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Liu Chuang is known for directly addressing problems of
architecture and the individual in China’s rapidly developing
cities; recently. he has turned to reflect on broader social roots.

Segmented Landscape derives from Liu Chuang’s study of
China’s social housing from the 1970s to 90s. Housing styles
are a reflection of institutions and of history, and can reflect the
structural changes of a particular era. Only with the introduc-
tion of housing reform policy in 1984 did it become common for
people to move from communal housing into individual units.

By 1998, when the social housing system ended, China’s housing
had become an entirely private market. Anti-theft window grates
were popular in the age of apartments. These bars were added to
the outsides of buildings for reasons of both safety and aesthet-
ics, their design choices often expressing the particular tastes of
the time. Among these designs, Liu was drawn to a wrought iron
design of overlapping rectangles; he traced its origins to show
that it had developed from the fangsheng pattern. By compar-
ing and contrasting his data analysis, the artist discovered that
the earliest form of the fangsheng pattern came from rhombus
shapes painted on Neolithic pottery, and later became one of the
“eight treasure” patterns during the Yuan dynasty. This design
is often combined with the panchang knot to form the popular
Chinese knot graphic widely used in textiles, ceramics, and as

a decorative element on furniture and buildings. Interestingly.
because the fangsheng pattern is quite abstract, it can also have a
structural function while satisfying aesthetic demands, and so is
casily recognizable in many anti-theft windows.

In his new work What is a Screen?, Liu Chuang retains the
style of Segmented Landscape as it was installed at the tenth
Shanghai Biennale, but substitutes for the white cloth hung in the
windows a material recalling the transparent layer in Photoshop.
Where the older work looked at the division of modern space and
time, in What is a Screen? the image of the iron lattice projected
onto the curtain looks like a computer-retouched image turned
into a grid and superimposed onto the master copy. The process
of going from object to image adds a new layer of imagined visu-
al space: the fangsheng is removed from its original context and
simplified into a temporary visual system.

The fangsheng has remained stable and easily reproducible
throughout its history, living in history and continuously reap-
pearing and circulating. In a similar way. plant hormones have
become objects of the artist’s archaeological study of modern cul-
ture in the video work BBRI (No. | Blossom Bud Restrainer) No.
2. If windows and doors are the sensory organs of a living build-
ing, BBRI is an organic ecosystem with its own internal order.
The background to Liu’s study is a new environmental problem
that has accompanied China’s modernization: the poplar fluff
pollution of recent years in parts of northern China stems from a
hidden problem in urban planning. Because poplars grow quickly
and are hardy. they are chosen to landscape the boulevards in
many cities. As they are propagated artificially. poplars have lost
their original reproductive function—they have become surplus to
the ecosystem and must be controlled with plant hormones, which
also increase the production of the fluff.

There is a clear logical connection between the narratives of
BBRI and the fangsheng series. They both result from the artist’s

reflections of trends in urban development and their effects on
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contemporary social structures. Liu Chuang take samples and
performs specimen analysis in the laboratory of society, giving
answers to the meanings produced. This is an experiment in
abandoning the rules.

Liu Chuang's methodology works against the entropy of
information. In What is a Screen? and BBRI, he provides specific
visual elements as ways for viewers to interact with complex sys-
tems, making these systems look a little simpler. As the difficulty
of dialogue increases, we lose some of our ability to enter the

conversation. Sasha Zhao (Translated by Vanessa Nolan)
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