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An Te Liu

A ghost is haunting modernity—the ghost of animism. It awaits us everywhere when we step outside modern reason’s cone of
light, outside its firmly mapped order, when approaching its frontier zones and “outside”. We find it in the imagined darkness
of modernity’s outside, where everything changes shape and the world is reassembled from the fragments that reason expels
from its chains of coherences.

—Anselm Franke, “Introduction—‘Animism’”

The antimoderns, like the postmoderns, have accepted their adversaries’ playing field. Another field—much broader, much less
polemical—has opened up before us: the field of nonmodern worlds. It is the Middle Kingdom, as vast as China and as little
known.

—Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern

An Te Liu’s oeuvre revolves around a core cluster of concerns: spatiality and emptiness, seriality and pattern-
making, and a certain archaeology of the present filtered through a disbelieving reverence of modernity and shot
with technological as well as primitivist inflections.

Let us be clear about the certain threads not prevalent in An Te Liu’s oeuvre. Figuration in that painterly vein
is clearly absent—whether representational, expressive, Pop, or otherwise. There is also little trace of the
hand, at least not until his most recent ceramic works. Nor does he delve into the practices of the body and of
performance, the well-trod (and almost canonical) terrain of participatory art, or the recent obsession of mass
media concerns and the eruption of internet and post-internet art.

An Te Liu’s background sheds some light. Born in Taiwan, he moved with his family to Canada as a child. After
studying art history, Reniassance studies and film at the University of Toronto, he completed graduate studies at
Southern Californian Institute of Architecture (SCI-Arc). Though he now is a Professor of Art and Architecture
at the University of Toronto, his trajectory had taken him away from architectural practice. He has had solo
exhibitions across North America, and in 2008, he was Canada Council for the Art’s artist in residence at the
Kunstlerhaus Bethanien in Berlin. In the same year, one of his works (Cloud) (see page 6) was shown at the 11th
Venice Biennale of Architecture. In 2013, he had a solo exhibition at the Gardiner Museum in Toronto and this
year he is notably taking part in the 2014 Canadian Biennial at the National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa.

An Te Liu’s oeuvre covers a range of installations, but some of the earlier pieces deal very directly with
architecture and spatiality. For instance, Gamespace (2003—4) focused in on the lines used in various sports venues
and presented them almost as abstractions. Or his Pattern Language (1999—-ongoing), a mesmerizing series of
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wall paper designs: at first glance, they resemble repetitive, ornate patterns, but in fact the patterns turn out to
have been taken from maps and drawings of Levitttown, a Long Island suburb outside of New York built by the
construction company Levitt & Sons between 1947 and 1951. The works hover between an allure of abstract
design that verges on the arabesque and a real-life reference to a soul-destroying (sub)urban planning based on
mass-industrial production. As one commenter noted, “Liu undermines several fopoi of modernity, whether
by introducing content into a seemingly pure abstraction or, adopting an opposite strategy, by transforming an

No Molestar 2006
Installation view,
Witte de With Center
for Contemporary Art,
Rotterdam

Pattern Language 1999-ongoing

environment initially devoid of ornamentation into a decorative pattern.” (Astria Mania, “Poison in the very air
we breathe”, Matter, 45). These map-like diagrams of suburbia serially replicated ad infinitum possess a charm
which draws us into the awful but fascinating sublime of a particular species of modernity; they are also imbued
with the artist’s characteristic ambivalence (between the beautiful and the sterile, and between diagram and
abstraction).

Some of Liu’s installations involve a mass of everyday objects arranged in a particular geometric form. With
No Molestar (2006), shown at Witte de With Center in Rotterdam, 280 folded T-shirts in nine colors are stacked

neatly (each shirt with the phrase “Do not disturb” in Spanish). In Soff Load (1999) (see page 13), rainbow-colored
kitchen sponges form a formally “pure” if colorful tower. There are references to Minimalism—one is reminded
of the repetitive serial objects of Carl Andre and Donald Judd, as well as some of the colors of Sol Lewitt’s
instructional drawings—but Liu’s use of everyday consumer ready-mades turns away from the phenomenological
focus of the Minimalists towards, well, the everyday along with its attendant social issues: shopping and
consumption, hygiene and (domestic) labor.

Liu has a knack for simple gestures that at one stroke dizzyingly upends our perceptions of what previously
looked “ordinary”. Take Title Deed (see page 10) for instance. Part of the Leona Drive Project, a public art project
in an inner suburb of Toronto, artists were given a house to play and make art with. Liu completely painted over a
fairly stereotypical bungalow in a Monopoly green—walls, doors, windows, the works—which at first glance seems
to offer viewers an easy laugh, riffing on the little houses of that classic board game. Yet rather than being just a
safe and friendly humorous public art piece, the work also lobs spectators with a cutting insight into the reality of
our urban fabric. By linking up a typical suburban house (almost an icon of “house-ness”) with the board game
and its winning drive of maniacal possessiveness and ruthlessness, he satirizes life and presents us with a social
mirror: of acquisitive greed (“I’'m buying the whole street!”), conformity (of the little green houses—or suburbia),



and at a remove, perhaps the illusory reification of money (“aren’t they really just colorful pieces of paper?”’) We
hope desperately for the sake of our ideas about individualism and free will that we are not just playing a great
game of Monopoly for real.

Indeed, a good number of An Te Liu’s works display a certain outward simplicity with a darker current of
shrewd disenchantment lurking within. One connected cluster of works uses domestic machines, household fans
and air purifiers of all sorts—these include Airborne (2000), Exchange (2001), Cloud (2008) (see page 6 & 7), Blast
(2011) (see page 12), White Dwarf (2012) (see page 5). By deploying the same elements of air cleaners in different
forms (cityscapes, skyscrapers, a cloud, an explosion, a [death] star), different angles and vectors of meaning
are assumed through different overall shapes—particularly around the themes of hygiene and purity, as well as
control of habitats and the expansion of human mastery over nature. Exchange, for instance, has air purifiers
stacked in high columns, raising questions about the obsessiveness of hygiene (though exhibited as it was in
New York, in the aftermath of the Sep 11 attacks, the work also gained a connotation of danger, of collapsing
skyscrapers and the resultant toxic particles). Cloud, shown in the 2008 Venice Biennale of Architecture, presented
air cleaners in a cloud-like form. For one commentator, it evoked “the totalitarianism of clean labs and the
rationality of HAL 9000” (Michael J. Prokopow, “Out of the Ordinary: An Te Liu and MONO NO MA”, 15). In
China, where pollution is a daily battle, the work might well take on a different meaning: a wistful comment on
the fruits of industrial modernity and on the sad fact that the closest we get to clean air is paradoxically through
the mechanical output of a consumer good.

Composed as they are of air purifiers, these works have something magical and elemental about them. After all,
air is what we respire but that which we cannot see, and there is often something otherworldly about artworks
involving “air” or “wind”: Hans Haacke’s “Blue Sail”, for instance, has a blue chiffon held aloft only by the
breeze of the fan, evoking a melancholic evanescence; Ryan Gander’s installation of a breeze at the 2014
Documenta on the other hand has a refreshing cleanness in opposition to spectacular art. With Liu’s air purifiers,
though, there is also something unsettling.

Originally, the artist was inspired by his concerns with hygiene and its connections with purity, in both innocuous
and dangerous ways. Indeed, there are echoes of something obsessive-compulsive about an extreme degree
of cleanliness. More deeply, the historical rise of modern hygienic practices was related not only to Pasteur’s
discovery of the bacteria and the awareness of the links between bacteria and disease, but also notions of
cleanliness, civilization and purity. Progress in this field was structured by a “civilizing process”, so termed and
documented by the sociologist Norbert Elias, of the historical progression of ever-greater self-restraints in the
public and semi-public expressions of all manners of bodily functions (readers of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales
might recall eyebrow-raising medieval table manners, for instance). Moreover, over the past few centuries, the rise
of specific fields of knowledge dealing with whole populations (rather than individuals) as the object of inquiry—
biology, sociology, demography, among many others—led to vast changes in the structure of knowledge and
more specifically in the nature of governance. When governments became concerned not just with individual
betterment but the bio-political care of entire populations, when the stakes are raised to the level of the entire
population, any perceived threat becomes mortally menacing, making any defense—however bloodcurdling—
justifiable. As Foucault said, “If genocide is indeed the dream of modern powers, this is not because of a recent
return of the ancient right to kill; it is because power is situated and exercised at the level of life, the species,
the race, and the large-scale phenomena of population” (History of Sexuality, 136—137). In the modern age, we
see such metaphors (and acts) of “hygiene” going from the individual to the collective (“racial purity”, “ethnic
cleansing” and such like).

Title Deed (19 Leona Drive) 2011

There is perhaps something unsettling beyond the connections between hygiene and purity, however. White Dwarf
(see page 5) hovers like a death star; Blast (see page 12) menaces as a swarm. In works like Exchange and Cloud
(see page 6 & 7), with the air purifiers in operation, the air goes in and out, to the burr of machines—almost as
though they are respiring, as though they are alive. It is not fortuitous that for the ancient Greeks, “breath” [psyche]
was connected with vitality, the soul and mind; here the rhythmic “breathing” of the machines makes them
appear to possess a certain animism. Certainly, these are no robots, but we have perhaps forgotten about how
weird machines can be (and this fear does come through in the apprehension we have towards robots). By making
these machines look “weird”, An Te Liu has made us look again with new eyes—at these monstrous hybrids of
the animate and the inanimate that our technological civilization has produced (monstrous because they have
erupted the previously safe divisions between the animate and the inanimate).

In his latest series of ceramic works, first shown at the Gardiner Museum in Toronto, An Te Liu makes a
substantial shift away from ready-mades to ceramics. Yet the ceramics are derived from Styrofoam packaging,
which he found, sorted, and intuitively “played with”, before molds in plaster are made and slip-casted. The
singular forms with their “taut beauty” recall Rachel Whiteread’s haunting molds of negative space (of the
interior space of buildings, of space unused), but here the “negative” is the packaging around consumer goods—
the throwaway bits of consumption that ironically will probably last longer than the objects themselves (Styrofoam
having a long biodegradable half-life). Formally inspired by various sculptors like Brancusi, Henry Moore, and
Noguchi, Liu rifles through the detritus of our consumerist civilization, creating gorgeous techno-primitive
objects in his archaeology of the present. As an artist-curator, he takes in various foam forms—packaging for
electronic goods, appliances, or unknown matter—and reassembles them in novel and unusual shapes. Ruin
(see page 42 & 43), for instance, resembles a mimetic reproduction of Styrofoam but presented as a fragment, it
also recalls the display of ancient sculpture, with limbs hacked off. In Brutalist Rice Cooker (see page 16), we see
weird details like the crackled patterns of Styrofoam which strangely also appear much like the faint delicate
cracks of Song celadons; the form is striking, too, resembling some mask or vessel from some distant bronze-
age past. On certain works, a beguiling patina of age is present; as one commenter noted: “And how could one
look at the ancient texture and aching of Aphros (2013) (see page 15) and not be reminded of shattered dreams
and fallen empires?” (Prokopow 28). And indeed how could we not be haunted by intimations of mortality, of
finitude thus—of this civilization, this life—by these artifacts of the present with which to fool archaeologists
of the future? In fact, with Formations (see page 26-28, 31-34), the artist imagined how fragments of the present
would look far into the future, forging from rocks collected around Lake Huron future fossils of this age—the
Anthropocene, when humanity has left such an indelible mark on ecosystems to constitute another geological
epoch. Elsewhere, striking techno-primitive totems, like Gnomon (see page 47) and Tropos (see page 44-46), shoot
up with casts of Styrofoam stacked up, sleek and mysterious, as though they were strange artifacts plucked from
ancient or alien civilizations. These unusual presentations of the “negative” of products—Styrofoam packaging
which surround us but which we fail to truly notice—perhaps point at an uncertain fluctuation between being
and nothingness, enduring existence and disappearance. Unable to be contained by the dualistic divisions of the
present, they cannot help but look to us both futuristic and primitive at the same time.

Daniel Ho 477 %47

Writer and Editor-in-Chief 4f X % %%
Randian Magazine ¥% % 2% &
www.randian-online.com
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Blast 2011

Soft Load 1999
Installation view,

Henry Urbach Gallery,
New York
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Brutalist Rice Cooker 2013
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Cast stoneware
HRIESE (HEM)
20.5x20.5x19cm

Cell 2013
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Mono No Ma

Installation view, Gardiner Museum

From left to right

Mono a Mono, Peregrine Slip, Cell, Hodos, Deus Ex Machina,

The Trickster, Brutalist Rice Cooker, Enigmatic Depression, Lacuna




e
J
i
g

Jr' 4 i
s

=

‘*

Delivery System 2013
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Cast stoneware
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10x 86.5 x 15 cm

Deus Ex Machina 2013
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Cast stoneware
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Peregrine Slip 2013
W

Cast stoneware
#HEIEE (FHEM )
29x4.5x55cm
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FEidolon 12014

Eidolon IT1 2014
i R H#1 R H3
Slip cast earthenware with tarnished silver glaze Slip cast earthenware with copper oxide slip
i TH 5% iR %
10x7x15cm

16 x 11 x22 cm
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From left to right Ak £ £ 4
Formation V, IV, II, I, II1 2014
A #5, 4,2, 1.3

Slip cast stoneware
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Enigmatic Depression 2013
A Ak W My,

Cast earthenware

i 5

28x25x5cm

-

ation 111 2014
A #3
with pigment
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10x 5 x 18 cm
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From left to right A £ £ 4
Formation I, I12014

A #1, 2

Slip cast stoneware
HEIeE (HiRMH)
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Formation V
R %5

Slip cast stoneware with pigment
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George 2013

g

Cast earthenware
TR B
15x24x 18 cm
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Hodos 2013
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Slab built stoneware with nickel oxide glaze
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7x 11 x 4cm

Hard Edge Kawaii Subtraction No. 22014
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Cast Plaster with pigmented wax
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24x24.5x 31 cm
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Loki 112014

YEARIT #2

Press molded stoneware with copper oxide slip
BEIBE (FiRE)

29x15x3cm

Trickster 12014

Press molded stoneware with copper oxide slip
BENG S (%R )

36x15x3 cm
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Mono a Mono 2013
A

Cast stoneware
itinds (5E14)
2.5x 28 x 4cm
2.5x 33 x5cm
2.5x 33 x4cm

New Dawn Fades 2013
TH 6 BE

cast earthenware
HETR R

15x47 x 15 cm
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Gnomon 2013
Z[R7S
Hydrostone

/6 ,%”,

17 x 18 x 180cm
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Mono No Ma
Installation view, Gardiner Museum

From left to right

Obsolete Figure in Space, Aphros, Order of Solids, Gnomon, Chimera
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