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Too Much Words by Liu Shiyuan (b.1985, Beijing) was first presented at The 7th Shenzhen Sculpture
Beinnale. She extracts various characters’portraits from theatrical plots, distributes these anonymous
figures and faces on the grey wall - the initial time and narrative threads are completely destructed by the
scarcely identifiable distance between the photo paper and the bodies of the walls. Liu tries to play a
rational and insidious directorial role not only by repetitively halting any dramatic appearance on the
scene, but also by luring the audience into the border of reality. Too Much Words has become the starting
point of Liu’s artistic practice in the recent two years. The strong interest on the paradoxical relation
between performance and authenticity deriving from the funding as well as participation in An_Ding Men

Performance Group has been carried on to her continuous probing and interrogation on images.

Iconology was once, or still is the most concerned spectrum in Chinese contemporary art. It was directly
related to the introduction of Gombrich to China. His theory advocates viewing variability of artistic vision
from image-making, and eventually to discuss the transformation of image styles from the perspective of
perceptual psychology instead of aesthetics criteria (reference 1). It is worthwhile to ruminate that
Gombrich’s contribution to the history of art is noticeably different from his influence on the discourse of
Chinese contemporary art. As one of the many imported Western reference systems, it encountered the
prevalence of pop art shortly after its emergence in China, and the sociological function of iconology was
enhanced during that period of time. Under such circumstances, Gombrich’s once repercussive theory of
anti-aesthetic was relocated to the weaponization of image meanings, and subsequently the

concentration on the images per se through giving reflections on the pop art trend.

In the process of viewsheds transformation, images are often set to play the target roles. While the
significances of images are being intensively questioned, the roles of image creators are disappearing.
Although this tendency could provide support to the reaffirmations of certain theories and viewpoints on
the history of art, and shape the discourse of art on the level of commercial distribution, the absence of
questions such as how the creators participate in the formation of the images and how their knowledge of
art decide the representation of images nevertheless restricts our discussion on the core issues of

contemporary art to an inertial production level.

These absent questions were precisely the beginning point of Liu Shiyuan’s research. For the exhibition
The Edge of Vision, or the Edge of the Earth, Liu’s constant self-questioning on the relation between her

work and images were presented through a selection of works with apparent traits of medium. Starting



from the mistrust to the intention of images, the artist is more concerned about how the images could
become incorrect, rather than explaining their content: the incorrectness in the relationship between
images and medium; the incorrectness in the misplacement of images and our perception; the

incorrectness deviated from our commonly mentioned understanding of images in “conceptual art”.

How to accomplish this research on the possibilities of incorrectness? The images Liu Shiyuan is keen on
using are all “good-looking” at the first glance — photo frames made by flower images collage, printed and
cut jewellery display photos collected from the Internet, images of fruit covered and glued on cliché scenic
photographs...After the images are formed, they are also offered vulgar meanings through the
dissemination and the values it convey, and this interrupts the images’return to their“aesthetic sense’as
objects. According to the artist’'s own words, this is a “balance” between “high beauty” and “low beauty”.
In A Conversation with Photography and Re-en-act, the “balance” was realized by the “borderlines”
suggested by Liu. She constructs the differences between images by means of superposition, and the
superimposed borderlines — such as the synthetic glass between the images of flowers and photo frames
in A Conversation with Photography — not only implies the connectivity between reality and illusion
through the presentation of photography, but also questions the predilection of determinism in iconology.
Perhaps, the infusion of such spirit of creation would achieve greater significance after being examined by

time.

Similar to Too Much Words, video work The Edge of Vision, or the Edge of the Earth also attempts to
remove meanings and narrative structure from the perspective of general performance. The artist’s
practice has progressed from setting borderlines technically (sea level, rough combination of digitally
edited cloud and sceneries in the centre of views) to express the concept of borderlines symbolically. In
the middle part of the video, there is a dramatic section seeming to be a funeral, where actors in
inappropriate costumes walk slowly and pretentiously while crying. We do not feel the sorrow, but the
urge of asking about the story behind the scene. The sound from BBC documentaries accompanies the
entire video, vaguely expresses its relevance or irrelevance to the visual content played, and the deceitful

protagonist has already been converted from the elements in the work to the artist herself.

During her study in School of Visual Art, Liu Shiyuan’s tutor, artist Penelope Umbrico introduced her
practice to many possibilities. Umbrico’s work bears an archival characteristic. She collects images about
sunset from the Internet, place them together for Suns (from Sunsets) from Flickr (2006 - present).
Starting from the synonymity of images, Umbrico’s discussion seeks to obscure the boundary of image
significance’s extension and intension, and hence to complete a linguistic subversion. Collecting as
Umbrico’s mean of creation aims at social ideographical system, however, for Liu Shiyuan, collecting is
more spontaneous. The handwork contained during the collection was at her prior concern — this way of
collecting makes the technical correctness of technological medium, such as photography and video

become suspicious.



From Roland Barthe’s structuralism interpretation on photography to the roles analog signal and digital
signal movies play in different period of time, the influence of technological medium to art never vanishes
in the contemporary art discourse. In responding to this point, Liu Shiyuan proposes an incorrect answer
from her work, an answer that is not only significant in the field of iconology, but also indicates a possible
path for the association of medium and contemporary art. The latter aspect is particularly worth looking

forward to, under the historical and contemporary standardized context.

See reference 1:Art and lllusion: A Study in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation by
E.H.Gombrich Translated by Lin Xi, Li Benzheng, Fan Jingzhong Zhejiang Photography Press, 1987
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