he mutters while singing surpassed the conventional
style by then and impacted the current pop music trend as well. That’s the
value of variability.

3812: Having a successful artist as your father, is this a burden or
motivation for you?

Liu: I feel zero pressure. It’s such a blessing for me to share the same
profession with my dad, being able to communicate and loving the same
thing. His artworks bring me reference and contemplation, while I reflect
on myself further through our daily conversation. However, our individual
creations are wholly independent of each other and have huge differences in
terms of style and perspective. Such connectivity and variety is good. My
father told me when I was very young that to maintain an independent identity

is the foremost priority of being an artist. We need to have our own way of
seeing the world.

3812: You started to learn sketching in high school and oil painting in the
first year of college. What’s the reason behind the change and what do
those experiences bring to your current exploration?

Liu: Studying sketching is mainly for exam purposes and it’s a basic but
fundamental technique of building structure that every art student has to
undergo. I always wanted to paint with oil so after the examination I could
freely explore this direction. Sketching is the foundation in general but
I have no interest in realistic sketching. During the first sketching class
I experienced structural sketching, where, to my surprise, those sharp
geometrical shapes and figures constructed by numerous lines on the paper
disintegrate and reshape the surface of the objects. Such transformations
coincided with my perception of art at the time.

3812: Apart from painting, what else do you like to do in your spare time?
Liu: I like to listen to music and search for pictures online. In this digital era,
we can easily access a variety of information and I often browse online for
useful materials. Secondly, doing sports equips me for long painting hours.

3812: Do you prefer books or films? Can you share one of your favourite
books or one film that left a deep impression on you?

Liu: It’s the Interview with Francis Bacon. Reading interviews is the easiest
way to understand what artists think and more than ever they always share
some inspiring new ideas. When reading something that precisely mirrors my
view, I am surprised and thrilled by the fact that me and the artist I admire
share the same view. This is the confidence I gain from reading books.
Throughout Bacon’s interview, there is one word he frequently quotes, which
is ‘intuition’. Bacon elaborates on his idea, ‘Art is all about intuition, you
cannot discuss it because you don’t even know what it is.” When I paint, I
draw with intuition. It doesn’t have to be everywhere on the canvas, but our
soul, cognition, behaviour, life experience and aestheticism are all led by
intuition, and this should be the backbone of the painting. I only consider my
works as worthy when I manage to reflect these elements onto the canvas.

3812: Do you use social media a lot? How does it help with your creative
process?

Liu: It is very beneficial for our generation to be in this informative era.
Due to information blockage, it is very difficult for the older generation to
even access some foreign catalogues. Nowadays, we are in the times of ‘fast
food culture’ and information explosion — information is highly accessible,
including the latest art exhibitions, the newest artworks, avant-garde art
critics and live auctions, etc, and we can easily take them for our own use.
However, as every coin has two sides, we may feel lost and start to question

54



55

whether we should follow the majority or go opposite, choosing between
imitation or independence. These are traps we have to be aware of.

3812: Which artist do you appreciate the most? What is the most
important quality you believe an artist should have?

Liu: I don’t have a favourite but there are many artists I like, for example
Dumas, Giacometti and Hopper, as they all have their own distinctive
artistic expressions. To me, I think the most important quality of artists is
their individual style, or I should say strangeness. Such strangeness should
be presented in a profound language and manner. A good piece of artwork
should be loyal to the creators’ true self, reflecting their souls. It should be
detached from the visual object and turned into its own language and symbols.
Every piece of artwork should be a self portrait instead of a direct visual
representation or a hollow product entertaining the market.

3812: Is there any particular Chinese or Western artist that has a strong
influence on your creative process?

Liu: Giacometti. The loneliness and alienation he conveys in his artworks
strike my heart. He visualises the complicated emotions that are evoked by
representation. The lines are constantly created, deconstructed, constructed,
covered, sculpted and destroyed. The repeated brushstrokes collide, together
with the intertwining of humans and objects on the 2-D surface impact me so
much.

About the artworks

3812: ‘Flowers’ are often seen in your works, and you once expressed that
you enjoy observing flowers on the hill behind your studio. What is the
reason for your interest in flowers? Compared to the other plants, what is
the speciality of ‘flowers’ that appeals to you? How do you transform the
structure and shape of ‘flowers’ to construct your own artistic language
and forms?

Liu: The reason I chose flowers as the prototype is primarily that their
structures are compatible with what I want to express in my paintings. They
seem to be soft and smooth, but I scatter them in the picture using an unusual
way with sharpness, violence, engraving and turning to deconstruct, break
up and reshape. The whole process is full of uncertainty, to the point where
many times paintings would progress in the opposite direction, all of which
I expect. Within the progress of painting, being able to perform with great
ease and spontaneity results in the final artwork. Eventually the form only
remains a slim resemblance towards flowers — the similarity between the two
is because I still present the structural characteristics of the objects and the
difference lies in the fact that I project a subjective thinking onto the canvas,
which my life experience is sincerely depicted.

3812: The subject matter of your works is normally some items that are
familiar to the public. However, your characteristic brushstrokes leave
a long lasting trace in the audience's memory. When creating works,
amongst ‘subject matter/content’, ‘form and language’ and ‘spirituality’,
which is most important?

Liu: Subject can be anything, whether it is scenery or portrait, whereas form
dominates and is far more important than content itself. I think if art is a
pyramid, then the highest priority is difference, followed by spirituality,
and then content, ideas, etc. Meanwhile, it demonstrates the importance of
subject matter, spirit, and soul to artists. But millions of artists have their
own beliefs and content. If there’s little difference between them, how can
they achieve breakthroughs? Throughout the history of art, great masters
share huge similarities in terms of common themes. Most of them succeed
by their innovation in forms rather than contents. Even for the same apple,
each of those masters have their distinct way of picturing. I want to express
the common items in an unconventional way. What matters is not what one
depicts but how.

3812: Most of your works use dark backgrounds to contrast with sharp
lines, adding a touch of heaviness and coldness to the vibrant and dynamic
images. What emotions do you want to express with these colours?

Liu: First of all, I apply colours that I am comfortable with. Regarding
emotions, they are very subjective and changeable. And each painting is
not fixed but elicits instant emotions through the objects it depicts. Those
expressions are intuitive but in general there’s a prevailing element of sadness
because life eventually has a tone of sadness.

3812: Your lines seem to be deep and sharp, carrying strong emotions.
But upon closer inspection, while drawing, your speed should be rapid
but at the same time within control. How do you balance between release
and retrieval, spontaneity, and control?

Liu: It’s very difficult to describe in words but their relationship must be
relatively balanced. Everything depends on intuition, and there always are
surprises in the process, which is precisely the magnificence of paintings. I
have no idea what the image would be like after scribbling but almost every
time I gain some new achievements. Sometimes I fail but failure is equally
important. Not everyone can become a genius artist like Picasso, who said ‘I
don’t have to play the game of chance, he has always been working with me’,
but we shall have the courage of letting go and the ability of holding back
when painting. Such ability is entirely personal, and everyone has their own
ways but in a good painting, there should be a state of conflict and balance of
different elements.
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3812: Geometric shapes and angles are often seen in your works and the
images often have a tough texture. They look like engraving but are in
fact oil paintings. Do you do it on purpose? Besides oil painting, what new
media do you like?

Liu: I didn’t do it deliberately and primarily my works are completed by
intuition. I like and need these tough and sharp shapes to form a visual impact
and through my visual language to reflect my thoughts towards this era and
myself. I like painting on iPad, and it differs from ordinary engraving by
using an e-Pen that connects to a computer screen. Users can directly touch
the screen via the pen and it’s easy to carry. This direct interaction of the
digital era gives me a feeling of easel painting, but simultaneously differs—
unlimited layers, strokes and special effects are adjustable and wrong strokes
can be easily reversed. Everything has two sides. Maybe such a stroke is
the key element of that work and without withdrawing it is fully completed.
However, iPad painting is a brand new painting method which is closely
connected to traditional paintings that I quite enjoy.

3812: Your first art piece 11-11-17 and many works afterwards are all
named by numbers. What does that stand for?

Liu: It’s for documenting time. I find that most of the audience look at the
title first when viewing artworks and I want them to focus on the forms rather
than being misled by titles, which largely limits their imagination. Titles
sometimes fail to summarise the connotation of the work. Different audiences
can see a variety of forms and experiences from the paintings, which is a good
thing. Moreover, I believe what impresses us about a work is its meaningful
form rather than ideas and information conveyed by direct images. Narrative
paintings that are dominated by contents, their title guides us to describe
the story in the picture and that limits the artistry of the works. Therefore,
unless I would like to convey a distinct value in the painting, I would name it
properly. Otherwise in most times I would name them after meaningless time.

3812: In your opinion, is your distinctive creative language somewhere
between abstract and figurative painting or totally different from them?
Liu: My idea is to extract images that match my feelings from the existing
objects. Because I think objects themselves have no meaning and what is
seen with bare eyes are similar. As a result, I need to abstract, simplify, and
reconstruct. Art can’t be spared from abstraction but at the same time it is
not easy to simplify the meaningless objects and extract the meaningful
parts. How do we use simple touches to depict profound images? Through
our unique language symbols, and if one doesn’t simplify on the premise
of pursuing a deep artistic language, one would only achieve superficial
formalism paintings. Therefore, abstraction and simplification are important.
They can entirely present the inner aesthetic forms on the two-dimensional
plane and reproduce the objects from the artists’ perspective via pure forms,
transforming the meaningless into meaningful.

About the exhibition

3812: This is your first solo exhibition outside mainland China. What
expectation do you have for this solo show curated by 3812 Gallery this
time?

Liu: This is my first solo exhibition in Hong Kong, and I am very honoured
to be able to cooperate with 3812, a very influential gallery, and I hope this
show can catch more attention from the collectors, facilitating interaction and
exchange of ideas.

3812: Do you hope the exhibition is presented with more guidance or with
more imaginative space for the visitors to feel, think and interpret your
artworks?

Liu: Yes, because these are common topics in my artworks, I hope through
this exhibition I can present them in my own personal style. There are plenty
of formulaic painting trends in the market, but artists have to be ourselves,
to present authentically, even though it may not lead to the consequence we
want, we should strive to explore the nature of art. Even if other artists swarm
in groups, as artist we have to grow savagely and behold the spirit of Forging
the Wild.
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