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Room of Boundlessness

Liu Ding

The word "boundlessness" comes from
the poem Song of Leyou Park by Tang
Dynasty poet Du Fu (712-770). The
poem describes what Du observed

as a guest at a banquet, connecting
trivialities of drinking and sightseeing
in the park to important state affairs for
which noble relatives were favoured.
The poet lamented on his own life and
extended his sorrows to the times. The
poem paints a sophisticated scene with
depressing emotions whilst presenting
a majestic atmosphere and profound
meaning. The last two lines of the
poem - "Finished drinking, this body of
mine has nowhere to go. | stand alone
in a boundless expanse chanting a
poem to myself" - embodies multiple

layers of meaning. The implications of

"nowhere to go" are twofold: end of his
political career and lack of opportunity
to fulfill his political ambition on the one
hand, and the absence of like-minded
people around him on the other. The
feeling of “boundlessness" refers to
not only the dusk, but also the bleak
prospect of oneself, the deep concern
over the country's political future and
the profound sense of ever-lasting
history. The idea of “being solitary in
the room of boundlessness”, therefore,
is an expression for one's feelings and
concern about the reality. In the face
of the clamourous world and massive,
complex social changes, one has to
"retreat" to the corner not because of
being apathetic to what is happening

outside, but to remain alert to one's

own position. By connecting destiny

of individuals to fates of the society,
one would consciously stay committed
to the reality by exploring potential
opportunities. In this sense, being
solitary in the room of boundlessness is
a symbol of feeling helpless yet hopeful
as well as the trait of daring to influence
the powerful reality with individual
strength and agency in the belief of

independence and the power of culture.

By looking at the human mind, emotions,
temperament, nature, potential and
aspirations, one may develop a more
subtle and flexible perspective to go
beyond the horizons and mind shackles
of modernity, so as to fully understand

and appreciate people and events in



their respective historical contexts.

| have selected a modest group of
works and archival materials to create
a “Room of Boundlessness.” On my
invitation, historian of modern Chinese
literature, Professor Chen Pingyuan
wrote a calligraphy of “Being Solitary
in the Room of Boundlessness.” In

the early 1990s, impact of the market
economy and changes in social reality,
along with people's concern about

the loss of humanism, have resulted in

the intellectuals’ “self-reflection” and
sparked a “great debate on humanism”
in the cultural sector. Since then,
Professor Chen has chosen to "retreat"
to "scholarship" through advocating

study of literary and academic history

with an emphasis on "academic norms".

He has also pioneered and innovated
academic “production” to fulfill the

intellectuals’ social responsibilities.

The "Room of Boundlessness” serves as
a space constructed with a mishmash
of experiential fragments and living
emotions. | have previously organized
two exhibitions under the title of "Room
of Boundlessness." This time, the "Room
of Boundlessness" is a gathering of

the hearts and minds of people facing
different circumstances and challenges
in the contemporary society. These
works are both symbols of angst, as well
as portraits of "people with nowhere to

gO."
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The devising of the exhibition’s language embodies Liu Ding's commitment
to valuing the intellectual drive behind an artist's work as much as the artistic
expression itself. He attaches the descriptions of each exhibited piece on

the walls, and places the artworks themselves on the floor, back facing the
visitors. When viewing the exhibition, visitors will first read the creators’
background stories and their intellectual and emotional states, then physically
engage with the work by picking it up with their own hands, hanging them on

the walls, and finally, contemplate their visual expressions.
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In 1969, before taking his own life, Hu Shangzong, a
renowned painter during the Republic of China era,
painted a small self-portrait and left his last words on the
back of the panel. He explained the harsh reality he faced
of getting little recognition for his works and therefore his
inability to continue his artistic creation and even his own
living. In the face of such desperation, there seemed to
be only one way of going forward. This painting created
as a testimony to the artist’s will power to take his own
life, is filled with melancholy sentiments. The decision
and determination to depart from the earthly world is in a

sense also a manifestation of humanity and subjectivity.

Hu Shangzong / Self-portrait / oil / 1969
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Feng Guodong
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Artist Feng Guodong's black-and-white wood print Drunkenness, created

in 1980, depicts a night at a small liquor store that he frequented. It was a
kind of liqguor shop commonly seen in Beijing in the 1960s and 1970s, which
mainly sold bulk white wine and cold dishes, and was patronised by workers
who loved to drink. In the days of material scarcity, customers could not
necessarily afford the cold dishes such as peanuts or shredded bean curd
that were sold in such shops. Feng Guodong has seen customers licking
rusty nails and dipping stones in salt to go with their wine. In this image, a
customer sat with both hands on his cheeks, his eyes staring directly at a
small dot on the small table in front of him, a wilted begonia fruit. The man
with the curved back had already drunk too much, and that begonia fruit was
his snack every time he brought with him. He didn't eat it, but looked at it
every time he took a sip of wine. After a long time, the begonia fruit became
dry and withered until he threw it away and replaced it with another one. This
story full of bitterness sounds a little bit romantic today, but it is also a little bit
of light for the people at the bottom of that era who aspired to live a dignified

life and to transcend their dilemma.

Feng Guodong / Drunkenness / print / 1980
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Wang Rizhang (1905-1992) studied at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des
Beaux-Arts in Paris in his early years, and taught at art school after his
return to China in the late 1920s. Since 1931, he became involved in politics,
serving in the National Government of the Republic of China. Since then, he
experienced different political events, and his life was marked by political
hostility. In the late 1970s, when he was already an old man, Wang Rizhang
had the opportunity to return to paintings again. As a pioneer of the Western
Painting Movement, Wang Rizhang switched to ink painting in his later years
when he was nearly blinded by glaucoma. His paintings are childish and
clumsy, depicting content that is sometimes joyful and sometimes brutal.
This ink wash painting, created at the age of 86, depicts a pine forest and a
descending tiger eating a rabbit. It is a bloody scene. The upper inscription
on this painting reveals the fact that Wang had made this gory painting as a
gift to a friend. One cannot help but wonder what kind of friend of the artist

could have received such a heartfelt message.

Wang Rizhang / Firm Tree and Fierce Tiger / ink wash painting / 1986
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In the early 1930s, Lu Xun had a profound impact on literary scholar Zhang Kebiao
(1900-2007) in his devotion to the New Literature Revolution. Being a follower of
aestheticism spearheaded by Lin Yutang and Shao Xumei in China, Zhang was on

the opposite side of the spectrum in terms of creative interests, but he admired

Lu's uncompromising and unrelenting principles against reactionary things and

was actually well acquainted with Lu. In 1957, Zhang returned to his hometown in
Haining, Zhejiang province from Shanghai after many adversities, and had lived a life
of obscurity until the 1980s when he began to publish his writing. In the manuscript
Killing Between Father and Son which was written in the 1980s and 1990s, he

began with the story of fathers and sons killing each other in the ancient Chinese

royal palaces, and extended it to the complex social context where there were many
examples of fathers and sons among ordinary people turning against each other
because of what was at stake. In doing so, he pointed out that the conflict between the
moral code of filial piety, one of the most deeply rooted values in China, and the need
for people to go beyond moral constraints in order to defend oneself. It is evident to
see the much cherished moral connection between Zhang and Lu in this text through
its confrontation with the complexity of human beings. It shows from a very extreme
perspective that people's complex emotions and desires have the potential to override
social rules and conventions, and thus returning to the human level to reflect on the

fact that the so-called rules are, in fact, ultimately a test of human nature.

Zhang Kebiao / Killing Between Father and Son / Manuscript / 1980s-1990s
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Wang Jin was a leading artist in the conceptual art movement of the
1990s. In 1995 he completed his work To Marry a Mule in Beijing. In
front of the camera, dressed in formal attire, he marries a mule in full
costume. The shooting of this “serious” wedding photo came from Wang
Jin's experience of being rejected eight times by the U.S. Embassy for

his visa application. At the time, Wang Jin's wife was studying in the U.S,,
and he had planned to travel to the U.S. to join her, but he was repeatedly
denied a visa, which led to a divorce. The intransigent absurdity of the
bureaucracy brought tragic changes to the artist's family life. The artist's
helplessness and bitterness were transformed into an extremely absurd
picture, in which Wang Jin could only take a mule as his wife. In this
wedding photo, the "bride" is wearing a lady's hat, stockings and blush on
her cheeks, draped in a pink wedding gown, while Wang Jin is holding a
bouquet of roses. Wang Jin said he chose pink red as the main colour of

this work because "no one understands the meaning of red anymore".

Wang Jin / To Marry a Mule / photography / 1995
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During the epidemic, a number of young people in Guangzhou initiated the practice of kung
fu together to renew traditional Wushu in a contemporary way. Friends who were unable

to see each other due to the quarantine of the epidemic took the opportunity of practicing
together in an outdoor public space to get together, to exercise their bodies, and to channel
their emotions and keep each other company. The Boat Section depicts them practicing
kung fu together every Tuesday at the boat section in Xiaogang Park. There are several
forms of activities in the picture: those who loosen their bodies, those who push their hands,
those who run to climb trees and row a boat, and those who sit around and chat when they
are tired, and so on. Chen Yifei was inspired by the park landscapes painted by Republican
painters such as Tan Huamu and Li Ruinian, and the sports scenes (ice skating) painted

by Xiao Shufang, etc. These modernist paintings show the peaceful, happy and egalitarian
atmosphere of the public spaces that emerged in New China under the ideology of New
Democracy, and are full of humanistic flavour. In this painting, Chen Yifei imitates the style
of his predecessors in the Republic of China to present a scene of friends spending time
together, listening to each other, and learning from each other among the setting sun, tree

shadows, and ripples of light.

Chen Yifei / The Boat Section / oil / 2023
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Reminiscing about Huishan Springs is a work of complex nostalgia for his hometown
Huishan that had endured the drama of Taiping Rebellion, by Qing-Dynasty painter
Qin Bingwen while he lived in Beijing at an old age. In 1860, the rebellion brought
bloodshed to Wuxi city and completely razed the town of Huishan. Years after this
devastation, Qin heard that a fellow townsman had rebuilt the Yilan Hall (“Hall of
Water Ripples”) at Huishan Spring, where he used to have poetry and drinking
parties with his friends. Qin's reaction to this news was mixed. He was worried that
the rebuilding might not faithfully recreate or do justice to the elegant old pavilion
and gardens. Yet, he also longed for the day when he could return home and gather
once again with friends in this memory-laden place. Qin Bingwen channeled his
melancholy and sadness into the painting, creating exquisite spatial arrangements
of pavilions, terraces, trees, and stones portrayed with animated dotting and dyeing
techniques as well as his masterful brushwork. Though the pictorial depiction was
quiet, unfrequented, and idyllic, it carries the unbearable weight of his homesickness.
This fan painting simultaneously documents people’s efforts to reconstruct their
shattered homes and revive their spirits in the face of post-war devastation. It also
reveals the immeasurable pathos experienced by the artist himself in the aftermath

of conflict.

Qin Bingwen / Reminiscing about Huishan Spring / Ink painting / 1869
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This rubbing, taken from a stele in Changzhou, China, bears the epitaph of Ms. Xie, an
ordinary woman caught in the maelstrom of the Taiping Rebellion (1851-1864). The text
roughly reads: In 1859 (the 9th year of Emperor Xianfeng's reign in the Qing Dynasty), Qian
Zhaoxiong, the author of the epitaph became engaged to Ms. Xie, who lived in Luoshuwan,
anticipating theirimpending nuptials in the following winter. However, this was during the
height of the Taiping Rebellion, which disrupted their plan. As rebel forces swept through the
Jiangnan region, engulfing Changzhou in April 1860, Qian embarked on a desperate search
in May for his beloved fiancée. Along the way, he witnessed countless lost lives. Waylaid by
tragedy and peril, he only received the heartbreaking news in August that Ms. Xie had died
during the rebellion and was buried in an unmarked grave. In the years that followed, the
author endured his grief until Changzhou was recaptured from the rebels. Only then could
he erect a stele for his lost love. Qian recounted this experience of his in his old age. His
descendants later built this stele with an epitaph to commemorate his deep feelings for and

memory of Ms. Xie.

The full text, over 500 words long, provides a detailed account of the author's harrowing
experience—Ilosing his fiancée during the war, nearly losing his own life while accompanying
his teacher northward, and his emotional journey of finally building the grave and erecting
the stele for his fiancée years later. It also includes Qian’s deeply moving acts in 1891 when
he reminisced about Ms. Xie, 31 years after her passing. These words, showcasing his
heartfelt affection and bravery, vividly reveal the trivial yet sincere emotions of individuals

during such tumultuous times.

Epitaph for Xie's Tomb / Rubbing from late Qing Dynasty / 1890
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In 1944, on the eve of the victory of Anti-Japanese War, Jin Gong, a collector who
served as both the Commissioner of Police in Taiyuan and the Principal of the
Police College, took a solemn photograph of a cactus in his home. He hand-colored
the photo and, on its back, meticulously documented the plant’s history in his
home, resulting in a 600-word account, titled “History of Flower.” From Jin Gong'’s
detailed record, we learn that he had nurtured this cactus for five years. While it had
consistently bloomed each season, this particular year marked an extraordinary
event: the plant unexpectedly produced eight pistils and three of them flowered
simultaneously. This rare occurrence amazed his family, who regarded it as a small
wonder. The beautiful sight also struck a chord with Jin Gong, evoking thoughts of
the national tragedy that had ravaged the land for eight years and forced millions
away from their homes. Inspired by what he saw as “auspicious signs brought

by eight celestial immortals and blessings bestowed by three stars,” he found
himself hoping for a brighter future for his suffering nation. The flower became an

embodiment of his heartfelt wish for the war to end.

Jin Gong / History of Flower / Gelatin silver paper with hand coloring / 1944
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Spring Mud is a collage work made in the style of boro, a traditional craft rooted

in the art of patchwork, where layered and mended materials were used to repair,
reinforce or recreate garments. On both sides of a piece of faded pink-colored silk,
Liu Ding stitches several silk scraps bearing digitally printed images, discarded
fabric fragments, hand painted graphics, and attaches a few strings of Buddhist

beads, to patch together a melancholy eulogy of the moment.

These digital images on the silk patches are drawn from news pictures, which show
amputated limbs left on the streets and makeshift weapons for close-quarters
combat, in the war on Ukraine. These journalistic photographs capturing dirt-
covered, blood-drained hands, a female hand adorned with blood-red nail polish and
so on. These heart-wrenching images set the underlying tone for the entire piece.
The beads next to them are a symbol of grief and remembrance for the deceased.
On the same canvas, Liu Ding also hand paints a war-torn landscape, charred

and bombarded earth, accentuated by earthworms crawling across the ground.
Earthworms imply the beginning of a new life cycle. Worn and free-shaped textiles
scattered on the silk, and prayer beads hung and stitched in inconspicuous spots

embody lingering ghosts and the afterlife.

Liu Ding / Spring Mud / Mixed media / 2024
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