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Blandness is the calm after the splendor. W T2 I 1 B S Ao



Painting of Entropy

When viewing paintings by Liu Guofu, there appears to be a slow dispersion on
canvas, and smooth energy flows out of the flat surface. Such a condition may
associate with blandness. However, deep and great power seems to release in
slow motion. Although the emotional catharsis is not as strong and spectacular
as that of Romanticism - which utilises terrifying beauty to astonish the onlooker,
conversely, the majestic movement is in accord with the universe, flowing towards
the eternal and the ideal. This is the painting of entropy, a cosmological concept

that determines the transition between order and chaos.

The concept of entropy stemmed from the field of physics. It is a thermodynamic
quantity representing the unavailability of a system’s thermal energy for conversion
into mechanical work. If entropy increases, the total energy would gradually
dissipate. However, it was Erwin Schrodinger, who, in 1943, during the lecture
What is Life, imparted and applied entropy to the field of biology. He interpreted
entropy as the degree of disorder or randomness in the system. Namely, the rate of
structure-energy configuration corresponds with the value of entropy in this way:
A positive Entropy increase suggests the transition from order to disorder, while

when the negative entropy appears, chaos would gradually transform into order.

Forms of life correlate with birth, ageing, illness and death, and so does the process
of creating art. Guofu’s painting illustrates such a dispersed state, synthetically
combining the state of creating, the form of art and the pattern of life. His painting
is of entropy. The artist internalised the external movements by certain principles.

Through his brush, the visual presentation embodies such a change of order.

Regarding the study of Aesthetics, there are three ways to observe and interpret the
art of Liu Guofu: principle, skill and trend. These three aspects are derived from
Han Feizi, the great synthesiser of classical Chinese philosophical thinking. Here
they can be used according to the triangle mode of public value, proposed by Mark
H. Moore, professor at the JFK School of Government at Harvard University. Moore
asserted value, competence and support as three key measurements. The three
can be paired with the traditional Chinese value system in examining Guofu’s art.
That is to say, the value of Guofu’s abstractness lies in the principle of painting, his
artistic competence is reflected by his pictorial skills, and the support manifested

the trend of images.

Joshua Gong

' Erwin Schrodinger,
1944, What is Life? The
Physicists  Approach
to the Subject -
With an Epilogue on
Determinism and
Free Will, Cambridge
University Press.
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The principle of painting:

When Filippo Brunelleschi, the innovative Renaissance architect, envisioned
the installation of the grand dome on Santa Maria del Fiore, he did not only

pursue the spectacle but also the principle of space.

The issues that Guofu wanted to address in front of the canvas were how to
reorganise the visual and rediscover ideas from the age of antiquity. Which
has become more urgent, particularly in this age of chaos and mediocrity,
when society is muddled in a stupefying situation. His images project an
outstretching principle, within which a well-functioning colour-brushwork
field has been built. Regarding the composition, the seemingly monochrome
colour is constructed by thousands of nuanced strokes and transformed into
a field of heart, reflecting the painter’s artistic judgement. The traces were
made from the uniformity of the artist’s heart and hands. These are the tail
of time. Although, the images in detail appear to be lustrous and bizarre,
all are under the painter’s control; as a result, the overall tone is sombre,
rigorous and faithful. Guofu has organically decontextualised the line and
ink-effect of Chinese calligraphy into his painting of abstractness. One of
the high principles in Chinese art is “To learn from nature and to gain the
source of heart”. Ancient thinkers in China tended to convey their ideas via
symbols based on aesthetic objects. Namely, to take the external semblance
as the starting point of observation, then to analyse, interpret, synthesise,

and internalise, for emotional expression.

Confucius sighed in front of a river, “The passage of time is just like the flow

of water, which goes on day and night.”

This is what Confucius unearthed when observing the patterns and semblance
of rivers and mountains - the change of time cannot be altered by the will
of human beings. The interference of entropy in energy flow is eternal. The

humanistic emotion was imparted to the cruelty of time.

Guofu has created a resemblance of potential energy within the limited flat
surface. Viewing from different angles, one can find the uniformity of the
principle is in accord with the universe. There are analogies between the
rhythm of clouds, mists, mountains and waters and the brushstrokes. Only
by following such a principle could the picture represent the natural sense of
mindflow. Such a principle, with a decisive depiction of entropy embodies the

value of Guofu’s painting.

The skill of art:

When Leonardo da Vinci was trying to portray a subject, he hesitated in capturing
the perfect posture, and it was precisely this pondering that electrified his wild
imagination and intoxicated his beautiful soul. A way to represent time was what he

endeavoured to achieve.

The marvels of Guofu’s painting lie in his particularity in perfecting the details.
His meticulous image-making skill enables the artist to render the surface with the
notion of revitalisation. First, the canvas is made with a subtle texture. Then colours
were applied and carefully washed for creating an effect of translucency. In this case,
the chiaroscuro is not restrained by laws of linear perspective; instead, with the
echoes from various light sources, the lines and colours are imparted with aromatic
vitality. Then the artist could capture the decisive moment, posture and charm by
applying the primer. Therefore the spirit of the image can be unearthed, and the best
possible configuration can be conveyed. Such a skill testifies the competence of Liu

Guofu as a professional artist.

Song Di (c. 1015-1080), a famous artist and theorist of the Northern Song dynasty,

described a scene of painting, the procedure of which is very similar to Guofu’s:

> Shen Kuo, 11th cen-
tury, Dream Pool Es-
says, Northern Song
dynasty.
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First, a cracked wall is required. Then a piece of plain silk can hang on this broken
wall. Before drawing, the artist would observe it in the morning and evening. Through
the semi-transparent silk, the cracks form zigzag lines, from up to down, all resemble
patterns of mountains and waters. The artist could ponder the images, envisioning
the high ones as mountains, the low ones as waters, the pit part as valleys, the holes
as creeks, the more visible part as the foreground, and the less visible part as the
background. With the guidance of the imagination and artistic skill, the painter can
capture the coming and going images of humans, birds, grass and trees. Then these
pictures can be projected naturally. The final result would seem to be made by the

universe, instead of by human hands. This is the so-called live brush.?

It is due to the professional skill of Guofu, that he has developed the eye to discover
great forms of painting, the mind of plasticity and the skill of painting lights. In his
painting, human imagination and the creativity of the almighty merged organically
in one. Thereafter, the painting is full of live brush. Even in his old age, Leonardo
could not forget the first sight he laid on the water flow in the Arno valley when he
was young. He never stopped drawing the marvellous view of the infinite energy and
ephemeral patterns of water flow. Unfortunately for Leonardo, the incarnation of the
Renaissance man, even his observation is constrained by a middle-range field of view.
Therefore he was perpetually perplexed by the randomness of energy dispersion. If
one can look at the water flow from a distance as far as from outer space, or via
a close-up view through a microscope in slow-motion, the flow may appear flat
and diffusing, conveying entropy change. Guofu’s skilfulness lies in that he can use
abstract pictorial language, and masterfully transform the figure on canvas. This is

precisely his artistic competence.

*Zhang Yanyuan, 9th-
10th centuries, Notes
of Past Famous Paint-
ings, Tang dynasty.

The trend of image:

Nearly all sciences explore the patterns of life and nature, and only those, who
experienced and witnessed the ebbs and flows, can distinguish the false glory and

fabricated notions, so that the internal and external trends can be synced.

Guofu’s pictures are the visualisation of his cognition. Admittedly the artist lives
in the secular world. Therefore he cannot prevent his heart from being enslaved
by the body. Nevertheless, as a creator, he can make and erase images with endless
possibilities by his unbridled mind within the limited dimension of the universe.
His heart commands the painting hand, and his will flies alongside the lines. The
status is similar to Zhang Yanyuan’s description of Wu Daozi, one of the greatest
masters in ancient China: “The notion is precedented the brush; even if the picture
is exhausted, the meaning would be everlasting, because the brushwork extends the

wilful mind.” *

Zhuangzi once postulated: “Our life is limited by boundaries, but cognition has
none.” Artworks are made by humans, whilst the invaluable ones will surpass the

boundary of mortality.

Painting is the trace of the human spirit, gradually dispersing in the dust of history.
When the sun sheds the first golden ray on the shore of souls, it is there waiting for
the fisherman to return. Alas, there was once a momentous moment in history, a
fisherman told the first Chinese poet, Qu Yuan, who was obsessed with patriotism:
“The sane one will not be stopped by objects; instead, one will follow the trend of
the world.” After listening to such kind and wise advice, the poet still could not be
persuaded. Soon after, the fisherman oared the boat, leaving. Meanwhile, the poet,
jumped into the river, sinking.® Guofu is situated in the contemporary world full
of conflicts and clashes. He also cannot help but feel the sorrow of the decadence
of the motherland or even the apocalypse of the entire world. Sadly, it is easier
to relocate a mountain than to remove human obsession. Only by staying calm,
collected and bland, can one widen the horizon of cognition. This is a revelation of
the famous idiom: “One can’t show high ideals without simple living; One can’t have
lofty aspirations without a peaceful state of mind.” Tragically, the one who coined
this phrase cannot be liberated from his political ambition. Zhuge Liang, one of the
most brilliant minds, stopped thinking when societal actuality exhausted his final
breath. After that, it can be said, the state of blandness is like a lofty cold peak,
nearly impossible to arrive at. Nevertheless, the image trend Guofu created, realised

such a blandness.

* Lin Fengmian, 2014,
Catalogue Raisonné,
Vol. 5, China Youth
Press, pp. 290-291.
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No matter how hard an object is, under the influence of entropy, it will deconstruct from

order to disorder, from an entity to a myth, from an upsurge to a dispersion.

Such a dispersion can be recognised as a potential trend, an artistic phenomenon. Wu
Dayu, the forerunner of modern art in China, once posited: “The beauty of the potential
trend, is like the mass of non-entity and is as abstract as geometric architecture. Both
marvellous music and choreography have fortuitous and ineffable rhythms. They all have

the beauty of potential trends.”

Liu Guofu is an artist, which means he is a creator, who endeavours to communicate
with his audience. They shared the rhythms of breath and fate. If, in painting, the space
of imagination is blocked by physical walls, the trend will also be constrained by objects,

therefore, it cannot evolve with the world.

Nearly a hundred years ago, the forebearer of Chinese art modernisation, Lin Fengmian,
outlined these areas for the later generation to explore: “mediating the arts of the East
and West; introducing western Art; categorising Chinese art; creating future art.” It may
appear to be very simple. However, only few Chinese artist can achieve it. Liu Guofu has
carefully compared the traditional ink painting (aura, rhythm, thought, scene, brushwork
and ink ) and Western oil (plasticity, colouring and chiaroscuro), and then captured the
essence of image-making. Unlike those who superficially borrowed Western pictorial
languages and grafted them into piles of nonsense, Guofu has pursued truth instead of

prettiness. This particular persistence in art is invaluable and indispensable.

The image Guofu created, illustrates a trend, that unifies his cognition and action,
mediates the world’s tendency and individual choices, and combines the visible and the

ineffable. It is the blandness that supports the weight of his artistic conception.

Conclusion:

Last but not least, admittedly, art is interpretable while ineffable. What is legible can
be explained with reason. Meanwhile, the indescribable is the undercurrent myth. Such
a myth in art is not to befuddle the audience; instead, it exists due to the perceptual
activities in human minds. It is the combination of principle, skill and trend. It is also the
complacency of value, competence and support. These images are like glimmers during
the sunset, dusts in the galaxy, flowing in the sea of mind, floating in the field of the
heart. They have surpassed reason in the world of sense, taking the leap of soul. When
we meditate in tranquil surroundings, it is like deducing entropy, disseminating energies
from the inner world to outer space. The artist transferred the order and disorder of
nature into another visual world via his bodily language, so that the trace of creativity can

be extended and the legend of life can be circulated.
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Blandness is the starting point of all things.
It is the existence of uncertainty and infinite change

that is constantly updated.

Blandness is the expression of things S

that cannot be expressed, -

and of existence that are ready to disappear.
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Flower No. 7
(e - 7)

Oil on canvas i _Fil#
160 x 130 cm
2020
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Cold Mountain No. 11
(o - 11)

Oil on canvas §_Lif%
160 x 120 cm
2022
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Pervasion No. 24

(5 - 24)

Oil on canvas i _Fili#
120 x 90 cm
2017
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Pervasion No. 35

(5@ - 35)

Oil on canvas fi_Lil%
90 x 120 cm
2018




Empty Cold 2019-1
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190 x 150 cm

2019
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Blandness is the path towards emptiness.
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Flower No. 3
(i€ - 3)
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Oil on canvas i _Fili#
150 x 150 cm
2017
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Pervasion No. 26

(5 - 26)

Oil on canvas i _Fil#
180 x 200 cm
2016

Private Collection, Asia
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Open Space No. 65
(M - 65)

Oil on canvas i _Fifi#
90 x 140 cm
2018
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Cold Mountain No. 8
(il - 8)

Oil on canvas ff5_I
120 x 170 cm
2018

Private Collection, Germany
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Cold Mountain No. 9
& - 9)

Oil on canvas i_Lil%
120 x 90 cm
2022

Private Collection
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Pervasion No. 36

(5 - 36)

Oil on canvas f7_LiH%
150 x 180 cm
2017 - 2018
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Blandness is nature itself.
Blandness is a deep insight, a magnificent present, and a profound aftertaste.

Blandness links human and the universe, also inspires imagination.
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Awakening

(LR )

.I‘-
Oil on canvas (Diptych) i il (EEH5 )
200 x 500 cm (total)
2021

MGM Chairman's Collection, Macau SAR, China
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Cold Mountain No. 10
(@il - 10)

0il on canvas (Diptych) 1i_EiH#% (2B )
150 x 380 cm
2021
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Cold Mountain No. 15
(il - 15)

0il on canvas 1 _Fili%
190 x 150 cm
2022
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Flower No. 5
(f€ - 5)

Oil on canvas i _Fif#
160 x 120 cm
2019

58



59

Cold Mountain No. 17
G - 17)

0il on canvas 7 _ifi#
160 x 120 cm
2022

60



Flower No. 8
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190 x 150 cm

2019 - 2020

Private Collection, Asia
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Blandness is the field of infinite growth.
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Pervasion No. 32

(5 - 32)

Oil on canvas 77 _Lifi#
90 x 120 cm
2018

Open Space No. 67
(i - 67)

Oil on canvas i 1%
120 x 90 cm
2018

Private Collection, UK.
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Flower No. 6
(i€ - 6)

0il on canvas 1 _bFiH#%
180 x 150 cm
2020

Private Collection, Asia
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Pervasion No. 37

(5 - 37)

Oil on canvas i _Fifi#
160 x 120 cm
2021
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Open Space No. 68

(i - 68)

H
S~
-
=
w)
<
>
[=}
<
o
=1
=}
=

120 x 90 cm

2021
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Blandness is a state of boundless possibilities.
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Pervasion No. 38

(58 - 38)

0il on canvas 1 %
90 x 120 cm
2021

76



77

Pervasion No. 29

(i - 29)

Oil on canvas i_Lif%
90 x 140 cm
2018

Private Collection, Hong Kong
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Open Space No. 66
(i - 66)

Oil on canvas i _Fili#
90 x 120 cm
2018

Private Collection, UK.
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Cold Mountain No. 6
(&l - 6)

Oil on canvas 77 _Fifi#%
190 x 150 cm
2017

Private Collection

FAN Wi

Pervasion No. 13

(58 - 13)

Oil on canvas i _Fil#
180 x 150 cm
2016

Private Collection
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Blandness has a hidden poetic quality and latent potential. KEBRWHWEFE  BEMKRK -
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Flower No. 17
(f€ - 17)

Oil on canvas i _Fil#
120 x 90 cm
2022
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Cold Mountain No. 7

(A

7)

Oil on canvas ffi_Lif

180 x 130 cm

2018

Private Collection, U.K.
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Pervasion No. 42

Cofe - 42)

Oil on canvas i _Fil#
148 x 116 cm
2022
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Pervasion No. 5

(5% - 5)

Oil on canvas i _Fifi#%
150 x 130 cm
2014

Private Collection, Asia
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Pervasion No. 34

(5 - 34)

0il on canvas fj_Fifi#
90 x 120 cm
2018

Private Collection, U.K.
P YN e
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Blandness goes beyond limitations and certainty. % 7 3 ¥ FR ) B HE 7E o
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Pervasion No. 39

(@i - 39)
Oil on canvas fi_Lif%

160 x 120 cm
2021

Private Collection, Dubai
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Flower No. 13
(f€ - 13)

0il on canvas 1 _bi%

150 x 150cm
2021
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Empty Cold 2022-1
(723€ 2022-1)

0il on canvas i _Eif1#%
120 x 90 cm
2022

Flower No. 12
(f€ - 12)

Oil on canvas i _Fifi#%
120 x 90 cm
2021

Private Collection, Dubai
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Cold Mountain No. 5
(Gl - 5)

0il on canvas 1 _biH#

190 x 150 cm
2015-2016

Private Collection
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Blandness is silence, a rejection of noise and a refusal towards excessive desire.
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Flower No. 14

(e - 14)

Oil on canvas i _Fifi#

160 x 120 cm

2021
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Flower No. 9
(iE - 9)

Oil on canvas i _Fil#
150 x 150 cm
2020
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Pervasion No. 31

(& - 31)

Oil on canvas i _Fil#
120 x 90 cm
2018
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Flower No. 11
e - 11)

Oil on canvas i_Lil%

90 x 120 cm
2020

Private Collection

FAN W
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Blandness is clarity, it is water,
it is inexhaustible and possesses the best taste in life!
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Empty Cold 2020-1
(7225 2020-1)

Oil on canvas i_LiH%
190 x 150 cm
2020
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Pervasion No. 21

(e - 21)

Oil on canvas i _{H¥
90 x 120 cm
2016

Private Collection, U.K.
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Pervasion No. 1

(g - 1)

Oil on canvas i _Fil#
130 x 180 cm
2013

Private Collection
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Academic Conversations on Liu Guofu

and his Blandness Aesthetics

In Praise of Blandness

Moderator:

Calvin Hui

Guest Speakers:

Dr Malcolm McNeill, Dr Joshua Gong

Calvin:

Joshua:

Welcome to our webinar presented to introduce Nanjing artist
Liu Guofu on the occasion of his latest solo exhibition, In Praise of
Blandness, a discovery of the mystics of his abstract painting. It’s a
great pleasure for me to share this panel with two experts of Chinese
art and history: Dr. Malcolm McNeill, Director of the Postgraduate
Diploma in Asian Art and Senior Lecturer in Arts Education, School
of Arts at SOAS University of London. Malcolm has professional
experience at several of the world’s leading museums, such as the
Victoria and Albert Museum, and art market institutions such as
Christie’s in London. Malcolm and the SOAS team have been supportive
in bringing academic expertise for our Chinese contemporary art
and ink art exhibitions over the past two years in London. Dr. Joshua
Gong, the research editor of Unicorn Publishing Group, is a leading
expert on contemporary Chinese art and chinoiserie. He was a lecturer
in the art history department of Shanghai Normal University and
the University of Sussex. His monologue Iconography and Schemata:
A Communicating History in Painting between China and the West,
1514-1885 is a recognised landmark in the field. Joshua, as the artist
suggested the title, In Praise of Blandness, for his latest solo exhibition,

what do you think of or how do you interpret the theme?

Okay, thank you, Calvin. I was very much inspired by the artist, but
before, I saw his work and I had this feeling, but I can’t explain it in
a legible way. It’s something ineffable I can’t explain, but I can feel
it. There’s a very deep traditional Chinese style, especially the literati
art style, of observing the relationship between the individual and the
society, as well asbetween nature and the culture. So, in Chinese culture,
we do not put nature and man-made culture into binary opposition, but
we have the concept of the unity of nature and man. And when I view
Guofu’s painting, I can see he’s trying to blur the boundary between
those two very distinct fields, which were intensively studied in the
West after the 18th century, but they were polar opposites. Later, I
had an in-depth exchange with the artist and he suggested that the
title of a book by a French sinologist and philosopher, Francois Julian,
éloge de la fadeur, which is a monograph on Chinese aesthetics be
used as the exhibition title, which is In Praise of Blandness. I think the
philosopher captured the essence of this Chinese spirit, while Guofu’s

visual language represents such a feeling,
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Calvin:

and it served as an open discussion for us to understand his works. This
is not just some unique Chinese concept or approach, it’s a universal
concept that occurs during the development of our society, especially
in the industrial one. This concept has been eclipsed by positivism
or materialism at the point. But now we are in the 21st century, and
the world is very deeply linked and globalised. This concept can be
embraced by all communities from different cultures. Therefore, I think
Guofu’s artistic expression and theme suggestions can guide us well to
understand his artistic innovation. So Guofu he emphasised that he
wanted to express to the audience and collectors that he is focused on
how to paint rather than what to paint. In this case, as viewers, we try
to read or appreciate his work by knowing how he paints rather than
just from the appearance of his painting. So that’s what I thought when
I was trying to comprehend his work, especially the emotion being
conveyed from the surface so that I can feel something deep and try
to elaborate a little bit further. But our audience or everyone who see
Guofu’s art shouldn’t be limited by my view. I'm just trying to give us
a cue to understand, and a method to approach his works rather than

narrowed the view saying this is how we do it.

Well, Ialso found the term ‘blandness’ very interesting, especially when
I first started to work with Liu Guofu in 2012. I do appreciate the word
‘blandness’ because the subtlety from Liu Guofu’s painting actually
delivers such sense and also in the aesthetics. Also, I remember Dr Xia
Kejun once said, Liu Guofu’s painting is the infusion of ‘light’ and ‘chi’.
So we the Chinese always talk about ‘chi’, but it’s all about the energy
and also very atmospheric, something like the light with air. So while
light brings out itself, air helps disperse the lights to every corner of
Liu Guofu’s work. And also the colours, the iconic blue-greyish colour
Liu Guofu uses is actually very calming but then it can also be very
dynamic. Well, especially in the last two years when I saw Liu Guofu’s
works begin to evolve and from very subtle brushstrokes to very
dynamic and rich brushstrokes. I definitely want to share or discuss
with you both how you see this blandness and how you interpret it

when you see Liu Guofu’s painting.

Malcolm:

Thank you Calvin, yes absolutely, I think they’re wonderful works.
Although I only had a brief encounter with these paintings, the
visual experience is something I will never forget. They’re extremely
compelling. And I was really struck, both in your comments and in
Joshua’s comments, by the way you both focus in on the kind of the
emotional impact of these paintings, of these canvases. These is
something that draws you in. They require your attention and they’re

quite immersive and impactful.

They're not immediately legible. Again, they don’t translate into kind of
conographies or particularly structured forms. This can be seen from
his latest series, ‘Cold Mountain’ and Flowers'. These are very explicit
iconographic subjects. We know what this is on a certain level because
we've been told it by the artist. We have this voice of absolute authority
that tells us this is a rock, this is a flower. But yet the way that we
respond to it is so different from, say, other contemporary artists like
Liu Dan, who paint these almost hyperrealist ink paintings of scholars
rocks. This is something profoundly different from that. And that’s
partly, I think, down to media, partly down to the artist’s sentiment.
And it circles back to this title of this exhibition that the artist came up
with himself, which I was first, as a side note, absolutely fascinated to
hear. It comes from a French sinology text that slightly blew my mind
because this concept, to me, it pulled me into very different areas of
thinking than 18th century French scholarship or 19th century French
scholarship on China. In short, I think, yes, this blandness, as you put
it ‘Dan’ (¥%X) in Chinese when I was preparing for this discussion and
doing a bit more background research on the artist, the places I was
going to were not a reaction to the empiricism of the 18th century. It
wasn’t about kind of getting beyond the scientific optical perspective,
but it's about, our predilection to look, and look, and look closely and
assume we understand things because we can perceive them, trusting
our vision in a way. It was much more of a kind of desire in preparing
for this discussion, to go and look at much older texts. And in fact, it
was the very text that got me into the study of Chinese culture in the
first place. The Dao Dejing that I went back to, and particularly in verse
35, I think there is kind of injunctions that talk about this ineffable
way, this ineffable Dao as being ‘Dan’, as being bland, and that’s where
the term starts to unravel for me. And the difficulty of translation,
whether from French to Chinese or Chinese back to English or where
we find it, that this core concept at the centre of this really compelling

exhibition is as ineffable as the paintings
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themselves, that it carries with it so many different implications that
we can talk them around in circles and circles here. But of course, the
thing you all have to do is to go to either 3812’s website or to their
galleries and see these paintings in person to have this experience. But
that ‘Dan’ or that blandness, as we might call it, or perhaps dilution
or even dissolution, it describes at its root, is the reduction of the
concentration of something. And it sort of sits somewhere between
dilution but also, by implication, in Liu's work, in distillation. So I
guess, in a very convoluted way, what I'm trying to say here is that these
works, as Joshua put, much more eloquently than I have and Calvin
underscored are so emotionally affecting. That while the title actually
did cause me to kind of raise an eyebrow the first time I heard it, why
would you call an exhibition centre on blandness? Is that very tongue
in cheek? Or is this something that requires our attention, and when
you're in front of it, something that compels our attention and pulls
you in. It pulls you in with this kind of subtle simplicity of colour and
light and structure and form that is breaking down kind of complex
structures, whether they be rocks, whether they be flowers, whether
they be landscapes, whatever form Liu has turned his brush to. That
instead pull you into these immersive pictorial spaces that are actually
also subtly three dimensional because they’re oil paintings. There’s a
sense of light and form and volume, but also texture there. So I think
for me, it’s that emotional affect that they have when we encounter
the paintings that makes this title, this idea of blandness, initially,
one that I was slightly kind of raising an eyebrow at, then thinking,
well, okay, maybe this is drawing from ancient Daoist philosophy.
Now I have to rethink my thinking because it’s actually situated in
the artist’s understanding of a much more complicated, much more
international way of thinking about the concept. But fundamentally,
it’s about our immersive emotional experience in these dilute, but also
pure spaces that we're kind of pulled into. All three of us have them as
backgrounds to our presentation just now. These three different series
of the artist’s that we can see in this discussion provide very different
kinds of emotional impact, but equally pull us into these spaces that
require us to kind of look and linger and stay. And that’s my response
to it, I think, to really echo that, and think about dilution and allowing
yourself to be absorbed into that dilute space is one of the things I find

so compelling and so resting about the artist’s work.

Calvin:

Joshua:

I actually want to add one more point about the ‘Dan’ (i%), the
blandness. To me, it’s more like an emotional state of the artist
himself. It’s also something about the quality of the aesthetics from our
tradition. Joshua mentioned about the integrity. It’s the moment that I
found Liu Guofu may also embrace that spirit and that quality to show
his emotion and also his humanistic concern through his paintings.
That’s why I would see from the emotional perspective, no matter how
dynamic or how strong the brushstrokes or how fragmented, and then
this blandness is always with the artist, as this is the artist quality, very
sophisticated, very elegant. It’s very long-lasting and eternal artistic
quality. That’s how I feel. But when we see the artist, he also uses very
chaotic brushstrokes, very fragmented. Joshua, I think you also have
a different interpretation when you see these brush strokes and the
texture of the canvas. So, you introduce the term ‘entropy’, right? How

do you come up with this term?

There are several concerns why I come up with this term because I was
thinking how to summarise Guofu’s visual representation - it looks
simple but it is actually very sophisticated. Because when I look at his
image or painting colour field, I can see it’s very calming but it’s not
fixed. It’s moving. So visually you can feel a very slow-motion movement
there. And it’s very similar to Leonardo da Vinci when he painted the
water while he trying to understand water, then tried to slow it down
to observe the movement. I was thinking it must have something to
do with energy or the way we understand how the universe moves.
And then I think about the very original, very beginning of the inquiry
about the universe, how it moves. Then entropy is something I think is
suitable because we have an artist as a thinker or mediator who pulls
the information, and perceives the vast information into his brain.
Then he digests and tries to find a simple way to show us what he’s like,
then transformed from his thoughts to his hand, working it out. And
I think this in part has something to do with counter entropy effect
because entropy suggests chaos. In order to maintain order and make

us feel comfortable, we have to do something.

Even though as audience we see it’s very calming, but I can see the
artist’s struggle when we think about it, how he tried to do something
new in the contemporary art field. There are so many of them, so
many intellectual artists working on this field trying to understand, to
present the so-called the truth of our life. It is not easy then in order

to make such inquiry while not only just breaking the rules but also
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Calvin:

Joshua:

to give a suggestive or constructive solution itself is not easy. So, I
think entropy itself is in part very associated with what he was doing.
Secondly, I also think this term enhances engagement, especially with
Western audiences. I think science is something we can agree upon
from both Chinese and Western intellectual circles, especially at
the very beginning of the 20th century when Chinese was trying to
reinvent the national culture. They think science is very important.
But to understand science not just narrowly focus on science, but how
science complements our way of understanding humanity is what’s
important. I think entropy itself is not just rising from the field of
physics, but it has much wider meaning. Eventually it suggests how
we understand organisms or let’s say biology in a wider scope. I think
that’s the reason why I particularly selected this concept not only for
us to understand, but it is also very appropriate in interpreting and
explaining Guofu’s art so we can have a very contemporary, while solid

understanding about his work.

Joshua, would you compare ‘entropy’ and °‘blandness’ because it
seems like two different concepts. Are they conflicting or are they

complementing? I mean in this context with Liu Guofu’s painting.

I think it’s complimenting rather than a high contrast because I
think the reason why Chinese society or Chinese intellectuals have
this concept of blandness is, first of all, they admit there’s entropy.
There’s something out of our control while we still try to make the
relationship harmonious even though we admit there is something not
harmonious there. The understanding of itself, some of the things, let’s
say the physical or the external world is not entirely at your disposal.
But you can try to position yourself into a place where both you and
the inner world and the external world feel happy or feel less struggle.
This feeling represented in Liu Guofu’s works. When you look at it,
you feel yourself naturally calm down. It’s not because the external
world or our metropolis is calmed down by itself. They still work on
their own way. And individually we might seem very insignificant in
our society, to put it that way. If I die today, the world still moves,
so it doesn’t matter. But I think the idea of admitting this and trying
to understand and live this way because you realise the truth of the
harsh world yet you still feel happy to live on. This is a great will to
this life or to this surrounding, while blandness has something to do

with that. Because when you admit it, you will feel calmer and less

Malcolm:

anxious because you already know what’s going to happen. The only
thing you need to do is try to live with it, find the best way to enjoy, to
find the truthful meaning of this life while filtering those chaotic or
not so useful information. The information could be visual, could be
verbal, or could be audio. So, I think those two concepts complement

each other once we know the philosophy behind it.

Joshua, I love that comment and also that kind of frank comment
about entropy, conceiving of modern society is a system with entropy
operating in it. And also that quite candid comment if I die today, the
world continues moving, That makes me think about, or it prompts me
to think about how I think about entropy and then to come back to Liu
Guofu’s work. But at least my very basic understanding of the concept
is that entropy is a law of thermodynamics. That it refers to energy
contained within any contained system, whether that system be an
experiment, whether that system be a city as you describe it, whether
that system be modern human civilization, or that system be the
entire kind of universe in which we exist. Everything in that is tending
towards a stable state of the minimum complexity, that everything
tends towards what you describe as disorder. But I think in some sense
this is only disorder when we centre human experience within it, when
we center this kind of idea that we as thinking cognate combinations
of molecules and things are the principle around which the universe is
ordered because it is the principle around which we order everything.
We centre ourselves in what we do and centre humanity. But this
seems quite convoluted. But bear with me for a minute because I think
to come back to Calvin's question, about where does entropy, where
does this kind of collapsing of order into the most simple possible
arrangement relates to blandness relate to the dilution of literally in
the Chinese term, the dilution of a liquid to a very kind of dilute state.
Where does connect? And again, perhaps where I was overreaching
and researching this topic, to go back to those early Daoist texts, this
idea of hun dun {&{#’ of the kind of the primordial chaos from which
all things emerge in classical Chinese philosophy is remarkably similar
in my very naive understanding of both early Daoist philosophy and
of thermodynamics that this kind of tendency towards chaos has
a parallel there. So, at a conceptual level, there’s that linkage, but
where does that connect to the artist’s work? And for me, there’s this

difference that on one level, if I really try and think about what entropy
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Joshua:

Malcolm:

Joshua:

means and apply it to myself, I am utterly terrified. I find that notion
that everything is tending towards kind of it completely blows my
mind and it fills me with fear because of the vanity of my own desire as
a human being to continue my own existence. And the idea that I and
everything I know and everything I could know and could understand
will eventually collapse to the most simple arrangement of molecules
is terrifying. Or not even molecules of neutrons, protons and electrons,
whatever that may be. Again, I don’t really get this stuff. But when we
come to Liu Guofu’s painting, when we look at that simplicity, that
blandness, which does have a conceptual link to that concept, the
emotional impact is the inverse of that. In looking into one of these
rocks, these flowers, these pervasions, as he describes, and the kind
of diffuse surfaces of colour and line and form, which I think we are
going to talk a bit more about in a moment, they impact me in such
a different way. And again, it comes back to that kind of willingness
to let go of vanity in a way through immersing yourself in a sensory
experience. They tend to pull you away. Or I can only really speak for
myself here. They pull me away from my anxieties, from my sort of
cognitive worries. I cease to worry about the kind of the practicalities
of my life. Finance, childcare, professional advancement, the things
that I have to do in a day. They start to kind of fade away. The more
time I spend with one of these paintings, because they are these and
I want to say distilled, but in fact they’re dilute in a way, they’re not
concentrating something. Instead, they're allowing the superfluous to

be removed and bringing it down...

Flatten the wave, let’s say.

Yeah, there’s this kind of flattening of formal structures, whether they
be petals or porous surfaces of a limestone rock, they blur around the

edges quite literally. We look at the painting of petals.

Yeah, I think it’s something to do with our scope. If you have a bigger
vision, those high dynamic range becomes new. That’s why I think the
flat surface and the artist trying to do or use his energy, he was ahead
of us, to find a method which is hidden on the surface. Immediately
you won't feel it, you feel your engagement with the work, rather than
thinking about the artist’s effort. But because I was talking to the
artist, I was asking him how you achieve such effect? And he said it’s
anti entropy in this way, because he was anxious in terms of his own

artistic invention.

Calvin:

Joshua:

Calvin:

Well, the whole process Liu Guofu has been going through is about
risk taking. Every brushstroke could be a risk-taking approach, and
it is also a lot of uncertainties on the canvas that the artists has to
tackle, and eventually he found the balance, and this artist is really an
interesting guy, especially working so closely with him. And he would
never finish a painting, he said, until the point where we must have
the painting delivered to London, we have to stop. But then he can
continue to deconstruct and reconstruct and then to deliver this, I
think the whole process, I think the artist is also trying to challenge
himself and it’s also a process of life that’s very meditative to break
through all these risks and uncertainty. And it creates such chaotic
beauty that attracts so many different viewers, no matter you're from
which backgrounds. Iremember in the exhibitions that we organised in
the gallery or recently in Masterpiece, and a lot of viewers or collectors,
they haven’t heard of Liu Guofu’s name, but then they were attracted
by the painting. And they also found the type of internal connection
when they stood in front of the painting. I found at this point, it is the
value, the universal value that the artist is actually sharing with the
world. That’s very contemporary, because sometimes this artist is a
very subtle person. He tried to deliver his emotions, no matter anger,
anxiety, happiness. All these emotions actually convert into brush
strokes in a painting. And this is also some kind of like status quo of
how Chinese people are living nowadays, they try not to really express
too expressive, but they try to be subtly to deliver their emotions. So
that’s why I found, on one hand, that this is very unique. This abstract
painting could be very universal in terms of aesthetic appreciation, but
at the same time, it’s also something that really relates to Liu Guofu’s

own cultural background.

Ithink Guofu's images suggest that they have huge capacity. It’s organic
in a way because you can see it’s growing, but you can’t describe it,
whether it’s heavily influenced by Western art or heavily influenced
by Chinese art. It’s heavily influenced by whole art, let’s say by both,
because we now learn everything. We are not constrained by a specific

timeline.

How about how you both appreciate or interpret the Asian or Chinese
aesthetic qualities through Liu Guofu’s art in a more like historical or
cultural context, using Liu Guofu’s painting or his brushstrokes and
the way he tried to project or suggest an image actually influenced by

Chinese Asian paintings?
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Malcolm:

Joshua:

For me, I don’t see Chineseness in Liu Guofu’s work. I'm aware of it.
I'm aware of it because I know the artist biography, encountering it
in your gallery in St. James and in your stand at Masterpiece, Calvin.
It feels like there’s a context that tells me this is there. And I suppose
in some of them with the title ‘Rock’ and then some of the images
that have these kind of the ‘yin shi’ (JE5) the kind of scholars rock,
these forms, they have an implication attached to them. But no, they
don’t read to me. They don’t immediately have a kind of legibility as
Chineseness. There’s a conceptual richness underneath there, and
we’ve discussed at length about this kind of subtle feeling. And I think
I suppose perhaps there’s a distinctive I wouldn’t want to say Chinese

approach or Asian approach.

I say a distinctive Liu Guofu take on responding to the borders of
abstraction and, as Joshua has said, a kind of a particular take on
what postmodernism can do. And I appreciate it can be quite an
overly intellectualised term that can turn people off sometimes. But
fundamentally, I think Joshua put it so well in saying this is asking, not
telling, and this is prompting us to ask questions. There’s an openness
tohow werespond to these works, which I think s facilitated by the way
that Liu Guofu very delicately treads that line between these historical
precedents that we've been hearing about these rich concepts that
he’s developed over his career. But no, to answer your question very
directly, Calvin, I don’t experience him as a kind of fundamentally
Asian artist. And I think actually at the core of that is maybe my own
sort of habitual response to kind of look for the brushstroke and to
look for things having spent several years in the art market looking
at more traditional paintings, that kind of legibility of the mark and
that ability to trace and recreate the process of construction. Perhaps
it’s because I'm less familiar with oil, but certainly I can’t do that so
readily in Liu Guofu’s painting. And I think that in a sense is a very
different take. I think maybe Joshua can say much more about where
this sits in a kind of a lineage of Asian modernism, or perhaps he has

another take, another response to Calvin’s prompt.

I think Malcolm suggests something very well. I very much appreciate.
Yes, we can say there’s not immediate or apparent Chineseness into
it because in my opinion it’s because he didn’t specifically copy any
iconography. But he grasped the essence of Chinese aesthetics.
But that aesthetics we can use a phenomenon logical term saying

we understand the intention behind image making and the ancient

Calvin:

Chinese people already raised it, but it’s not specifically Chinese, it’s
universal. It’s just later on there are specific representation projects
those ideas, and we think it’s Chinese, but fundamentally we think we
understand what they are that Guofu had been thinking deeply. He
reinvented this because he didn't want to copy. And also that kind of
copying, or studying the method or patterns, specifically the issues
those Chinese are done because you can see repetitions all the time,
especially in the late official recolonised Si Wang let’s say, those kind
of art. I'm not saying they are bad, it’s just saying fundamentally,
systematically, they do not have too much constructive suggestions.
But in order to make something new, you need to go back to the very
origin of thinking about it. Recently I've been reading Zhu Qingsheng’s
work. He’s writing about different systems. I think he suggested that
the Chinese way and the Western way, they kind of split into separate
ways in the 13th century, Giotto and Nizan, theyre both spread in
certain way. Nizan focused on calligraphy or ‘Shufa’ (Z{%) and Giotto
more of representational image. But before that, it’s still very much
not distinctive, it’s still universal. So in terms of gene, let’s talk about
it. Like a gene, we have it. Some of the genes are not apparent, but
they are still there. But now we try to make them reserve again. Then
Guofu’s one we can see from because I'm Chinese, I'm embedded with
this cultural burden or inertia so I can see the Chineseness there. But I
think it’s not necessary for Westerns to think, I have to understand in
a Chinese way. No, we are thinking it’s very much a universal feeling of
it. Everyone can comprehend or get something or the energy, from the
surface. And that’s how I think Guofu in a way achieved what he wants
to do. Something with great capacity and also with a very simplistic

presentation for you, for audience to get into this vastness.

To end this webinar I want to quote Liu GuoFu's saying ‘Each person’s
brush strokes the traces they leave in the world’. Malcolm McNeil,

Joshua Chinnery. Thank you
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Liu Guofu

Liu Guofu was born in 1964 in Nanjing, and graduated from the Oil
Painting Department of the Nanjing University of Arts in 1985. He
currently lives and works in Nanjing. His artworks meld motions of
light with air. While 'light’ brings out its depth, air’ helps disperse the
'light’ to every corner of the work. His use of his symbolic blue-greyish
colour is fundamental to his works. Up close, the brushstrokes are
chaotic and fragmented, yet from a distance the brushstrokes gather

to form a poetic tranquillity.

Liu Guofu’s oil paintings have been exhibited in many major cities.
Highlights include a group exhibition in Kunstraum Villa Friede, Bonn,
Germanyin 2014, a solo show in 2011 that toured the Jiangsu Provincial
Art Museum, Nanjing, Today Art Museum, Beijing, and the Shanghai
Art Museum, Shanghai; In the same year, he also participated in the
Parallel Exhibition at the 54th Venice Biennale. In 2016, Liu Guofu was
honoured by renowned French brand Martell as Martell Artist of the
Year in Hong Kong. He was commissioned by MGM Cotai to create a
large-formatted painting for the MGM Cotai Chairman’s Collection
which will be permanently displayed in Macau. His paintings were
collected by Shanghai Art Museum in Shanghai, Jiangsu Provincial Art

Museum in Nanjing and Zhuzhong Museum of Art in Beijing.

Dr. Xia Kejun, acclaimed philosopher and art critic, once described
Liu Guofu’s oil paintings as a magical spectacle: Among Chinese
contemporary oil painters, I have yet to see a single one who is so richly
imbued with the dejected and pessimistic qualities of modernity, or
can convey the lofty desolation of Shan Shui landscape painting with
such clear form and spiritual power. This is truly an “otherworldly

landscape”, the most magical spectacle of the soul’
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Solo Exhibitions

2022

2021

2018

2016

2015

2011

In Praise of Blandness: Liu Guofu Solo Exhibition, 3812 Gallery, London

In Praise of Blandness: Liu Guofu Solo Exhibition, 3812 Gallery, Hong Kong

Vibrating Double Shadows: Liu Guofu Solo Exhibition, 3812 Gallery, London

Phantom Brushstrokes: Liu Guofu Solo Exhibition, 3812 Gallery, Hong Kong

Painting Salon of Liu Guofu, 3812 Gallery, Hong Kong

Fantastic Scenery: Liu Guofu Solo Exhibition, Touring Exhibition, Today Art Museum,
Beijing/ Jiangsu Provincial Art Museum, Jiangsu/ Shanghai Art Museum, Shanghai

Selected Group Exhibitions

2022

2021

2020

2019

2018

2017

2016

2015

Spirit and Landscape, 3812 Gallery, London
Masterpiece London Art Fair, 3812 Gallery, London
Blessings, 3812 Gallery, Hong Kong

Awakening' MGM Chairmanss Collection Exhibition, MGM, Macau

RECONNECT: The Summer Exhibition 2020, 3812 Gallery, London & Hong Kong

Mind-Scape V: Summer Group Exhibition, 3812 Gallery, London
3812 Gallery Artists Group Exhibition, INK NOW Taipei Art Expo, Expo Dome, Taipei
Expo Park, Taipei

Pulse/Thread: 3812 Gallery Artists Group Exhibition, 2018 ART TAIPEIL, Taipei

Convention Centre, Taipei

Summer Show 2017, 3812 Gallery, Hong Kong
Elements - Wang Jieyin and Liu Guofu Joint Solo Exhibition, 2017 ART TAIPEI, Taipei

Convention Centre, Taipei

3812 Gallery Artists Group Exhibition, Fine Art Asia 2016, Hong Kong Convention and
Exhibition Centre, Hong Kong
Mind-Scape III: 3812 Gallery Artists Group Exhibition, 3812 Gallery, Hong Kong

Mind-Scape 1I: 3812 Gallery Artists Group Exhibition, 3812 Gallery, Hong Kong
Space Matter, 3812 Gallery, Hong Kong

2014

2013

3812 Gallery Artists Group Exhibition, Fine Art Asia 2015, Hong Kong Convention and
Exhibition Centre, Hong Kong

Empty Cold - Infra-mince of Snow-scape, SOKA Art Center, Beijing

Social Landscape, Sichuan Fine Art Institute, Chengdu

The heavy footprints - The exhibition of Nanjing International Art Festival, Nanjing
International Art Festival, Nanjing

Dialogue 5:5: Chinese and German Artists’ Group Exhibition, Kunstraum Villa Friede, Bonn
Chinese Artists in St.Urban - A Passage to the Alps #1, Art-St-Urban Modern Art, Lucerne

Forms of the Formless — Exhibition of Chinese Contemporary Art, Sishang Art Museum, Beijing
YWSZ: The Jiangsu Blank to Blank - Inframince Exhibition II, Soka Art Center, Beijing
Contemporary Art Study Exhibition, Zhejiang Art Museum, Hangzhou

Moving Beyond, Z-art Center, Shanghai

Forms of the Formless - Exhibition of Chinese Contemporary Art, Hubei Art Museum, Wuhan
Moving Beyond: Painting in China, 2013, Summer Hall, Edinburgh

Mind-Scape: 3812 Gallery Artists Group Exhibition, 3812 Gallery, Hong Kong

Public / Corporate Collections

MGM Cotai Chairman’s Collection (Macau), Shanghai Art Museum (Shanghai), Jiangsu

Provincial Art Museum (Nanjing), Zhuzhong Museum of Art (Beijing)
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About 3812 Gallery

With gallery spaces in the heart of Hong Kong and London,
3812 has both Europe and China written into its DNA. It
represents Hsiao Chin, one of the major postwar painters
whose work can be found in M+ and New York's Metropolitan
and who lived in Milan for 40 years and some important ink
artists, including Raymond Fung from Hong Kong, whose
works are in The Asian Art Museum of San Francisco and
Hong Kong Palace Museum as well as Nanjing based painter
Liu Guofu, whose meticulous works are in Macaus MGM
Chairman’s Collection and Shanghai Art Museum; and it
stages 'fascinating' exhibitions (to quote Colin Gleadell,
the art market expert) such as 'Looking East: St Ives Artists
and Buddhism' - exploring the debt of British art to Asian
philosophy.

Co-founded by Calvin Hui and Mark Peaker, 3812 represents
and exhibits both modern and contemporary Chinese and
British artists, fostering dialogues between them. The gallery
regularly places their work in major public and private
collections - and has participated in important art fairs such
as Masterpiece. 3812 continues to develop its vision through
representing contemporary artists of various genres such as
the much-acclaimed Beijing-based Zhao Zhao, the Artist of
the Year Award of Art China (AAC) in 2019, whose works were
exhibited extensively, including in New York's MoMA PS1
and his one person show at the Long Museum in Shanghai in
2022 and the sensuous porcelains of Li Hongwei, collected by
the Art Institute of Chicago and the British Museum among

many other museums.

Our Name

People often ask what 3812 means? The name was born
in 2010 in the French ski resort of Chamonix when
founders Calvin Hui and Mark Peaker joined friends
to ski the infamous La Vallée Blanche off-piste run. La
Vallée Blanche route starts atop the Aiguille du Midi
where the treacherous ‘aréte’ ridge (3,812m) must be
navigated. The descent that day, under the clear blue
skies and towering peaks of Mont Blanc, as we carved
our turns in the white powder of La Mer de Glace in-
spired our passion and imagination. From this inspi-
ration and in homage to the challenges overcome, our

name was decided, and 3812 Gallery was born.
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London f&#3X

Opening Hours FARUREE
Monday - Friday 10:00am - 6:30pm

Telephone &3
+44 (0)20 3982 1863

Address it
G/F, 21 Ryder Street, St James's, London, SW1Y 6PX

Email &

london@3812cap.com

Website #8ik
www.3812gallery.com

Facebook / Instagram
3812gallery

WeChat
3812 £

Hong Kong &#

Opening Hours FARUKREE
Monday - Friday 11:00am - 7:00pm

Telephone E3
+852 2153 3812

Address ik
26/F, 40-44 Wyndham Street, Central, Hong Kong

Email &

hongkong@3812cap.com

© 3812 Gallery. All rights reserved. 2022
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