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| urge the Ruler of Heaven,
To rouse again,

To bestow us with geniuses,
Without following on pattern.
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Chu Teh-Chun

Member of the Académie des Beaux-Arts in France



ARTIST STATEMENT

C.N.

LIEW

“Reveling in art vastitude illuminating through
megacosm with strokes of ardour.”

My works are figurative, imaginative, abstract
and insightful. They aim to stimulate one’s
subconscious.

When | make art, it is a form of relief. | feel
liberated.

Finding relief transcends us. Transcendence,
is a realm that everybody strives for.

| am always looking for transcendence in my

works, to exceed itself and confine to the con-
cept of eternity.

February 2019
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C.N. LIEW

WRITING - PAINTING THE UTOPIA

JANET FONG™*

| have long been following the work of C.N. Liew.
Be it technique, form, the meaning behind his art or
the spiritual pursuit it conveys, his work possesses
incredible depth. He goes beyond established con-
vention in preserving the heart of traditional Chinese
culture, while also instilling the essence of contem-
porary art into his work. The philosophical reflection
that stems from his art is unique and profound, calm
and transcendent, immensely alluring and enticing. It
inspires a deep emotional resonance in the viewer.

In this article, | will attempt to offer my analysis and
interpretation on Liew’s art on different levels by
examining the important works from the five series
— “The Great Form”, “The Great Ideal”, “The Great
Vigor”, “The Great Unity” and “The Great Refine-

ment”.

The calligraphic art is a tangible manifestation of
human aesthetic. Liew has studied calligraphy from
a young age. His work is neither pure calligraphy
nor painting, but it may be called “writing-painting”.’
Zhang Yanyuan from Tang Dynasty noted that cal-
ligraphy and painting share the same brushstrokes
and rules.? In Chinese culture, they are born of
one’s artistic creation reaching a certain level, which
proves that calligraphy is a living art form. In the
same vein as painting, Liew’s brushstrokes vary be-
tween a powerful dynamic and a sense of calmness
in achieving the perfect balance between conscious
creation and spontaneity, taking his art to an elevated
realm of unspoken yet vivid expression. Blending the
versatile arts of calligraphy and painting, the artist’s
work illuminates his inner resilience.



Using the Chinese philosophical concept of “Dao”
(“the path”) as an entry point into analyzing Liew’s
exceptional artistry, one sees that Dao emphasizes
the absence of barrier between the material and the
self, and the state of pure spontaneity.® Liew feels the
natural transformation of the material and the self, and
the diverse rhythms of this intrinsic creation. Through
the creative act of writing-painting, he reveals the
rhythmic beauty of this unique energy in his work.
Through the multi-faceted reflection on and execution
of contemporary and traditional arts, he endows his
work with possibilities for multiple interpretations and
deeper meaning for the viewer.

The Great Form

“The Great Form” is a highly representative series of
Liew’s oeuvre. There is often an inseparable relation-
ship between the act of art making and the artist’s
mental and emotional states. The different phases of
Liew’s art are marked by particular spiritual quests
and modes of interpretation. One of the turning points
took place in 2009, when Liew was deeply affected by
the passing of his mother and his spiritual mentor in
the same year. His artistic creation reached a bottle-
neck. After a hundred days of solitary retreat and an
extended period of self-refinement, he stumbled upon
an opportunity during this dark time of his life. When
he was at a printing factory, he saw the material of
aluminum board shine a new ray of light on his life.
He discovered that this material was well-suited to
his needs in art-making during that phase. The luster
and hardness of aluminum board, and the solidness
of aluminum board gave Liew the strength to make

art again. The creation of this series gathered mo-

mentum from that point onwards.

Liew’s writing-painting on aluminum board reveals
a different mindset and state than that in traditional
calligraphy and Chinese painting on xuan paper or
silk. AlImost every stroke runs uninterrupted from start
to finish, and the painting style is sharp and sleek.
The attributes of aluminum board as a material are its
smoothness and the lack of permeation. Therefore,
in writing each stroke, the artist’s focus on the paint-
ing board is the perfect manifestation of the union
of the material and the self. As Lin Yutong writes
in The Wisdom of Laotse, “Dao is the origin of all
things in the universe, the impetus for all lives; Dao
is subdued and formless... It cannot be named, as
what can be named is not Dao... Dao brings unity and
spiritual nature to this material world.”* These works
are endowed with vitality, and they show a solidness
that goes beyond the everyday. To Liew, these works
may seem both abstract and figurative in their visual
representation. That is because the works reflect the
“true” feelings from the artist’s interior world, and the
spiritual nature of this material world.

One of the works from “The Great Form” is named
“Know the Known and to Know the Unknown as the
Wise Way”. It is taken from a paragraph in Chapter
28 of Dao De Jing by Laozi. Painting resembles text:
it understands brightness, yet it is content to be dark
ink. The writing-painting is done on hard aluminum
board, and the interaction between black and white
encompasses solidness and gentleness, illuminating the
Daoist concept that opposites are complementary.® The
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distinct differences between the two complement each
other in the painting and reveal a strong character.

Liew’s work often evokes associations between cal-
ligraphy (Chinese characters) and painting. What's
interesting is that Hanzi (Han characters) are hiero-
glyphic in their roots. The ancient oracle bone scripts
and bronze inscriptions were pictographic, and they
formed a highly imaginative and conceptual artistic
expression.® Liew insists on making art with the cal-
ligraphy brush; he writes out in the calligraphic format
the texts by Laozi and from classical poetry, showcas-
ing the dynamic of calligraphy and Hanzi. The title of
his work “Return to the Limitless — In Dialogue with
Zao Wou-Ki” is also taken from Chapter 28, “Endless
Return to Man’s First State”’, of Dao De Jing by Laozi,
which refers to the return to the pure state. Paying
tribute to the master, Liew instills his truest emotions
into his work with the calligraphy brush and paint as
the starting point, and unleashes a free realm that is
born from within — the free realm of “The Realm of
Dao” in Daoism. According to the Dao of Laozi, the
absence of consciousness is the highest form of free
consciousness.® Starting from this point, one sees
that Dao can freely give birth to all things in the uni-
verse. Liew’s spiritual longing for freedom reveals it-
self through the incredible energy of his brushstrokes,
and as the manifestation of a pure nature. A strong
sense of vitality shines between the brushstrokes and
the composition, as it is intensely felt between the
brushstrokes. It is as if a boundless world of imagina-
tion has opened up between the brushstrokes and the
composition to give life to all things in a free realm.

The Great Ideal

“Landscape” is the manifestation of an ideal self.® In
classical landscape paintings, the concrete subject
is usually excluded; the landscape is transformed
into an overall depiction of the mountains, water
and scenery in the painting. In the act of art mak-
ing, Liew makes uses of the transformation of nature
and that of the material in everyday life, in order to
highlight an atmospheric expression that embodies
his subjective ideas and emotions. The artist turns
scenery like water and clouds into abstract symbols
and assembles them into a composition according to
the needs of his expression, where the artist instills
his humanistic ideas, self-awareness and spiritual
dimension into the landscape. The work is not only
a depiction or imitation of natural scenery, but a por-
trayal of profound humanistic spirits and ideals that
come from the heart. It is a signifying, abstract or
even classifying kind of humanistic landscape.

The complementation between solidness and gentle-
ness is the most apt description of Liew’'s work. In
“The Great Ideal” series, the patterns on rocks and
agarwood are particularly intricate. Upon a close
look, the rocks resemble water and reveal delicate
veins. When viewed from a distance, the rocks morph
into mountains and rocks with rich texture. The mix
of solidness and gentleness echoes that of the use of
ink, which is marked by duality — yang exists in yin,
while yin exists in yang to open up a new perspec-
tive. Drawing on Chinese philosophy as the basis, the
artist revamps the painting of rocks and re-examines
the approach to Chinese painting, as the exploration



of a new perspective creates a distinct impact. Liew’s
work is marked by subtle yet powerful brushstrokes
and streamlined composition; it mirrors his scholarly
temperament and his elegant presence.

The Great Vigor

Speaking of the earliest “artworks” in the history of
Chinese art, ritual bronzes come to mind. Many Hanzi
originated from the shapes of ritual bronzes and
the pictographic expressions of human use of ritual
bronzes."” The relationship Liew creates between
Hanzi, shapes and calligraphy in the series of “The
Great Vigor” carries similar connotations. Employing
the free style of the cursive script, he makes callig-
raphy come to life on paper by endowing it with ele-
ments of physical space, creating a new conceptual
expression. In his brushstrokes, the fluid yet tremen-
dous dynamic calligraphy travels between the two-
dimensional space and the three-dimensional space,
and manifests in unique calligraphic sculpture. In giv-
ing a bronze texture to the surface of the calligraphic
sculpture, Liew pays tribute to the earliest “artworks”
in China as he has grasped their importance to Chi-
nese descendants. It also represents his search for
greater possibilities from a different perspective on
an approach to calligraphy.

In "The Great Vigor", Liew brings the realm of
writing-painting to perfection. Be it working on paper
or aluminum board, the artist conveys the meaning
of texts and characters through the vibrant dynamic
of calligraphy and his distinctive artistic style. The
strength of his whole body runs through his palm,

writing and painting a vigorous dance between the
brush, space and air. The presence and spirits of the
“dragon” or “ruyi” in Liew’s imagination come to life
in the painting. It twirls and leaves an indelible mark,
which encapsulates Liew’s singular style.

The Great Unity

In “The Great Unity” series, Liew’s unique thinking
and his response to the world permeates his refined
style, which manifests in the black and white space
between “nothingness and the utmost”. Employing
the expression of contemporary ink, he writes and
paints the world’s three major currencies in round
symbols that represent China, Japan, Europe, the US
and even other economies and political territories.
The characters and letters emphasize a sense of
stability and solemnness while hinting at a free flow-
ing dynamic, which echoes Liew’s beliefs about the
world and peace. Art is a path of inner refinement
which manifests in the shaping of one’s temperament
by society. The heart and the material world are
merged in the aesthetic unison of one’s interior world
and the rhythm of the universe; it opens up a wider,
more transcendent aesthetic realm where the ideal of
fulfilling one’s temperament through art is lived.

The Great Refinement

In “The Great Refinement” series, Liew reveals the
Zen essence of emptiness, the utmost and farness
in “to preserve utmost emptiness, to remain in com-
plete silence”. “Wushang — In Dialogue with Robert
Motherwell” is a remarkable example. The Chinese
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character “f%” (wu) in “%% L.” (wushang) is a square
looking character, and it fills the upper half of the
painting. Its styling is inspired by the raw black of
renowned French abstract painter Pierre Soulages;
the solid black makes up most of the character, while
the blank (nothingness) takes up limited space. Yet
Liew unveils a sturdy and refined emotional force
through his unique style of writing-painting: the “ |.”
(shang) character in the lower half takes inspiration
from American artist Robert Motherwell’s creative
approach of using black and white to express two
contrasting emotions, and it emphasizes the syn-
chronicity between the artist’s body and mind and the
speed of the brushstrokes.

In the meantime, the character “ |-” (shang) in oracle
bone script is written in cursive. Calligraphy is a form
that is alive'?, and the cursive script represents the
utmost of free calligraphic expression. Liew fully
expresses the free spiritual realm of his interior world
through the script, while the wild flow of his cursive
possesses a tremendous vigor.

For both his tributes to French artist Soulages and
American artist Motherwell, Liew stays on the same
horizon and takes his cue from explosive brush-
strokes, and uses the broad lines from Abstract Ex-
pressionism to construct the composition. Meanwhile,
Liew also revamps traditional Chinese art forms with
his unique writing-painting style, engaging in a dia-
logue with Abstract Expressionism. Liew’s response
to the unison of the world runs through the diverse
formats of his work.

Also, in “The Great Refinement”, Liew hopes to go
beyond conventional styles of writing and norms of

composition. He is not simply looking for an emotional
release. More rationally, he is seeking refinement
that elevates writing to a higher spiritual realm,
deconstructing and reconstructing the process. To
Liew, this is not experimental calligraphy, nor is it an
experiment in itself. It is an authentic realization that
sets out to break free from tradition and inspire a new
artistic expression, in order to reach a higher realm
in its substance. Calligraphy reflects the mind and
temperament of a person.'® Liew’s thinking is highly
creative and versatile, while his artistic style is firm. It
reveals the charm of a perfect temperament, and in-
spires the viewer to grasp the inexplicability of “Dao”.

In all his series, one sees the rhythm of Liew’s brush-
strokes reaching the “afar” before it returns, which
delineates a physical division of space. The solid and
balanced composition highlights the expressive power
of calligraphy that transcends border. The figurative
characters are written with the abstract energy of the
brushstrokes and the sense of utmost emptiness of
existence, alluding to a realm that lies beyond what is
depicted. The resonance of the material goes beyond
the painting™, bringing the viewer into the “utopia” of
the artist’s interior world.

The mind comprehends beyond what the eye sees. An
expansive power shines through, between the interior
world and the painting, revealing the mystery of the
interior world and eternity. | look forward to his future
works, experiencing his unique and profound views
on the universe. Viewing C.N. Liew’s work brings us
back to the origins of traditional Chinese arts and the
appeal of their substance, while we discover endless
and new possibilities in “traditions”.
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*About Janet Fong

Janet Fong is an independent curator, director of the Mov-
ing Art Museum and a co-founder of the International Art
Exchange and Residency (IAER) in New York. She was born
in Hong Kong and currently lives and works in Beijing and
Hong Kong. With over 20 years of curatorial experience,
she has worked at the Central Academy of Fine Art Museum
in Beijing, the University Museum and Art Gallery at the
University of Hong Kong, the Hong Kong Maritime Museum,

Osage Gallery, Osage Art Foundation and 1a space.
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China Art Museum, Shanghai (2016); “Closer to the Beautiful
World”, Klein Sun Gallery, New York (2017); “Second Nature -
Opening Exhibition of K11 chi Art Space”, K11 Art Foundation,
Hong Kong (2017); “Ubiquity - Exhibition of Zhang Dan”, Zero
Art Centre, Beijing (2016); “I wanna eat, yummy yummy”,
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Gallery, New York (2016); “1st Art Sanya”, Sanya, China
(2012-2013); “Next Ten Years of Contemporary Art in China”,
Today Art Museum, Beijing (2011).

Janet holds a Master degree in History of Art from The
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Museum Studies from The University of Sydney. She also
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Peak Experience - A Dialogue with Maslow

66.8 x 45 cm Ink on Xuan Paper 4tA k4 2002
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Bliss

179.4 x 96.8 cm Color on Xuan Paper #tA{n 2010
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Return to the Limitless - A Dialogue with Zao Wouki

72.3 x 91.7 cm Ink and Color on Metal 4 @bkt 2017
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180.5 x 191.2 cm Ink on Gold Xuan Paper k#4740 2017
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180 x 191.4 cm Ink on Xuan Paper #tAK= 2017
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182.6 x 95.4 cm Ink on Gold Xuan Paper k#4740 2017
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179.7 x 96 cm Ink on Xuan Paper #tA/Kk= 2018
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179.7 x 96 cm Ink on Xuan Paper #tA/Kk= 2018
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96.8 x 180 cm Ink and Color on Xuan Paper AUAK #3351 2018
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Dream Stone |

93.5 x 86.5 cm Ink and Color on Xuan Paper #4tA/k=#%{n 2018
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Dream Stone |l
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A Dialogue with the Seven Strings Ancient Qin’s Tune “Spring Water Over Pebbles”

72.7 x 52.7 cm Ink on Xuan Paper #tA/K! 2018
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Abstruse Scriptures |

69 x 138.8 cm Ink on Xuan Paper #tA/k:= 2018
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59 x 107 cm Ink on Xuan Paper #tUA/Kk:# 2018
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The Floods of Autumn

72.5x 100.5 cm Ink and Color on Metal 4 )& /KBEt 2019
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Border |

121.5x 91 cm Ink and Color on Metal 4 )@k /k %t 2019
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Border Il
91.5 x 241.3 cm Ink and Color on Metal 4Bk #2019
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ARTIST BIOGRAPHY




C.N. LIEW

C.N. Liew was born in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia in
1975. A contemporary artist with ancestral origin from
Shenzhen, China. Liew is the first ethnic Chinese
artist, whose calligraphy works have been collected
by the National Palace of Malaysia, since the country
gained independence in 1957. His works are also in
the collection of the National Art Gallery in Malaysia,
the Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in
Malaysia, the Tokyo Fuji Art Museum, the Fo Guang
Shan Buddha Museum in Taiwan and many private
collections across Asia, Europe and the United States.

Liew is a student of the father of contemporary ink
art — Liu Kuo-Sung, at the Shanghai Institute of Visual
Art. He is also the disciple of the great Zen master
Bo Yuan, who was a famous painter and calligrapher;
Professor Jao Tsung-l, a world renowned versatile
scholar and a master of sinology in China; artist Chu
Teh-Chun and calligrapher Tan Swie Hian, members
of the Académie des Beaux-Arts in France.

Liew’s creations are Zen and philosophical, a fusion
of traditional and contemporary aesthetics. He works
with a variety of mediums including ink, calligraphy,
acrylic, watercolor, sculpture and has collaborated
with other artists from different fields, incorporating
his art in contemporary dance, musicals and fashion.

In 2005, Liew's “Surrealligraphy” series won the “Spe-
cial Award of the First Seoul International Calligraphy
Biennial”. In 2012, Liew became the first Malaysian
artist to exhibit at Art Basel Hong Kong, Fine Art
Asia and Art Miami. In 2016, Yazhou Zhoukan (Asian
Weekly) named him as the “World Outstanding Young

Leaders Award” winner.
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