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Liu Sheng: Potato Man’s Quest
Curator: Li Yao | 15 June to 31 August 2024

Artist Talk: 15 June 2024, Saturday, 3:00 — 4:00 pm (conducted in Mandarin)

Liu Sheng in conversation with his university professor - artist Xu Tan,
artist Duan Jianyu, observer and researcher of Liu Sheng - Liang
Jianhua, and exhibition curator Li Yao, delving into Liu Sheng’s recent
practice and the ecology of art in the Pearl River Delta.

Opening Reception: 15 June 2024, Saturday, 4:00 — 6:30 pm
Venue: gdm, 108 Ruttonjee Centre, 11 Duddell St, Central, Hong Kong

Liu Sheng grew up in a rural farming village in Suixi County in Zhanjiang, an area stricken by poverty located
in the southwest of Guangdong province in China. Liu studied oil painting at the Guangzhou Academy of
Fine Arts where he received a bachelot’s degree in 1994. He currently lives in Beipo Village of Suixi County.

Born in 1971, Liu Sheng experienced China’s industrial revolution and the drastic social transformations of
rapid urbanization. As the first university graduate and breadwinner of the family, Liu took on jobs in design
and manufacturing to lift his family out of poverty for 20 years. This survival experience of marginalized
people hustling in changing cities, made Liu very different from artists that start practicing professionally
straight out of art school.

A migrant worker was Liu Sheng’s identity for two decades, but he never stopped questioning the boundary of
art and society. In 2014, he no longer wanted to be a mere observer and started documenting his daily
encounters. With the sensibility of a poet, and in the format of photographic documentation, watercolor
sketches and prose, Liu transforms his social engagements into a visual diaty. The art of Liu Sheng is familiar
and straightforward.

From 2014 to 2019, Liu Sheng delved into the social landscape of ‘urban villages’ in the Peat] River Delta.
These urban villages play a pivotal role as catalysts in the process of mega-urbanization by providing the most
essential factors for development: land, housing and production space for masses of migrants. The side effects
of Chinese-style modernization on the social and psychological behaviors of individuals are discerned in Liu’s
pictorial stories. Fragments of social reality are captured in Liu’s vivid characters such as “Fei Lo” and “Bro
Hua”. Through depicting the state of existence of these migrants, the artist attempts to document how China’s
economic revolution transformed the country’s domestic sphere.

Long-durational social practice is not only a way for Liu Sheng to transcend his own observation and
perception, to generate artistic expression in the joint relationship with others, but to expose critical issues
within existing systems and catalyze social exchange.

Late 2019, Liu Sheng returned to his home village and rented two acres of farmland from his cousin which
began his life as a ‘Potato Man’. Farming is the artist’s way to reconnect with his hometown. Through manual
labor, Liu integrated into the community to grasp the complexities in Chinese village life today, where family-
run farmland is challenged with deficient productivity. Liu explores the intimate choices of village families in
the face of larger forces of modernization, showing how these negotiations shape the configurations of daily
village life — from power structure, communal superstitions, individualism vs collectivism, to resources
distribution and inequalities.

Entering the fifth year of his “Return to Sweet Potato Farming” project, Liu Sheng unveils the social realities
he discovered as a potato farmer through a new series of evocative oil on canvas works. Exhibition

“Liu Sheng: Potato Man’s Quest” is curated by Li Yao, presented by gdm (Galerie du Monde) in Hong
Kong from 15 June to 31 August 2024.

Image: Liu Sheng “A Cat’s Claw Farmer” (2024) Oil on canvas, 80 x 60 cm
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Curatorial Statement

Liu Sheng: A Potato Man’s Quest
Text By Li Yao

In an era marked by revolutions in artificial intelligence and other technologies, artist Liu Sheng chose to
return to his hometown at the end of 2019—Beipo Village, Suixi County, Zhanjiang, Western Guangdong—to
launch a community-participatory project titled “Returning to Sweet Potato Farming.” This project continues
his engagement with the agricultural migration issues he encountered in the urban villages of the Pearl River
Delta. This time, however, his role shifted from an urban observer (“Shui Liu Chai”) to a new “farmer”
returning to the land under the guise of art. If it weren't for the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
ensuing lockdown policies at the beginning of 2020, which provided a pretext for his return to farming,
internal family pressures and rural societal skepticism might have halted the project.

This solo exhibition at gdm Hong Kong, titled “Potato Man’s Quest,” showcases works created by Liu Sheng
since his return in 2019. The pieces revolve around Liu's rural life network and his field labor records. In these
works, Liu Sheng transforms into a villager, blending in with farmers who make a living from the land. He
experiences and witnesses the realities of contemporary rural life and production, collecting and refining these
ordinary people's robust vitality, stubborn traditions, and distinct local imprints amidst the harsh conditions.
He brings the nuanced and brutal life politics of the Western Guangdong rural background into a visual
theater imbued with absurdity and irony.

For Liu Sheng, returning to rural life remains
filled with uncertainties. His participatory
intervention as a returnee cannot alter the logic of
the countryside; instead, the environment
constantly changes him: “Living here, becoming
part of it, transforming from an ‘outsider’ to an
‘insider,’” I realized that only power can change the
reality here. I began to study the power structures
within the village while my body reacted strongly
to the labor and the environment, which is why
recent paintings incorporate these physical
sensations.”

Since the “Returning to Sweet Potato Farming”
project began in 2019, Liu Sheng's life and
creative practice in the countryside has continued
despite the challenges. The three-year land lease
signed at the time has long ended, and the harvest
of that yeat's sweet potatoes has entered the cycle
of matetial reincarnation. Yet, Liu Sheng's
resilience shines through. Therefore, we titled this
exhibition “Potato Man’s Quest,” presenting
works born from this context, providing an
artistic mirror and echo for the absurd times
expetienced over the past few years.

Liu Sheng “Sweet Potato Man” (2022)
Oil on canvas, 50 x 40 cm
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Liu Sheng 2|

1971, born in Beipo Village, Zhanjiang, Guangdong Province, China

1994, graduated with a BFA in Oil Painting from Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts
1994-2014, a migrant worker traversing cities across China

2014-2019, practice socially engaged art across urban villages in the Pearl River Delta
2019-present, artist and a potato farmer in rural village

Solo Exhibitions

“Potato Man's Quest REFHEEE", gdm, Hong Kong (2024)

“Water Flows, Ripe Fields B7KEZH”, 1978 Art Village, Guangzhou (2021)

“Shui Liu Chai 7/K4%”, Bonacon Gallery, Guangzhou (2019)

“Silent Chant fiEE Y577 (duo solo exhibition), Bonacon Gallery, Guangzhou (2017)

Museum Exhibitions and Biennales

“Party of Face {HAERES”, Times Museum, Guangzhou (2024)

“One song is very much like another, and the boat is always from afar. #5277, Times Museum,
Guangzhou (2021)

“About the Pandemic BATETE”, OCAT Shenzhen (2020)

“Pearl River Night Cruise BR/ T2, Guangdong Art Museum (2019)

“Nonglin Open Stage EAMILEES”, Guangzhou FEI Arts Museum (2019)

“Clipping Rats K E”, Hong Kong Shenzhen Bi-city Biennale of Urbanism\ Architecture (2019)
“Duck Rice #5877, Hong Kong Shenzhen Bi-city Biennale of Urbanism\ Architecture (2017)

Social Practice — Projects

HB Station &2 (2023-2024 collaborator)

Return to Sweet Potato Farming #REFFEZEE (2019-ongoing)
Village Rain #fFR (2017)

Xi-San Film Studio 5= HLH i (2017)

Residents JEE (2016-2017)
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About the Curator Li Yao =)

Li Yao is an art critic, curator and institutional arts practitioner.

Li Yao has spearheaded and curated over a hundred exhibitions, art salons and forums, including: ““Time Capsule
B, “Why Shut Down HB Station? B {EEEAEE NS ? 7, “Casting Stones to Search for Directions #£/R
P87, “ART Park Efi/AE”, “The Making of an Institution: Ecology of Guangzhou Contemporary Art — HB
Time t¥FEAE © BEINFFERBMERREE T HEBINR, “Live On #8847, “Shine Like Diamonds {554
H—1EPIRE”, “Chirp: Art Camp — 2019 Shenzhen (Pingshan) Public Art Festival DEUft © Z5{fiEE——2019 %
Y (R A FEEETZE”, “Thousands of Light #ZEK”, “Episode and Reflection: A Solo Exhibition of Li
Mingchang Z[H] : ZHHEEFEERE”, “The 9* Shenzhen Young Artists Week — Contemporary Art Invitation
Exhibition ‘Phoenix Rising from the Ashes’ 55 SUEZEYIIEFEM H S R B RE ——Si%ZEK”, “Utopia
and Contemporary Art's Participation SFLFRELE REATHISELME”, “Aohu Art Forum: Shenzhen’s Era of Arts
from Dafen Village, Biennales to Art Fairs BSEMTHERIE © e - CEF R T Sl QA= 4
&> “Contemporary Symptoms and Legal Implementation & EEELARER”.

About the Gallery — gdm J#&%

gdm is a Hong Kong-based art gallery founded by Fred Scholle in 1974. Originally opened as Galerie du
Monde, gdm represents more than twenty artists, nurturing a diverse roster of artists at all stages of their
creative practices with a global perspective. The gallery has been acclaimed for its ground-breaking work in
championing artists of postwar and contemporary movements such as Hong Kong’s Circle Art Group, and
Taiwan’s Fifth Moon.

gdm Projects launched in 2008 which transformed the gallery with a new emphasis on contemporary art and
dedication to supporting emerging and underrepresented diaspora artists engaging with cultural identity and
conceptual practices. Fostering collaborations with curators and institutions worldwide — gdm operates a
dynamic program that encourages imagination and risk-taking, driven to provide opportunities for artists to
amplify their voices within their communities, and across platforms in the international contemporary art
world.

Email: enquiry@galetiedumonde.com
Website: www.galeriedumonde.com

Instagram: @galeriedumonde

gdm opens from Monday to Saturday, 10:00 am to 7:00 pm
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