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Cloud, 2008), these fully operational, buzzing electro-mechanical elements 
evoke memories of architectural modernism’s utopian promises to 
remake crowded, smoky 19th-century European cites into marvels of 
cleanliness and health.

We are invited by these works to refl ect, in turn, on the early 20th-
century cultural matrix of this architectural preoccupation: a morally mixed 
back-to-nature phenomenon that included the Boy Scouts and the Wander-
vogel movement, fresh-air treatment for tuberculosis sufferers, and an 
upsurge of public concern for urban slum-dwellers, but also an enthusiasm 
for the pseudo-science of eugenics and for city-destroying programmes of 
“urban renewal.” The viewer is prompted by Liu’s art to remember all 
of it, both the noble and the suspect, as the childhood of what we are 
now—still obsessed by health and wellness and fresh air (hence our ever-
expanding no-smoking areas). And there is a warning here: like the early 
moderns in the grip of the passionate vogue for revolutionary genetic and 
urban engineering, we may be oblivious to the deleterious side effects 
of our high-minded, well-meaning hygiene initiatives.

The anti-dirt moves of early modernism were also inspired by the 

utilitarian goal of achieving “the greatest happiness 
for the greatest number” (see: Jeremy Bentham), as 
the motto was recycled and popularized by practical 
Victorian materialism. Liu satirizes this modernist 
dogma in more than one piece—most memorably 
in the ongoing Pattern Language series of “suburban 
wallpapers” he began fashioning in 1999. The imagery 
is based on aerial photographs of Levittown, a post-
war cookie-cutter bedroom community on Long 
Island that was consciously designed to embody 
the modernist Benthamite principle as it applied 
to mass-produced housing.

Unlike the layout of tract houses in the black-and-
white photographs, which is banal, effi cient and tire-
somely uniform, the pattern in the wallpaper is hectic 
and exuberant, and the colours are relentlessly cheer-
ful. Pattern Language, then, makes a modern icon of 

“the greatest happiness for the greatest number” into an over-the-top home-
decorating product for the contemporary consumer, for whom the objective 
is, apparently, the greatest pleasure—excitement, titillation, gratifi cation—for 
the greatest number. (In other words, the work is a double send-up: of both 
the old modernist piety based on notions of effi ciency and economy, and 
the more recent cultural hedonism that descends from it.)

Liu’s interests in domestic realities and bricolage, which began with House 
Parts, found especially interesting expression in 2009 with Title Deed, a work 
featured in a group interrogation of Torontonian suburbia called “The Leona 
Drive Project.” Liu was given an abandoned house slated for demolition and 
redevelopment—a full-sized, mass-produced modernist bungalow—to do 
with what he liked. He responded by stripping the very ordinary house of all 
its external functional excrescences (power wires, and the gas and hydro 
meters, for example), boarding up the windows and doors, and then painting 
the structure a vivid green. When Liu was through, it looked (as he intended) 
like a radically scaled-up Monopoly symbol for residential real estate.

This effective removal of the “found” building’s use-value transfi gured 
it from a house into a “house”—a purely abstract sign for “houseness,” 

LEFT: Exchange  2001  56 HEPA 
air purifi cation units running 
continuously  COLLECTION SAN FRANCISCO 

MUSEUM OF MODERN ART  PHOTO HENRY 

URBACH GALLERY, NEW YORK

OPPOSITE: An Te Liu in his 
Toronto studio, March, 2011  
PHOTO GEORGE WHITESIDE
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immediately comprehensible in any culture with timber-framed construc-
tion. Moreover, Liu’s transformation of the house into a board-game item, 
in itself a smart, evocative play with scale and meaning à la bricolage, 
suggested the building’s true nature as a commodity within a very large 
game of its own: the complex web of rules, contracts, rituals and proced-
ures that together compose economic modernity. This web includes 
mortgages, appraisals and other mechanisms of the real estate market; 
municipal and provincial building codes and zoning by-laws; and the 
regulated relationships between labour and capital, suppliers and build-
ers, brokers and clients. Most importantly, perhaps, the network also 
comprehends the demands of consumers (no less exacting now than they 
were in the heyday of modernism), who expect that a suburban tract-
house will look like the pitched-roof ideal promoted, then and now, 
by the real estate industry (and by storybooks and movies), and not 
like something else.

During the childhood of modernism, the primary, most highly focused 
site of such concern with dwelling was the Bauhaus, and Liu’s artistic 
career has thus far been a one-man version, reprise and brisk updating 

of that venerable institution. Like the sum total of creative personalities 
gathered by Walter Gropius into the original Bauhaus at Weimar in 1919, 
Liu creates formally various things anchored in a concentrated considera-
tion of domestic space and its intimacies (such as reading, relaxing under 
air conditioning and so on). These things include wallpaper; typographical 
experiments; those air-purifying sculptures; a video-installation reference 
to Andy Warhol’s anti-action movies of the 1960s, which documents 
the dust and other minute debris fl oating in the air of the gallery (Matter, 
2008); and a whimsical video of his cat performing Michelangelo Antonioni’s 
Blow-up in an architectural model (Pook X Pookie, 2009).

Like the Bauhaus, the only thing Liu does not produce is architecture. 
But what he makes encircles architecture, inhabits the resonant fi eld around 
it. With high imaginative vigour and a playful spirit, Liu peoples this complex 
territory with multivalent images that speak to us of times rich in both 
possibility and pathology—childhoods in light that the artist, and the rest 
of us, have only tentatively outgrown, if we have outgrown them at all.   

To see additional work by An Te Liu, visit canadianart.ca /liu



21
APRIL/MAY 2009

Paul Virilio
Arik Levy
CINDY SHERMAN
Marcel Wanders
Julian Faulhaber
STUART HAYGARTH
Alejandro Aravena
An Te Liu

KONSTANTIN GRCIC 
with his wooden 360° chair prototype, 
featured in the DAMn°exhibition

PROPHETS & PENITENTS
CONFESSIONS OF A CHAIR  

A MAGAZINE ON CONTEMPORARY CULTURE

EUR 12 E UK 11 £ 

B
IM

O
N

TH
LY

- 
A

P
R

IL
 /

 M
AY

 2
00

9 
- 

O
FF

IC
E

 O
F 

D
E

P
O

S
A

L 
90

00
 G

H
E

N
T1

-P
50

93
14



34 35

text RODOLPHE EL-KHOURY

Air Apparent
That a collection of air-purifying units can bridge the gap between art, architecture 
and hygiene is just one reading of the hybrid-honed work of An Te Liu. Household 
appliances and objects are just one of his source materials, but it is the 
compositional provocations and ambiguity-laden forms and densities that keep the 
minds of the audience whirring. 

An Te Liu: Man and Machine

An Te Liu 
photo: William Hollingdale

Complex (Tower of Squash no.1), 
2004 (background image)

An Te Liu strikes a discordant note in the lecture room 
at the University of Toronto. In his skinny McQueen 
jeans, Comme des Garçons blazer and vintage riding 
boots he doesn’t exactly blend with the other professors. 
They are here to introduce themselves to the graduate 
thesis class at the launch of the academic year. Beneath 
the blazer, his hooded sweatshirt boasts an integrated 
mask with gold lamé flames and is straight out of ‘lucha 
libre’, or Mexican wrestling. The look is slightly bizarre 
yet elegant, despite the Luchadores’ kitsch. Indeed, Liu’s 
sartorial flair (which not incidentally gained him a ‘best 
dressed’ accolade from the city’s major newspaper), 
points to techniques at work in his art practice. 

Transgressive Hoodie
In the early Soft no. 5, multicoloured 3M household 
sponges are packed into a rectangular field, and hung 
like a painting. The sponges are not processed or trans-
formed. They are glued tel quel, with their lowly ori-
gin unapologetically laid bare. But the intention is not 
to provoke the high-low clash that motivates pop art. 
The work also diverges from postmodern pastiche in its 
treatment of the found object and the commitment to 
its formal and material qualities. Soft no. 5 is cheekily 

DAMn° magazine # 21 / AN TE LIU

frivolous, but with its meticulous compositional preci-
sion it also exudes the ponderous gravity of abstract 
art. It is also dead-serious in aligning hygiene, mass 
production and modernist aesthetics in tight, thought-
provoking formations; the fact that it is at once flippant 
and serious accounts in great measure for its effective-
ness. The same holds true for the clothes. Framed by 
the tailored elegance of the blazer, the transgressive 
hoodie is like the 3M sponge. It seems relevant and 
even compelling in its new position and redefined role. 
The outfit also works because it’s beautiful. 

Liu now takes the stage for his presentation. In elucidat-
ing his scholarly interests, he turns to naming the maga-
zines he currently or has recently subscribed to: 032C, 
Vanity Fair, Monocle, Grey Room, The New Yorker, 
ArtForum, The Economist, Purple, Dazed & Confused, 
and the list goes on. It is an eclectic mix of journals, 
trendy zines and glossy fashion monthlies that belies 
any attempt to frame his core interests. The list instead 
maps a vast constellation of references that exceed the 
reach of academic disciplines. The act itself - listing the 
magazines in lieu of the expected formal introduction - 
is closer to performance than academic procedure. It is 
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humorous and somewhat jarring in this context. But it is 
effective in situating him at the intersection of different 
fields, underscoring the complex relationship he culti-
vates with his multiple interests and affiliations. 

Theory and Practice
Liu trained as an architect at the Southern California In-
stitute of Architecture (SCI-Arc) in Los Angeles at a time 
when the famed school’s experimental orientation was 
most pronounced. He practiced architecture in firms in 
Paris, then in the office of Frank Gehry and afterwards as 
a founding member of the LA-based Hedge. The preco-
cious group promptly generated acclaim for its innova-
tive reshaping of professional practice as an alternative 
and collaborative enterprise. But Liu’s professional career 
as designer was short lived. In a sudden departure to 
Vancouver, he inexorably moved toward architectural 
theory and art practice, reviving interests that hark back 
to his undergraduate degree in art history, Renaissance 
studies and film. In a short time he had solo exhibitions 
at the Contemporary Art Gallery in Vancouver and the 
Henry Urbach Gallery in New York. While his reputation 
was growing in the art world he was recruited and then 
tenured as a professor of architecture at the University 

of Toronto. Although he had long forgone professional 
practice, he directed the graduate programme for several 
years until a Canada Council fellowship landed him in 
Berlin as an Artist in Residence.

Although his work had long since settled in galleries 
and museums, Liu never deserted his architectural base. 
Works such as Airborne and Exchange capitalise on his 
double expertise. Here, he exploits a fertile territory be-
tween installation art and architecture by playing with 
ambiguities of genre, medium and scale. Should we ap-
proach Airborne - a sprawling (and fully operational) 
assortment of air-treating appliances on a platform - as 
a symbolic representation or as an indexical process? Is 
it a scaled model of an imaginary utopian city? A Van 
Doesburg-inspired composition of solids in space? An 
homage to Hannes Meyer in a tableau of mass-produced 
consumer goods? A showroom display for Honeywell? 
A minimalist sculpture, or cluster of mechanical equip-
ment for a new-age wellness centre in downtown Van-
couver? All these readings are relevant - together they 
account for the ambiguity in form and the density in 
meaning that characterise Liu’s work. Exchange, first 
exhibited at the Henry Urbach Gallery, develops similar 

Matter, 2008
Closed-circuit surveillance camera, 
light, airborne particulates; two 
projection installation over 18 
day duration. Installation view, 
Künstlerhaus Bethanien, Berlin

Cloud, 2008 
(facing page)
Air purifiers, ionizers, sterilisers, 
washers, humidifiers, ozone air 
cleaners; running continuously. 
Installation view, 11th Venice 
Biennial of Architecture
photo: Cameraphoto Arte / 
La Biennale di Venezia

DAMn° magazine # 21 / AN TE LIU
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Untitled (Complex II), 2002
air ionizers, humidifiers, various 
materials; running continuously

Exchange, 2001 
(facing page)
HEPA air purification units, cords; 
56 unit installation, running 
continuously. Installation view, 
Henry Urbach Gallery, New York

Soft Load, 1999
(previous spread, left page)
3M Rainbow Pack foam sponges

Pattern Language: Tantric (gold), 
2005
(previous spread, right page)
Ultrachrome print on Tyvek

themes in the interstitial territory between architecture 
and art. Here, purifying HEPA appliances are assembled 
in columnar formation - a quasi-spiritual hypostyle hall, 
and a somewhat deranged one. Exchange pushes hygi-
enic obsessions to the extreme, recycling and purifying 
all the air of the white cube gallery every 40 seconds. 

Mechanical Swarm
Liu’s most ambitious work to date was commissioned 
for the 2008 Venice Biennial of Architecture. Visitors to 
the main exhibition space at the Arsenale were greeted 
by the impressively looming sight - and sound - of the 
Cloud installation. A suspended mass of functioning 
domestic appliances dedicated to washing, filtering, 
ionising, ozonising, and sterilising air, commentators 
have likened it to a metabolist megastructure, an arma-
da of starships from Battlestar Galactica, Moshe Safdie’s 
Habitat, the amorphous designs of Luigi Colani, and El 
Lissitzky’s Proun architecture. Some embrace its overt 
optimism. They appreciate it literally as environmental 
remediation at work, overlooking its quixotic nature 
- though one tree-hugging critic faults it for not us-
ing solar cells mounted on the roof as a power source. 
Others are fascinated and disturbed by its darker un-

dertones. In the buzzing cumulus of immaculate white 
plastic they see an ominous figure: a mechanical swarm 
at once terrifying and comforting in its stubborn and 
hopeless operation, descending in squadron forma-
tion upon the exhibition, with a mission to eradicate 
all pathogens from the air we breathe. All pick up on 
the provocative connections Liu draws between space, 
architecture, machines, hygiene, environment, and 
modernism: a complex map of relationships that Cloud 
artfully condenses into a humming icon. 

Cloud and much of Liu’s work is preoccupied with air, 
deploying machines that literally process it, incessantly 
sucking and pumping it back into the atmosphere. You 
can’t see it but you can feel and smell air around Liu’s 
installations - ionised air has a distinct odour. Air also 
figures conceptually in the work, beyond the palpable 
physical presence. It is implied in the modernist predi-
lection for autonomous bodies in space and the corollary 
vision of the city as a field of atomised and hygienically 
isolated pavilions, a vision that stemmed largely from 
preoccupations with air and ventilation. Most eloquently 
perhaps, it is presented as a virtual absence, in the im-
plied vacuum of outer-space where Cloud hovers. 
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Reconstruction (II), 2008
C-Print

Cosmic Dust
Liu’s installations gain much of their potency from the 
invisibility of the very thing they process, and repre-
sent. Matter, exhibited recently in Berlin, takes a dif-
ferent approach and aims for the visibility of air. Two 
large-scale video projections occupy adjoining walls in 
the far end of the gallery space. Watching these, view-
ers are exposed to shining particles moving against a 
black background - what may seem to be stellar mat-
ter, or alternately, snow swirling in the winter sky. But 
one later realises that both images come from a single 
feed, a highly sensitive surveillance camera focused on 
a beam of light in the same darkened gallery, filming 
airborne particles that fluctuate and intensify as more 
visitors enter the space. One projection depicts events 
in real time, while the other is broadcast at half speed, 
creating a time lag that increases over the duration of 
the exhibition. The spectacle has a cosmic quality that 
mesmerises viewers, who don’t tire of contemplat-

ing the ebbs and flows of micro dust storms that they 
might have created, or which traversed the space of the 
gallery many days earlier.

Meanwhile, back in the lecture hall, Liu picks up his 
bag and promptly leaves. It is a vintage ‘70s BOAC 
on-board flight bag and a staple accessory. A souvenir 
from the day when his family emigrated from Taiwan 
via Hong Kong to their new Canadian home. Style and 
nostalgic elegance mix with a direct reference to his im-
migrant family history. The memory of BOAC jumbo 
jets negotiating the perilous skies above Kowloon’s Kai 
Tak airport completes the mental picture. They glide in 
curving and exact trajectories above the city, magically 
suspended in the thick humid air.

www.anteliu.com
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An Te Liu is both a trained architect and an art histo-
rian. In his artistic work he draws upon his substantial 
knowledge of these two areas of cultural production, yet 
refrains from focusing exclusively on one or the other. 
Still, this interdisciplinary approach triggers a subtle 
dynamic, which runs as a leitmotif through the artist’s 
varied body of work. 

Liu’s installations and sculptures often consist of 
industrial appliances and devices that acquire new attri-
butions of meaning through uses and functions in con-
texts other than those normally ascribed to them. In 
the artist’s oeuvre, the works with air purification units 
are a kind of crystallization point in which various the-
matic threads coalesce. 

The sculpture Airborne (2000) can be seen as exem-
plary for Liu’s practice. On an enamelled plate that 
appears to float above the floor, the artist groups vari-
ous models of home climate-control units, portable air 
conditioners, ionizers, and air purifiers. All of the cas-
ings appear in various tones of white, which outwardly 
communicates their functional roles of generating (air-
related) hygiene and cleanliness.

The primarily rectangular, sometimes round, and 
often squat forms – as well as the ventilation slits or 
lamellae typical of these appliances – are reminiscent 
of housing-project blocks with their corresponding 
architectural components, such as ventilation systems 
on roofs or window facades with exterior blinds. One 
thus associates groups of appliances of a similar style 
with rows of apartment blocks; and these, placed beside 
other groups, are in turn evocative of master plans for 
concepts of urban development. The ensemble appears 
to be a sterile miniature of a zone determined by mod-

An Te Liu ist ausgebildeter Architekt und studierter Kunst-
historiker. Seine künstlerische Arbeit speist sich einerseits 
aus dem fundierten Wissen über diese Felder kultureller 
Produktion, ist andererseits aber auch von dem Unbehagen 
geprägt, das eine Fokussierung (im Sinne einer ausschließ-
lichen Tätigkeit) auf nur einen dieser Tätigkeitsbereiche 
mit sich bringen würde.

Die Installationen und Skulpturen des Künstlers beste-
hen häufig aus industriell gefertigten Produkten und Gerä-
ten, die durch den Gebrauch und die Funktion in anderen 
als den ihnen angestammten Kontexten neue Bedeutungs-
zuschreibungen erfahren. 

Die Arbeiten mit Luftreinigungsgeräten bilden im 
Schaffen des Künstlers eine Art Kristallisationspunkt, an 
dem verschiedene inhaltliche Stränge zusammenfinden. 

Die Skulptur Airborne (2000) kann hierbei in mehrfa-
cher Hinsicht als exemplarisch für An Te Lius künstlerische 
Praxis gesehen werden. Auf einer lackierten Platte, die über 
dem Boden zu schweben scheint, gruppierte der Künstler 
unterschiedliche Modelle von Heim-Klimageräten, por-
tablen Klimaanlagen, Ionisatoren und Luftreinigern. Die 
Gehäuse sind allesamt in gebrochenen Weißtönen gehal-
ten, wodurch sich auch nach außen das ihrer Funktion 
eingeschriebene Moment von (Luft-)Hygiene und Sauber-
keit vermittelt. 

Die größtenteils längsrechteckigen, ab und zu runden 
und sehr oft gedrungenen Formen sowie die für diese Art 
von Geräten typischen Lüftungsschlitze beziehungsweise 

-lamellen erinnern an Häuserblocks mit entsprechenden 
architektonischen Bestandteilen wie Lüftungsanlagen 
auf Dächern oder Fensterfassaden mit Lichtschutzrollos. 
Demzufolge assoziiert man mit Gruppierungen von Gerä-
ten gleicher Bauart Reihen von Häuserblocks, und diese 

Jan Winkelmann

FRISCHE LUFT 
Zur Arbeit von An Te Liu (CAN)

FRESH AIR
On the work of An Te Liu (CAN)

AN TE LIU /// Airborne, 2000. air ionizers, purifiers, ecologizers, humidifiers; 64 machine installation, running continuously (detail)

Jan Winkelmann: Frische Luft: Zur Arbeit von An Te Liu, BE Magazin 15: Auteur, Berlin: Künstlerhaus Bethanien.
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im Nebeneinander mit anderen Gruppen lassen wiederum 
an Masterpläne für städtebauliche Konzepte denken. Das 
Ensemble mutet dabei an wie eine sterile Miniatur eines 
von modernistischen Bauten geprägten Areals. Neben 
diese mimetische Qualität tritt fühl- und hörbar die funk-
tionelle. Alle Geräte sind in Betrieb und verändern die 
unmittelbare Umgebung, indem sie die Luft des Galerie- 
beziehungsweise Ausstellungsraumes filtern, ionisieren, 
kühlen und reinigen. 

Hiermit kommt eine weitere Referenzebene ins Spiel: 
Die enorme Präsenz dieser Art von Geräten in unserem 
Lebensumfeld ist ein Indiz wie auch ein Symptom für den 
in den Industrieländern immer weiter um sich greifenden 
Reinlichkeitswahn, der sich in einem gesteigerten Bedürf-
nis nach Sauberkeit und Hygiene – vor allem in urbanen 
Kontexten – niederschlägt. Dabei steht deren Zweck inte-
ressanterweise deutlich im Widerspruch zu der durch ihre 
Produktion und vor allem durch deren Betrieb verursach-
ten Umweltverschmutzung. 

Für An Te Liu greift dieser Aspekt jedoch viel weiter 
zurück: „Die Vertreter der Moderne hatten in Sachen fri-
scher Luft, Hygiene und Begrünung eine überzeugende 
Rhetorik, die von gewaltigen utopischen Architekturent-
würfen begleitet war wie etwa dem von Le Corbusiers Ville 
Radieuse.“(1) In La Ville Radieuse publiziert Le Corbusier 
1935 seine städtebauliche Vision einer utopischen Stadt, 
mit großen Apartmenthäusern umgeben von „Serviceein-
heiten“ inmitten weitläufiger Parkflächen, in der sich die 
Individuen frei entfalten können. 

Le Corbusier verlangte eine radikale Änderung der 
Architektur als logische Konsequenz auf die rasante tech-
nische Entwicklung und den damit einhergegangenen 
Wandel der Lebensgewohnheiten zur Wende vom 19. ins 
20. Jahrhundert. Ähnlich wie bei den Ideen des Bauhau-
ses wurde hier eine Gestaltung des gesamten Lebensum-
felds propagiert. An Te Liu sieht hier den Ursprung für die 
im 20. Jahrhundert weiter fortschreitenden Bemühungen, 
das individuelle Lebensumfeld nicht nur selbst aktiv zu 
gestalten, sondern es dadurch auch zunehmend zu kon-
trollieren.

Im Jahr 2001 realisierte der Künstler mit der Instal-
lation Exchange, die im Rahmen seiner Einzelausstellung 
Condition in der Henry Urbach Architecture Gallery in 
New York zu sehen war, eine weitere Arbeit innerhalb die-
ser Werkreihe. Durch das Übereinanderstapeln von jeweils 
acht gleichen Geräten entstanden sieben Säulen, die vom 
Boden bis zur Decke reichend an reale Pfeiler erinner-
ten. Die Apparate sind über von der Decke herabhän-
gende Kabel ans Stromnetz angeschlossen und konstant 
in Betrieb. Durch die Kraft der Ventilatoren wird die Luft 

ernist constructions. And in addition to this mimetic 
quality, a functional dimension palpably and audi-
bly manifests itself: all of the appliances are operating, 
transforming their immediate environment by filtering, 
ionizing, cooling, and cleaning the air in the gallery or 
exhibition space. 

Here, another layer of reference comes into play: 
the enormous presence of such appliances in our living 
environment is both an indicator and a symptom of 
the industrial world’s pervasive obsession with cleanli-
ness, which is reflected in an increasing need for sanita-
tion and hygiene. Interestingly, their purpose stands in 
ironic contrast to the environmental pollution caused 
by their production and especially their operation.

For Liu, this aspect goes back even further: “The 
Modernists had a persuasive rhetoric of fresh air, 
hygiene and greenery, which accompanied huge uto-
pian architectural schemes such as Le Corbusier’s La 
Ville Radieuse (The Radiant City).”(1) In his epony-
mous book from 1935, Le Corbusier published his 
urban vision of a utopian city with large apartment 
houses surrounded by “service units” in the midst of 
ample green spaces. 

Le Corbusier demanded a radical change in archi-
tecture as a logical consequence of the rapid techno-
logical developments and corresponding lifestyle shifts 
at the turn from the 19th to the 20th century. Similar to 
ideas of the Bauhaus, a new design encompassing the 
entire living environment was propagated. In this, Liu 
sees the origin of efforts still continuing in the 20th cen-
tury to not only actively shape one’s individual living 
environments, but also to increasingly control these. 

In 2001, the artist realised another work within this 
series with the installation Exchange, which was on 
view in the exhibition Condition at Henry Urbach Gal-
lery in New York. By stacking groups of eight identical 
appliances on top of one another, seven columns were 
constructed, which, extending from floor to ceiling, 
were reminiscent of pillars in real life. Connected to 
the power supply through cables hanging from above, 
the appliances were constantly in operation, completely 
circulating, filtering, and cleaning the air in the exhibi-
tion space every 21 seconds. 

Here, in contrast to the more model-like presenta-
tion of Airborne, Liu creates a space on a scale of 1:1 
with respect to the viewer. The pillars are perceived as 
an architectural intervention; the appliances’ effect is 
equally palpable through the movement and cooling 
of the air. Although the machines’ function is immedi-
ately perceptible to the viewer physically, their benefi-

AN TE LIU /// Exchange, 2001. 56 HEPA air purification units, cords, current
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des Ausstellungsraums alle 21 Sekunden vollständig umge-
wälzt, gefiltert und gereinigt. 

Im Vergleich zu der eher modellhaft anmutenden Prä-
sentation von Airborne bespielt An Te Liu den Raum hier 
in einem 1:1-Maßstab gegenüber dem Betrachter. Die 
Säulen werden als architektonische Intervention wahr-
genommen, und in gleichem Maße ist die Wirkung der 
Geräte durch die Bewegung und Kühlung der Luft fühlbar. 
Obgleich die Funktion der Maschinen für den Betrachter 
unmittelbar körperlich spürbar ist, bleibt deren nutzbrin-
gender Effekt – die Reinigung der Luft von mikroskopisch 
kleinen Schmutzpartikeln – nicht wirklich nachvollziehbar 
und somit lediglich der Vorstellungskraft überlassen. 

Für seinen Beitrag zur Architektur-Biennale in Venedig 
2008 schuf der Künstler nun eine Weiterführung inner-
halb dieser Werkreihe. Hier wurden mehr als 120 Luft-
reiniger, Klimageräte und Ionisatoren zu einem großen 
Cluster verschraubt. Von der Decke hängend schwebt er 
über den Köpfen der Betrachter wie das Modell eines futu-
ristischen Raumschiffs, umgeben von mehreren kleineren 
Clustern. Kinematografische Assoziationen an Star Wars, 
Blade Runner oder 2001: Odyssee im Weltraum kommen 
dabei ebenso zum Tragen wie architektonische Verweise, 
beispielsweise an Moshe Safdies modulares Fertighauskon-
zept Habitat 67, das im Rahmen der Weltausstellung in 
Montreal 1967 realisiert wurde. 

Wenngleich der Künstler hier noch einmal an das 
Modellhafte der eingangs erwähnten Arbeit anknüpft, fin-
det durch die Vielzahl der Geräte und qua Größe der Instal-
lation dennoch eine gefühlte Maßstabsverschiebung und 
gleichzeitig eine Art von Monumentalisierung statt. Wo in 
der zuvor beschriebenen Arbeit Subtexte von Modernis-
mus, Architektur, Städtebau und Urbanismus anklingen, 
werden hier Referenzen zu Utopismus und Science Fiction 
deutlich. „Wir sind es gewohnt, uns die Zukunft als Fort-
schreibung der Gegenwart vorzustellen. Die Visionen von 
zukünftigen oder fantastischen Welten konstruieren wir 
im Wesentlichen gemäß dem Modell der Gegenwart.“(2) 
In diesem Sinne stellen für den Künstler Projektionen in 
die Zukunft nicht zuletzt auch immer eine Auseinander-
setzung mit der Gegenwart dar.

(1)  Zit.n.: Safe Haven, Interview mit Aaron Betsky, Surface No. 25, Herbst 2000.
(2)  An Te Liu im Gespräch mit dem Autor, April 2008.

cial effect – cleaning the air of microscopic dirt particles 
– is not really comprehensible and is left entirely to the 
power of the imagination. 

For his contribution to the 2008 Architecture Bien-
nale in Venice, the artist has continued this series. In 
this project, more than 120 air purifiers, air handling 
units, and ionizers have been screwed together to form 
a large cluster, suspended from the ceiling like a space 
vessel or model of a futuristic city and surrounded by 
several smaller clusters. Cinematographic associations 
to Star Wars, Blade Runner or 2001: A Space Odyssey 
are equally evoked here as are architectural references, 
for instance to Moshe Safdie’s concept for prefabricated 
modular houses, Habitat 67, which was realised in the 
context of the World Expo in Montreal in 1967.  

While this most recent work relates to the model-
like character of the work mentioned at the beginning, 
the number of appliances and size of the installation 
create a perceptible shift in scale and a simultaneous 
monumentalisation. Where in the previously described 
works a subtext of modernism, architecture, urban 
planning, and urbanism is implicitly inherent, the new 
installation unmistakably refers to utopianism and sci-
ence fiction. But, as the artist observes, we primarily 
construct visions of the future or fantastical worlds 
based on models of the present.(2) And in this sense, 
projections into the future are not least an examination 
of the problems and fears which we are dealing with 
here and now. 

(1)  Quote from “Safe Haven”, interview with Aaron Betsky, Surface, no. 25, 
Fall 2000.

(2)  An Te Liu in conversation with the author, April 2008.

Translation: XXX

AN TE LIU /// Cloud, 2008. air purifiers, air ionizers, HEPA and ozone cleaners



Museum for the End of the World
curated by Michael Prokopow and Janine Marchessault

Scotiabank Nuit Blanche 2012 | City Hall | September 29 7:03 PM - Sunrise

For Scotiabank Nuit Blanche 2012  An Te Liu presents White Dwarf, a floating orb composed of obsolete domestic artifacts. Its 
title comes from the term given to dying stars in our galaxy - those which have lost their energy and imploded into degenerate 
matter. In this work, Liu creates a moribund assemblage of that which was once ‘new’ but now dormant and fading. Once novel, 
desirable, and advanced, these remnants of our recent consumer past have outlived their use value, and their promises of con-
venience, comfort and pleasure. Here they have calcified into a spherical crust embedded with familiar objects, silently spinning, 
eventually to a stop.

An Te Liu’s installations and sculptures explore issues of function, dysfunction and cultural coding in our built and hypothesized 
environments. His work has been exhibited internationally and is included in the permanent collections of SFMOMA, the Art Insti-
tute of Chicago and the Art Gallery of Ontario. 

Museum for the End of the World

Douglas Coupland, Thomas Blanchard, Iris Häussler, Sarah Beck, Jean Michel Crettaz, Mark-David 
Hosale, Dana Claxton, Geoffrey Pugen, Joshua Bonnetta, An Te Liu, Tania Mouraud, Christine Davis, 
Marco Brambilla, The Nathaniel Dett Chorale
White Dwarf is located in the Toronto City Hall rear loading dock, accessible from Bay Street or Chestnut Street at Armoury Street. Wheelchair acces-
sible via City Hall Front Security desk.

An Te Liu    White Dwarf   2012



José Manuel Ballester, 

An Te Liu, Lynne Marsh

Hyper Spaces

26 November 2011 to 4 March 2012

Oakville Galleries

at Centennial Square

Curated by Shannon Anderson

One can’t even know what it means to be lost in reality.

For instance, it is easy to know whether you are lost or not

in the Sahara desert, but to be lost in reality! This is much

more complex! Since there are two realities, how can we

say where we are? We are far away from simulation, we

have reached substitution! I believe this is, all in the same

time, a fantastic, a very scary and an extraordinary world.

— Paul Virilio1

If we are to believe the theories of philosophers such as

Paul Virilio, we have already entered the future. A fun-

damental shift in how we understand the “real world”

has occurred in that the idea of the virtual is all encom-

passing. According to Virilio, we now live in two reali-

ties, one actual and one virtual. On the one hand, we

have always held the “real” at a certain distance through

the mediation of our thoughts and dreams, a distance

acknowledged as early as the seventeenth century by

René Descartes.2 On the other hand, we can point to the

prevalence of the screen in our daily lives, beginning

with film and television, then to the computer screen’s

increasing presence in our space of communication,

especially as it becomes more mobile in the form of GPS

readers, BlackBerry devices, and iPads. It should come

as no surprise that our persistent need to shift between

these two worlds — the virtual and the real — might pro-

voke a third space, a space which lies in both of these

worlds, and neither of them. We might call it hyperreality

or hyperspace, an alternative realm normally attributed to

science fiction, but that seems ever closer to the present

moment. The sensation of being not-quite-in-this-world

takes many forms: driving to a destination on autopilot,

somehow navigating through the real world without really

seeing it; being confronted by endless rows of products

in a big-box store; or walking along a too-quiet street in

the dense fog. Hyper Spaces focuses on this sense that

we are standing at the threshold between the everyday

and the extraordinary, the bizarre, the impossible. It is

this moment when we hover between the real and virtual,

or the dream and the waking state that the works in this

exhibition evoke. José Manuel Ballester, An Te Liu and

Lynne Marsh conjure unsettled spaces, micro-worlds on

the cusp of transition. In all instances, they are triggered

by public architecture. Here, the body and building brush

against one another, and the encounter is both strange

and familiar, uncomfortable and exhilarating, and filled

with tension and fascination.

José Manuel Ballester’s photographs document the

built environment, consistently drawing us to the edge of

spaces that seem to pour out toward infinity. Hyper Spaces

includes images from Spain, Ballester’s home country,

and also China and Brazil. In both Interior Bienal 2 (2007),

which documents Oscar Niemeyer’s winding concrete

ribbons in the São Paolo Bienal building, and Pasillo

Blanco 2 (2004), which captures the hypnotic repetition of

arches in the Madrid Airport’s newest terminal, Ballester’s

use of symmetrical, tunnel-like spaces pulls viewers in

while highlighting their solitary observation of these

otherwise empty spaces. In each scene, we explore grand

spaces designed to accommodate large crowds. The

emptiness is rendered more extreme by the large volume

of these rooms, leaving us without a sense of scale to

ground our perspective or a sense of narrative to ground

our imagination. Instead, anything is possible in these

unoccupied buildings, and they are quickly filled with

our growing unease.
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Hyper Spaces
José Manuel Ballester, An Te Liu, Lynne Marsh

by Shannon Anderson

Cover: An Te Liu, Fantasia in 24 Gauge (Op.1), 2011 (detail), sheet metal, brass, mirrored acrylic, glass.

Image courtesy of the artist.



is our avatar, exploring her surroundings in search of

the opening to the next level. Stadium creates a sense

of limbo between two worlds, where the protagonist has

no means of escape.

The woman’s movements grow stronger toward the

video’s climax, when they reach a whirlwind that seems

almost at war with the stadium. For a moment, everything

appears to fall off-kilter, the camera swinging precar-

iously until it rights itself and the video fades to black.

The tension is left unresolved, and we learn nothing

more about the world that extends beyond this intensely

expansive yet suffocating environment.

At times, the futuristic worlds of science fiction films

can feel a little overwrought, sharing a similar architec-

tural language of grey, moribund, dense, windowless,

concrete structures, where the damp, cold night is omni-

present. An Te Liu picks up on the intensity and excess

behind the genre in Fantasia in 24 Gauge (Op.1) (2011).

In the same fashion as the science fiction spoof Brazil

(1985), Liu draws attention to the inner workings of the

gallery in a spirit both playful and disorienting. Air ducts

are the most prominent architectural element in Brazil,

depicted as bulky, monstrous entities that in many ways

operate as a central character in the film. They are visible

in nearly every scene, weaving in and out of every build-

ing, ubiquitous but ignored.

Liu draws the same absurdist attention to the pipe

and air duct system running through Oakville Galleries at

Centennial Square, a system that is intended to operate

fairly invisibly and, in the case of this gallery, is covered 
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Above and following page: An Te Liu, Fantasia in 24 Gauge (Op.1), 2011 (detail and installation view), sheet metal, brass, mirrored acrylic, glass, 

2.13 x 2.13 x 2.13 m, Images courtesy Oakville Galleries © Toni Hafkenscheid.



by a baffle system that encircles the upper ceiling. Liu has

built a hanging structure that, while suggestive of a mono-

lithic sculpture from the outside, contains a complex par-

allel universe of sorts when viewed from underneath.

Inside, a fully-mirrored chamber creates a kaleidoscopic

environment where “one experiences the air conditioning

infrastructure of the gallery as an infinite and dazzling

network of ducts and pipes.”9The intense optical illusion

is an Alice-in-Wonderland-like world where we are nei-

ther here nor there as the reflections above are infinitely

fractured and multiplied. In his discussion of hetero-

topias, Michel Foucault uses the metaphor of a mirror to

describe a state that is simultaneously real and virtual:

From the standpoint of the mirror I discover my absence

from the place where I am since I see myself over there.

Starting from this gaze that is, as it were, directed toward

me, from the ground of this virtual space that is on the

other side of the glass, I come back toward myself; I begin

again to direct my eyes toward myself and to reconstitute

myself there where I am. The mirror functions as a hetero-

topia in this respect: it makes this place that I occupy at

the moment when I look at myself in the glass at once abso-

lutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it,

and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has

to pass through this virtual point which is over there.10

Liu’s psychedelic installation intensifies our relationship

to the surrounding space, opening up an inner word that

operates on an infinite scale. This is not a reflection of

reality, but a new reality even more disjointed from the

mirror that Foucault describes.

Above: An Te Liu, Matter, 2008 (installation view), closed-circuit surveillance camera, light, airborne particulates, 

two projection installation over 100 days. Image courtesy Oakville Galleries © Toni Hafkenscheid.
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By drawing attention to the gallery’s infrastructure,

Liu also challenges our notion of Oakville Galleries at

Centennial Square as a “modernist white cube.” Such a

description is a bit of a misnomer as it implies a neutral

ground or tabula rasa for the display of art. This might be

said for all “white cube” galleries, but we can focus on

the particular space of Centennial Square, which has

its own distinct set of curious features. The gallery’s

30' ceilings makes entering the space feel as though

one is walking into a cavern-like room of unexpected

expanse. The darkened, black ceiling makes the space

above feels drastically open but oppressively pres-

ent. The room’s psychological impact is easy enough to

ignore, until someone like Liu draws our attention back to

where we stand, giving us the opportunity to scratch our

heads at the strange grids of sound-baffles that line the

upper half of the walls, or the heavy ducts that transfer

air in and out of the room. These features operate on

pure function, intended to be invisible parts of our built

environment. But Liu reminds us of their strange pres-

ence. “This piece plays with the everyday infrastructure,”

he says, “multiplying, reordering and æstheticizing it in

an unnatural way.”11

Liu’s Matter (2008) continues this hyper examination

of our surroundings, but this time, by focusing on the

very air we breathe. Two projections display small white

objects skating across the screens in a curious dance,

darting in and out of view. At this scale, the images look

equally like a microscopic or macroscopic view of our

world; they suggest the appearance of galaxies viewed 
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Above: An Te Liu, Matter, 2008 (installation view), closed-circuit surveillance camera, light, airborne particulates, 

two projection installation over 100 days. Image courtesy Oakville Galleries © Toni Hafkenscheid.



from a Hubble telescope just as readily as organisms

viewed through an electron microscope. In reality, they

are enlargements of the particulate matter circulating in

the air inside the gallery, projected at a large scale. This

is the unseen matter that we breathe in and out of our

lungs as we wander through this room and experience

these artworks. Liu focuses on “our evolving relationship

to hygiene and comfort via environmental technologies

and controls.”12 Being able to witness the bits of matter

that permeate the air around us challenges our assump-

tions about these “pure” and healthy environments.

Scale becomes a strange and relative measuring

device in this situation, and from the point at which we

stand, we can move forward or backward in any direction.

We are equally small specs when viewed on a massive

scale and monstrous beings from a microscopic per-

spective. Matter produces a sense of vertigo as we find

ourselves floating within these two extremes, without

any absolute sense of where we can situate ourselves

when infinity stretches out from either direction. We are

floating in a world where there is nothing to anchor us:

a hyperspace, so to speak.

Each of the three artists in Hyper Spaces fabricates

a view of reality where nothing is certain, reminding us

of the psychological impact of all public architecture,

however muted the desired effect. They conjure the space

where the ground is no longer quite stable at our feet,

and our surroundings no longer feel quite right. As Virilio

claims, and as we all no doubt regularly feel, we are

living with stereoscopy: two realities between which we 

are constantly switching back and forth. The barriers

cannot remain distinct, and the two often overlap, cre-

ating moments where we start to view the “real” world

through virtual-tinted glasses. At those moments, it feels

as though “up” could just as easily be “down” and who

are we to say if an alternate reality lies just to the side

of where we stand? “I don’t think we can even imagine

what it may provoke in people’s minds and in society to

live constantly with this ‘stereo-reality,’” Virilio says.

“It is absolutely without precedent.”13

1 Paul Virilio, interview by Louise Wilson, “Cyberwar, God and

Television: Interview with Paul Virilio,” CTheory, October 21, 1994,

http://www.ctheory.net/articles.aspx?id=62.   2 René Descartes,

Mediations and other Metaphysical Writings, trans. Desmond M.

Clarke (London: Penguin, 2000).   3 Barbara Rose has made this

same observation. See Barbara Rose, “In the Mind’s Eye,” José

Manuel Ballester (Toronto and New York: Nicholas Metivier Gallery

and Charles Cowles Gallery, 2007), n.p.   4 José Manuel Ballester,

email to the author, January 11, 2011.   5 José Manuel Ballester,

email to the author, January 11, 2011.   6 Paul Virilio, interview by

Jérôme Sans, “Game of Love and Chance: A Discussion with Paul

Virilio,” Watson Institute, n.d., http://www.watsoninstitute.org/

infopeace/vy2k/sans.cfm.   7 Jeremy Todd, “What are we now?

On Stadium and Vox Pop,” Blackflash, Fall 2009, 53.   8 Lesley

Johnstone, “Figure, Architecture, Camera: The Strategic Modes

of Lynne Marsh,” Lynne Marsh (Montréal and Rimouski: Musée

d’art contemporain de Montréal and Musée régional de Rimouski,

2008), 55.   9 An Te Liu, Toronto Arts Council grant application,

2010 Visual Arts Program.   10 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,”

Diacritics 16 (Spring 1986): 24.   11 An Te Liu, telephone discussion

with the author, January 4, 2011.   12 Liu, Toronto Arts Council

grant application.   13 Virilio, interview with Jérôme Sans.
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Program Partner

No.9’s programming is possible thanks to the generosity of our supporters:

An Te Liu  
Lost in Transaction: Title Deed & Pattern Language 

Presented by No.9: Contemporary Art & the Environment  

In Lost in Transaction, An Te Liu brings together elements from two projects that take the suburbs as their starting 
point. Rather than present-day suburbs, Title Deed and Pattern Language look at examples from North America’s earliest 
post-war wave of  suburban development. Although their modular, mass-produced designs resulted in the cheapest 
possible construction for the highest possible profit, they now seem quaint and somehow idyllic when compared to the 
monster homes and acres of  treeless streets that now extend the limits of  our cities. But beginning in the immediate 
post-war period, this model of  development literally paved the way for our current highway-based infrastructure, 
severing housing from the social end economic benefits of  mixed-use communities, and ensuring continued reliance 
on the automobile. 

Title Deed (West Wall)
Shown here are artifacts from Liu’s contribution to The Leona Drive Project, a temporary, public exhibition where artists 
transformed six bungalows slated for demolition in Willowdale, one of  the Toronto area’s oldest planned communities. 
By stripping down the house and painting it a particular shade of  green, Liu transformed 19 Leona Drive into a giant 
Monopoly piece, instantly imbuing it with economic implications and making it symbolic of  the real estate market in 
general. By foregrounding the economic factors at work in the development and redevelopment of  land, Liu references 
the recent housing market crash, which stemmed from corporate greed and individual desire for the Dream Home. 

Pattern Language (East Wall)
As the United States’ first mass-produced suburb, Long Island, New York’s now-iconic Levittown functions in parallel 
with Willowdale and Leona Drive. Here, Liu has taken Levittown’s aerial plan, shrinking and manipulating it into 
a dizzying wallpaper pattern, bringing the organizational logic of  an entire town to a domestic, interior scale. The 
reflecting and repeating streets and houses emphasise Levittown’s relentless sameness, countering the individuality 
sought by the houses’ owners and, as in Title Deed, turning it into a symbol of  a serial system. Once seen as utopian 
and ideal, this way of  neighbourhood-building has evolved into new versions of  the suburbs, which, in turn, may be 
ready to be replaced by a more sustainable way of  planning where and how we live.  

July 6th 2011 to January 6th 2012

An Te Liu is represented in Toronto by MKG127

WesT WALL (left to right)
1.  19 Leona Drive in Willowdale, before demolition  

and redevelopment by Hyatt Homes

2.  19 Leona Drive (caulk study no. 1), 2009 
scale replica cast in household caulking

3.  Title Deed, 2009 
Latex block filler, paint, house 
site-specific installation, The Leona Drive Project

4. Post-demolition remains of 19 Leona Drive

eAsT WALL 
1. Pattern Language: Levittown (seafoam), 2007
    silkscreen ink on paper



Mason White: Air Borne, DOMUS 948, June 2011.
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Look Way Up

o the minds of city folk, the flat 
rooftops of downtown are as myste-
rious and remote as the expanses 
of the Gobi Desert. We never go 
up into the windswept wastelands 

above our heads, hot and dry in summer, bone-
numbingly cold in winter. And even if some-
one got a yen to visit these forsaken spaces, he 
would find the way barred by security guards 
and locked doors. 

But the roof of the city is not wholly empty. 
Though devoid of animal or plant life—the odd 
pigeon excepted—it is nevertheless populated 
by machines that pump air through massive 
systems of ductwork, cooling and cleaning 
units, fans and filters. This emplacement hovers 
like an electric cloud over the city, creating 
livable interior environments almost invisibly. 

Obscure as it surely is, this very mundane 
metropolitan phenomenon has found eloquent 
witnesses in Toronto artists Howard Podeswa 
and An Te Liu. Along with the Impressionists 
of the 19th century, and avant-gardists ever 
since, Podeswa and Liu have identified sources 
of inspiration in the most unlikely, neglected 
places and things, and they have registered their 
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Two artists and two readings of the massive 
rooftop mechanics that power urban life
By John Bentley Mays
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discoveries in memorable works of art.
Podeswa’s series of numerous small and 

beautiful canvases called Duncan records the 
rooftop cityscape below the high window of 
a studio the painter once rented on Toronto’s 
Duncan Street. This work captures the monu-
mental presence of simple mechanical forms, 
their unintended sculptural minimalism. 
Brushed out broad and flat in oil, the images of 
air exchangers and other devices are also heavy 
with the loneliness of their position, certainly in 
the thick of the urban fabric, but largely out of 
sight to walkers on the pavement.

Viewed at a deeper level, the objects depicted 
in Podeswa’s paintings can be usefully read as 
symbolic instances of everything that is appar-

ently marginal to the hectic pulse of mainstream 
city life. One thinks especially of the vast, quiet 
grid of energy and machinery, switches and 
wires, conduits and transformers, that operates 
underground and everywhere around us, mostly 
unnoticed, but undergirding all the comings 
and goings of citizens.

And there is also a human dimension in 
Howard Podeswa’s symbolism. Almost every-
one, to some degree or another, shares with the 
machines the experience of being background, 
mere backdrop. Like the ventilation systems 
high atop downtown buildings, we pass our 
lives largely unknown to the public at large, 
recognized only by the occasional artist such 
as Podeswa (a systems analyst who trained in 

aLOng wITh The ImPRessIOnIsTs 
OF The 19Th cenTuRy, and avanT-
gaRdIsTs sInce, The aRTIsTs have 
IdenTIFIed sOuRces OF InsPIRaTIOn 
In unLIkeLy, negLecTed PLaces.

Cloud, 2008
by An Te Liu

Installation view, 11th Venice  
Biennale of Architecture

FALL 2010   35

John Bentley Mays: Look Way Up, International Architecture and Design, Fall 2010.



PORTFOLIO

36    INTERNATIONAL ARCHITECTURE & DESIGN FALL 2010   37

chemical engineering), who can see in ordinari-
ness the underlying order of the city.

In contrast to Podeswa’s paintings, with their 
moody, brooding atmospheres, the sculptures 
of An Te Liu forthrightly celebrate the suave 
technological cool of air-processing machines. 
His brilliant Cloud (2008) is a composition of air 
purifiers, ionizers, sterilizers, washers, humidi-
fiers, and ozone air cleaners, all suspended 
above the visitor’s head, plugged in, and whir-
ring and buzzing continuously. These stand-ins 
for the big rooftop installations come together in 
a work without humanistic pathos or heartbeat, 
and charged with a kind of post-human philo-
sophical voltage. 

Cloud, in other words, is a miniature image 
of the new mechanical layout that modern engi-
neering and technology have brought forth to 
make possible life and work inside tall build-
ings. It effectively draws attention to the secret 
sources of the clean air breathed by the tower-
dwellers. But the piece does more than that. 
Like Podeswa’s Duncan, Cloud gives evidence 
of investigative imagination applied with intel-
ligence and sensitivity to commonplace things. 
Both Podeswa and Liu restore to us a sense of 
the great impersonal schemes that rest and toil 
in the subconscious of the urban imaginary.  •

Duncan Series 2, 2010
by Howard Podeswa 
Oil on panel, 30.5 x 30.5 cm

Top right: Duncan Series 1, 2010
by Howard Podeswa 
Oil on panel, 25 x 25 cm

Bottom right: Duncan Series 4, 2010
by Howard Podeswa 
Oil on panel, 40.5 x 51 cm

Bottom left: Duncan Series 3, 2010
by Howard Podeswa 
Oil on panel, 25 x 25 cm
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99.7 Per Cent Pure

The HEPA air �lter is only capable
of processing 99.7 per cent of
airborne particles, leaving 0.3 per
cent unaccounted for. Mason White
describes the work of Canadian
installation artist An Te Liu who
made air-�ltration appliances his
main subject.

18

An Te Liu, Cloud , Venice Biennale, 2008
Air purifiers, ionisers, sterilisers, washers,
humidifiers and ozone air cleaners
running continuously.

19

Mason White: 99.7 Per Cent Pure, AD: Energies - New Material Boundaries. Sean Lally ed. London: Wiley Press, 2008.



Taiwanese-Canadian artist An Te Liu’s recent work
operates within the complex airspace of classi�cation,
hygiene and weightlessness. Charged with con�icting and
multiple readings of scales and eras, Liu employs
modi�ed devices and materials in swarms and assemblies
with a tenacious attention to sequencing. Since 2000, he
has used a broad range of continuously running air-
�ltration appliances – from HEPA (high e�ciency
particulate air) �lters to ozone air cleaners – in his work.
The intention of this series of installations, which began
with Airborne, is to stimulate our awareness of and
increasing reliance on (or the promise of) �ltered and
puri�ed air. Of course, like any quest for technological
perfection, the devices reach a Zeno’s-paradox-like
impossibility. The HEPA �lter, the most e�ective common
domestic �ltration product on the market, for example, is
only capable of processing 99.7 per cent of airborne
particulates, leaving a lingering concern surrounding the
unaccounted for 0.3 per cent matter. Liu’s �ltration
appliance series capitalises on this problem and its urban
and architectural rami�cations.

Innovations in air �ltration originated from a desire for increased
respiratory safety for �re �ghters (in the 1820s), coal miners (in the
1850s) and, later, for underwater divers (1910s). Augustus Siebe’s
patented diving helmet used tubes and �lters to pump fresh air in and
bad air out. Siebe adapted this same system into the gas mask during
the First World War. The HEPA �lter was a wartime innovation in the
1940s, which e�ectively processed the air of US government scientists
working in radioactive conditions. What began as a classi�ed item later
became a well-marketed and domesticated product. Over time,
�ltration technology continued to extend into the workplace and public
institutions, o�ering some level of perceived atmospheric purity. And
in recent decades, air modi�cation has extended beyond the
elimination of foul odours, toxicity and noxious gases to the removal of
odourless and invisible elements such as viruses and bacteria.

Air-puri�cation systems also developed in response to the increasing
toxicity of building materials, cleaning products and bio-aerosols
containing pathogens, formaldehyde, VOCs (volatile organic
compounds), asbestos and lead. In the 1960s, Klaus and Manfred
Hammes introduced the �rst residential air puri�er in Germany,
increasing awareness of the e�ects of these domestic substances. The
1970s energy crisis created catalytic conditions for the success of

20

advancements’ and, along with these changes, architecture that
embodies a ‘living urban organism’ that he termed ‘total architecture’. 1

In Megastructures , Reyner Banham o�ers the megastructure as a
critique of Gropius’ total architecture as being too homogeneous,
culturally thin, and as dead ‘as any other perfect machine’. 2 An Te
Liu’s work extends this critique from total architecture to
megastructure. Cloud best exhibits this transition as it hovers
e�ortlessly, teasing our airspace with its purity, a megastructure
melding �ocks of humming ionisers, puri�ers and sterilisers,
assembled in squadron formation, which aggregate into self-replicating
and expanding clusters.

Liu’s use of the appliance has shifted from the readymade to a
modi�ed unitised material. In Cloud, the appliances are merged,
creating mutant assemblies and further confusing the scale at which
the work is to be read. It is con�gurable, expandable and networked,
and as a one-to-one reading it is intrusive – even excessive –
highlighting the fear of unmediated interior environments. At an
intermediate scale, the work is less Modernist urbanism than Futurist
space-junk, since most of the material is intercepted by Liu, no doubt
through online bartering portals, en route to dumps as the global e-
waste burden grows. At its largest scale, Cloud is read as a machined

indoor air-�ltration machinery, which sought to quarantine
indoor from outdoor air. In 1984 the World Health
Organization reported on a series of symptoms occurring
at increasing frequencies in buildings with indoor climate
issues. These symptoms, including irritation of the eyes,
nose and throat, respiratory infections, dizziness and
nausea later became known as Sick Building Syndrome
(SBS). In Liu’s air-�ltration series, especially in Airborne
(2000), Exchange (2001) and Cloud (2008), there is a
seeming sickness in the excessive use of these appliances
which are perpetually operational in such great numbers.
Are the very machines designed to mitigate illness now in
fact operating as facilitators of it? Air so pure, it hurts.

Inevitably wrapped up within their cultural status, Liu’s
appliance works also confront the complex evolution and
development of their role within architecture and
interiors. Early Modernism’s faith in the technological
agency in architecture predicted the signi�cance to which
it would in�uence building enterprises. Walter Gropius’
1956 Scope of Total Architecture posits a complete
transformation of life ‘brought about by technological

An Te Liu, Airborne , 2000
Air ionisers, purifiers, ecologisers, humidifiers;
64 units running continuously. Installation
view, Contemporary Art Gallery, Vancouver.
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An Te Liu, Exchange , 2001 
above: HEPA air purifiers and cords; 56 units running continuously.
Installation view, Henry Urbach Gallery, New York.

An Te Liu, Untitled (Complex IV), 2007
above: Carpeting, Corian, distilled water, male and female pheromones,
vibrators and air sterilisers running continuously.
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equivalent of an actual cloud abstracted into its
components of moisture processing, air exchanges and
atmospheric densities, and imagines the potential, as
with snow-making machines, of generating entire weather
conditions at will.

As with earlier works of the series, Cloud has had its
overwhelming beige-ness traded for the cleanliness of
white, and is fully operational. However, departing from
static Brasilia-like assemblies, it hovers as if in mid-flight,
embarking on a mission for space. Or perhaps it is a well-
vented and exhaling space station – the ultimate
megastructure. Cloud extends the ambition of levitation
found in earlier works such as Ether (or, Migratory Studies
of the North American Chinatown) (2004) in which
rendered suburban fabric floats among cumulus-like
cloud formations. In many ways its disposition is more
akin to how we might conventionally think of mechanical
systems: hung from the ceiling, tucked outside our more
accessible visual field.

Installed at the 2008 Venice Biennale and
acknowledging the inability to process or filter the entirety
of the Arsenale, Cloud instead creates its own bubble of
processed air dissipating into the larger space; an

An Te Liu, Cloud, Venice Biennale, 2008
opposite bottom and right: Air purifiers,
ionisers, sterilisers, washers, humidifiers and
ozone air cleaners running continuously.

invisible zone of purity shape-shifting with the interior microclimates.
Unlike earlier works with similar materials, Cloud is without orientation
or reference. It has left the ground and thus left behind any reading of
the Modernist city in favour of science fiction. Replacing the orderly
plinth of Airborne and the columnar organisational logic of Exchange,
its catenary-like suspension carries a new range of references grounded
within 1960s architecture and 1970s film – perhaps Lando
Calrissian’s heady Cloud City from The Empire Strikes Back, or Yona
Friedman’s Ville Spatiale, a continuous space-frame with occupiable
volumes. Either way, Liu’s recent work seems to occupy the
destabilising 0.3 per cent airspace where, given a tendency towards
excess, there exists the slim margin that we are still not fully serviced
by technological utopias. The processing and conversion of air into
pure air, and its associated packaging, is caught between a Modernist
ideal and a contemporary fear.4

Notes
1. Walter Gropius, Scope of Total Architecture, Collier Books (New York), 1962.
2. Nigel Whiteley, Reyner Banham: History of the Immediate Future, MIT Press
(Cambridge, MA), 2002, p 287.

Text © 2009 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Images: pp 18-19, 22(b), 23 © An Te Liu
2000–2008, courtesy Cameraphoto Arte di Codato and La Biennale di Venezia; pp 20-1,
22(tr) © An Te Liu 2000–2008, courtesy of the artist; p 22(tl) © An Te Liu 2000–2008,
courtesy Henry Urbach Architecture Gallery
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Rodney LaTourelle: Head in the Clouds, Canadian Architect, November 2008.



MKG127 is very pleased to present 

Style and Epoch

an exhibition of new work by Toronto artist An Te Liu.

In Style and Epoch, An Te Liu presents a photographic series in which mass produced, ready to-
assemble furniture, are reinterpreted through processes of mis-assembly and chance construction. 
Here, functional expediency gives way to a kind of experimental technics, resulting in provisional 
constructions poised somewhere between the banal and the iconic. Void of their use value, these 
scraps from our domestic consumer culture conjure the memory of visionary utopian artistic and 
architectural experiments from the last century, inviting rumination on the fate of previous van-
guards and their aspirations for shaping modern life.

An Te Liu is currently living and working in Berlin, where he is the recipient of the Canada Council 
for the Arts International Residency for Visual Artist at the Künstlerhaus Bethanien. Displacing 
familiar objects into altered contexts, his work explores issues of function, malfunction and cul-
tural coding in our built and hypothesized environments. Divergent themes and issues become 
linked as the work oscillates between object and representation, past and present, and utility and 
uselessness.

Liu has exhibited in New York, Vancouver, San Francisco, Montreal, Seoul, Frankfurt, and Rot-
terdam, and more recently at the European Künsthalle in Cologne and the Art Institute of Chicago. 
This summer his installation, Exchange will be featured in a group show at the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art. SFMOMA and the Art Institute have both recently acquired works by Liu 
for inclusion in their permanent collections. In the fall he will present Cloud, a new large scale 
installation for the Venice Biennale of International Architecture, and a solo exhibition in Berlin at 
the Künstlerhaus Bethanien, accompanied by a full color catalog on his work. 

Opening Thursday June 26 6-9 PM. The exhibition continues until July 26.

Stephanie Vegh: MAP 15, Autumn 2008, pp. 62-63.



Joseph Rosa: Reimagining the Ornamental, Figuration in Contemporary Design. 
Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago and Yale University Press, 2008.







Julie Carson and Nana Last eds.: Paradox Practice: Architecture in the Wake of Conceptualism. 
Irvine: University of California, Irvine, 2007.







Gary Michael Dault: Pattern Theory, Border Crossings, Winter 2008.



Gary Michael Dault: Happy Birthday, The Globe and Mail, July 21 2007.



An Te Liu

Being Disposed, 2007

Ecke Unter Goldschmied / Kleine Budengasse sowie Am
Hof, Mo–So 0:00–24:00 Uhr

Strom- und Verteilerkästen im Stadtraum bilden das
Medium für An Te Lius textbasierte Eingriffe in deren
funktionales Design. Seine Zitate prägnanter Begriffe
aus der Philosophie Martin Heideggers thematisieren das
Verhältnis von Funktion und Dysfunktion, das Konzept
von „Zuhanden“ und „Vorhanden“, den Gebrauchswert
von Dingen oder die Idee der dilozierten Lokation. In der
Verdichtung theoretischer Wirklichkeitsanalysen auf
prägnante Begriffe plädieren sie für eine der Evidenz
alltäglicher Funktions- und Regulationssystemen
vorgeschaltet Diskursebene, indem sie deren
Bedingungen hinterfragen. Beiläufig auf technischen
Apparaturen platziert, wirken die sperrigen, ihrem
Kontext enthobenen Begriffe wie intellektuelle
Störungen des öffentlichen Lebens, in das sie
eingebettet sind. Bezogen auf ihren Ort und doch ihm
fremd, insistieren sie auf ein Nachdenken über das, was
als selbstverständlich gegeben erscheint.

  

 

 

Models for Tomorrow: Cologne, the European Kunsthalle’s first exhibition, will be presented from 2 March to 28 April
2007. Twenty-one artists will show their designs for a new exhibition hall at both extraordinary and ordinary cultural
sites in downtown Cologne. The sketches, planes, and models produced especially for this exhibition by international
artists deal with two themes: the architecture for the new exhibition space and concepts for its possible use. Artists’
pragmatic approaches are shown alongside works with utopian potential.
 
During the phase of its foundation, the European Kunsthalle does not have its own exhibition space. For Models for
Tomorrow: Cologne, the institution will use the urban space with its range of publicly accessible sites. For the
exhibition, a ring-shaped parcours has been set up in downtown Cologne that invites the art audience to walk along its
path. The exhibition venues offer various spatial concepts with varying opening times, represent commercial or public
interests, and are highly popular or exist on the city’s periphery. They show that answers to the question regarding the
future profile of the European Kunsthalle might already be there in one of the city’s resources: its spaces. Moving
toward the end of this two-year founding stage, the European Kunsthalle will use this exhibition to direct special
attention to its specific location and starting point. 

Lawrence Weiner subway stop Dom/Hbf, access via main station, Mon–Sun 0:00 am – 12:00 pm
Pia Rønicke Hilton Cologne, Marzellenstrasse 13–17 , Mon–Sun 0:00 am – 12:00 pm
Vito Acconci Tele Café Köln – Am Dom, An den Dominikanern 3, Mon–Sun 9:00 am – 11:00 pm
Superflex Deutsche Bank Privat- und Geschäftskunden AG, Investment- und FinanzCenter An den Dominikanern 11–
27, Mon, Thu 9:00 am – 6:00 pm, Tue, We 9:00 am – 4:00 pm, Fri, 9:00 am – 3:30 pm
Luca Frei Chamber of Industry and Commerce Cologne, Unter Sachsenhausen 10–26, Mon–Fri 8:00 am – 7:00 pm
Sean Snyder Library of the historical  archive of the archbichopric Cologne, Gereonstraße 16, Tue, Thu, Fri 9:00 am –
4:00 
Haegue Yang Statthaus, Steinfelder Gasse 33, 24h visible through window, access Mon 4:30–6:30 pm , Thu 2:00–
4:00 pm 
Michael Beutler square in front of Vic Cocktailbar, Friesenstraße 16, Mon–Sun 0:00 am – 12:00 pm
Erik van Lieshout Sportlounge Michael Janson, Im Klapperhof 33c, Mon, Thu 12:00 am – 3:00 pm, Fri 4:00 pm –
6:00 pm, So 2:00 pm – 6:00 pm 
Tue Greenfort Christian Science Church Cologne, Albertusstraße 45a, Mon, Wed 4:00 – 7:00 pm, Tue, Thu 10:00 am
– 1:00 pm
Alex Morrison bookstore Walther König, Ehrenstraße 4, Mon–Fri 10:00 am – 7:00 pm, Sat 10:00 am – 6:00 pm
International Festival Neumarkt-Galerie, Neumarkt 2, Mon–Thu, Sat 7:00 am – 9:00 pm, Fri 7:00 am – 10:00 pm
Jesko Fezer & Axel John Wieder Central Library Cologne, Josef-Haubrich-Hof 1, Tue, Thu 10:00 am – 8:00 pm,
Wed, Fri    10:00 am – 6:00 pm, Sat 10:00 am – 3:00 pm
Bik van der Pol Aral gas station, Cäcilienstraße 32, Mon–Sun 0:00 am – 12:00 pm
Silke Schatz Jesuit Church Sankt Peter, Jabachstraße 1, Tue–Sat 11:00 am –5:00 pm, Sun 1:00 pm – 5:00 pm
Tobias Rehberger Galeria Kaufhof, Dinea Restaurant, Hohe Straße 41–53, Mon–Thu 9:30 am – 8:00 pm, Fri–Sat 9:30
am – 9:00 pm
Andreas Fogarasi Wallraf-Richartz-Museum & Fondation Corboud, Obenmarspforten, Tue 10:00 am – 8:00 pm, Wed–
Fri     10:00 am – 6:00 pm, Sat–Sun    11:00 am – 6:00 pm  
Olaf Nicolai St. Kolumba, Kolumbastraße 2–4, Mon–Sun 8:00 am – 7:30 pm
Liam Gillick City of Cologne, Customer’s Centre Laurenzplatz 1–3, Mon–Fri 7:00 am–7:00 pm, first Saturday of the
month 10:00 am – 1:00 pm
An Te Liu Power Boxes RheinEnergie , 20–Unter Goldschmied / Kleine Budengasse, 21–Am Hof 
Mon–Sun 0:00 am – 12:00 pm
Karl Holmqvist Deutsche Bank self service centre Köln Am Dom, Bahnhofsvorplatz 1/Trankgasse, Mon–Sun 6:30 am –
11:00 pm

Curated by Nicolaus Schafhausen, Vanessa Joan Mueller, Julia Hoener
Spatial concept by Nikolaus Hirsch, Markus Miessen, Philipp Misselwitz, Matthias Görlich (Spaces of Production)

2 March to 28 April 2007, Opening, 1 March 2007, 6 pm, Galeria Kaufhof, Hohe Strasse 41-53, Cologne

 



 

 

An Te Liu, No Molestar, 2006
Printed T-shirts
Courtesy of the artist

No Molestar 2006
An Te Liu’s works are situated on the border between art,
architecture and design, and explore the aesthetic of mass-produced
commercial and urban design forms. By working at the junction
between these three fields, he questions the idea of functionality that
traditionally marks the distinctions between art and design: What
something does (or is supposed to do), what it looks like, what other
things it can do or appear like?. He often uses elements of street
furniture and is interested in the simultaneous presence of different
layers of signs in public space. 
No Molestar explores clothes as an object of communication. The piece
consists of a stack of T-shirts that bear the most common colors of
the European countries, flags and the words ‘No Molestar’, i.e. ‘Do
not disturb’ in Spanish. These T-shirts are ironically presented in a
museological fashion, functioning as ethnographic objects of our
contemporary society.

Biography An Te Liu (Tainan, Taiwan, 1967)
Lives and works in Toronto.

 
 

 

Witte de With, Center for Contemporary Art

opening hours:  Tuesday - Sunday,  11 a.m. - 6  p.m.

location: Witte de Withstraat 50, 3012 BR Rotterdam 
phone: +31 (0) 10 4110144 
fax: +31 (0) 10 4117924 
e-mail:  info@wdw.nl
web:  www.wdw.nl
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Mark Cheetham: Social Abstraction: Disease and Cure, Abstract Art Since the 1960s: Against Autonomy. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006.



Vanessa Müller: Therefore Beautiful. Kraichtal: Ursula Blickle Stiftung, 2005.  











AN TE LIU

Pattern Language: Levittown / White (UPC Edition), 2004-2005
Piezo print on vinyl 
Courtesy of the Artist and Henry Urbach Gallery, New York

The pattern in An Te Liu’s wall paper installation was derived from multiplying a single, 
perspectival, aerial photograph of Levittown, one of the first suburban communities in the 
United States. Levittown(s) were pioneered by William Levit in Pennsylvania and New York 
in the post-war era and were seen to be prototypes for the perfect single family suburban 
residential area. Levittown is a physical and historical embodiment of post-war idealism, 
they represent a view of the world that promises individual freedom, prosperity and decent 
family values.  There is an interesting irony, however, in that a built form connected with the 
ideals of open space, good health and wholesome living ultimately takes on such a serial 
representation - that the unique and the same are collapsed into an endless repetition of 
sameness. 

While the design logic of the suburban development is based on the logic of pattern making 
(one unit repeated and modified and repeated ad infinitum), the pattern of the suburban 
development is constructed to disguise the sameness of the individual products, but in the 
wallpaper pattern this repetition  the seriality  becomes very evident.

In Liu’s installation the representation of architecture is reconstituted as a textile-like pattern, 
recalling the theories of German architectural theorist Gottfried Semper, who believed that 
there was an elementary relationship between textiles (knots, weaving, fabric, pattern) and 
architecture - that the first architecture was one of strands of cloth and membranes. In 
Liu’s work, there is a collapse of the 3-D physicality of buildings and the 2-D reality of wall 
covering.

Yet in Liu’s work, the overall repetition of the image pattern is broken by a second that has 
been laid over top  or cut out of  the fabric of the wallpaper. This takes the form of a series 
of vertical voids or interruptions in the wallpaper that are derived from the rhythmic pattern 
of a UPC (universal product or bar code). Both the UPC and the suburban development 
form patterns; while the UPC is scanned in order to identify the product (inventory, price, 
company/maker, etc...), the houses themselves are also mass-market products, created at 
a larger scale, yet equally consumable.



An Te Liu  Ether and Michael Meredith  Background
Fabrizio Rivola  Oasis

27 May – 26 June 2004  Opening: Thursday, 27 May, 8PM
Special Reception Saturday, 29 May, 2– 4PM for Oasis a public intervention by Fabrizio Rivola at Historic Fort York, Toronto

Better Living 2004  Auction Thursday, 20 May at 129 Spadina Ave., doors 6PM, auction 8PM
Artist Talk  Fabrizio Rivola Thursday, 27 May, 7PM
Platform Lecture  Xandra Eden Tuesday, 8 June, 7PM

MERCER UNION

Front Gallery     An Te Liu  Ether and Michael Meredith  Background

The Shopping Mall and the Camp

In Ether, An Te Liu presents a sixty-five-foot panorama of suburban architectures that appear 
like spaceships drifting in an ephemeral but emphatically vacant landscape. Based on and 
traced out of existing urban plans for suburban Chinese malls in the Greater Toronto Area—
Mississauga Chinese Centre (Mississauga), First Markham Place (Markham) and Market Village 
(Richmond Hill)—Ether is structured as a Generic City with supreme banality, a testament to 
capitalist implosion and the concomitant surrealism of borders. 

Michael Meredith constructs several works that complement Ether as ironic gestures towards 
lifestyle and design, highlighting the market fundamentalism of the urban environment as 
shopping centre. Meredith produces glow-in-the-dark floor mats, honeycomb light fixtures, and 
a special muzak mix for the gallery. This is literally the environmental condition of Ether’s city. 
The fixtures from ceiling to floor are drawn out of natural formations that rework rhizomatic 
clusters. The opposition between glow-in-the-dark floor mats and the light technology is not 
so much a contradiction as a statement on the randomness and discontinuity of the sensory 
dressing. Meredith insists on a synaesthetic experience that underscores Ether’s disembod-
ied territories. Yet beyond this, his pieces offer no sensual comfort and the muzak (music 
produced to increase worker and consumer productivity) echoes the empty figures of Ether’s 
malls.

An Te Liu’s earlier study of the new formations of diasporic ethnicities in Migratory Studies of 
the North American Chinatown (2004), inverted the generic enclaves of strip malls by infusing 
them with the urbane character of Chinatown. In this context, the racialized spatiality of Chi-
natown (and other such formations like Little Italy, Little India, Little Jamaica, etc.,) is a clichéd 
articulation of the modern city—the techno-orientalism of the sci-fi film, for example. This 
cliché belongs to the utopian ideal of the urbane as place of heterogeneous commerce and 
cultural interface. But more than this, the very title of Liu’s study calls forth both ancient and 
postmodern cultural practices, that sensational hybridity that in Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (a 
film that seems not to have aged) was said to produce an “eternal present” in which the tem-
poral continuum collapses into an overdetermined present. There is in Ether something largely 
reminiscent of this science fiction film whose future city refracted the sheen of the computer 
in a virtual space that was built upward rather than outward simply because the inhabitants 
had run out of space.

It is fitting that the first study of the North American Chinatown is reconfigured in Ether in a 
large panorama, the most appropriate form to carry historical narratives of military conquest. 
The panoramic scene is printed on Tyvek, that Dupont product that Federal Express uses for its 
envelopes. This industrial material, which is both lightweight and resilient to ensure the speed 
and efficacy of the global courier service, is unrolled like a continuous scroll across the wall. 
What has been lost or contained (which amounts to the same thing) in both Migratory Studies
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An Te Liu. Ether (secxtion of a scroll), digital print on Tyvek, 26 x 780 in , 2004

Michael Meredith. Untitled (Modular Mat) detail, 24 x 48 in each mat, 2004

6.03

and Ether is a history of movement and labour—the early history of garment factories, slave 
labour, and work camps that underpins the development of Chinatowns in North America. 
Instead, in both of these studies of urban sprawl there is an “ether effect,” a numbing lack of 
distinction and affect. The metal outlines of the malls are, as befits the society of the spec-
tacle, both banal and spectacular.

In Ether, the ground upon which the architectural structures unfold is presented as a soft 
taupe of endless clouds and vague terrestrial formations. The half dozen or so malls appear as 
metallic braces, extracted and reduced to outlines that float promiscuously over this demate-
rialized space. In their instrumentality, these forms of life, staged in the middle of nowhere, 
conjure what Giorgio Agamben has described, as ”dislocating localization,” an expression of 
the “hidden matrix and nomos” of the political space in which we live. Indeed, this is the hid-
den force of Michael Meredith’s environment—precisely, the subliminal effects of doormats, 
light, and music Agamben describes dislocated localization as the space of “camp” which is a 
pure expression of modernity. Its rise as an architectural and lethal technology coincides with 
changes in citizenship laws and the denationalization of citizens. It is the ”fourth and insepa-
rable element that has been added to and has broken up the old trinity of nation (birth), state, 
and territory.”1 The camp regulates and inscribes order into the life that upsets the relation 
territory-birth. The process of “dislocating localization” contains all forms of life and norms that 
fall outside the boundaries of the nation-state. Thus we might say that hybridity, multiplicity, 
and difference are not produced by global economic flows, by diasporic cultures and techno-
logical circuits—the elements of globalization. On the contrary, the political-juridical structure, 
which defines the present situation, is one of containment, where politics must be understood 
fundamentally as biopolitics. 

The shopping mall and the camp are seemingly located at the opposite ends of the political 
spectrum of freedom. Yet we must read these two spatial modalities together—their instru-
mental cartographies, their dislocating order, their strategies of surveillance, their “delirious 
normative definitions of the inscription of life in the city”2 and their conjugation of biopolitics. 
These all stem from the same political-juridical situation. The works of this exhibition instill this 
kind of reflection by materializing spaces of instrumentality and functionality that are painstak-
ingly referential. Lest we forget, this is a panorama of Toronto’s suburbs.
Janine Marchessault
1  Giorgio Agamben, “What is a Camp?” in Means Without End: Notes on Politics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2000), 44.
2  Ibid. 43-44.



Exploring the rules, codes, and representations of ‘game-space’- the carefully
painted surfaces that delineate functions and govern activity in the realm of leisure
and competitive sport- An Te Liu’s new work brings together painting, sculpture,
design, and performance. Tackiness and Anti-Power is concerned with different
traditions of abstraction that have profoundly informed both art and architectural
practices. Referencing table tennis, multi-use gymnasium floors, and other game
surfaces, coating becomes coding, lines become boundaries, colors become rules,
and surfaces become activated.

This project is funded in part by The Canada Council for the Arts.

ARTISTS SPACE
38 GREENE STREET
3RD FLOOR
NEW YORK, NY 10013
212 226 3970

for more information:  www.artistsspace.org   www.huagallery.com

Current Exhibition at Artists Space > January 14 - February 21, 2004
Exhibition opens to the public Wednesday, January 14, 11am
Opening reception: Saturday, January 24th, 6- 8 pm

Architecture and Design Project Series

An Te Liu  Tackiness and Anti-Power

^ An Te Liu, still from Prepared Ground , 2003,
16mm Color film transferred to DV, 13:30 loop

^ An Te Liu, Complex (tower of Squash no. 1),

2003, marking tape on acrylic



Wayne Baerwaldt and Keunhye Lim: mosaiCanada: Sign and Sound. Seoul: Museum of Art, 2003.



PRESSEINFORMATION

AUSSTELLUNG UND BUCHPRÄSENTATION

RETHINKING PHOTOGRAPHY III
DIE RELATIVIERUNG DES OBJEKTBEZUGS IN DER ZEITGENÖSSISCHEN FOTOGRAFIE

Sabine Bitter + Helmut Weber, Inge Dick, Tamara Horáková + Ewald Maurer, Herwig Kempinger, An Te Liu,
Günther Selichar
Kuratorin: Ruth Horak, Wien

AUSSTELLUNGSERÖFFNUNG: Donnerstag, 12. Juni 2003, 19.00 Uhr
DAUER DER AUSSTELLUNG: 13. Juni bis 26. Juli 2003

Die Verbreitung der Fotografie im Alltag und in der zeitgenössischen Kunst sowie die Übereinkunft, sie
ausschließlich als Nachricht zu benützen, das sind die Ausgangspunkte für Rethinking Photography. “Fotografien
sind wie diskrete Dienstboten, die ihre Botschaft überbringen, sich dann aber still zurückziehen, um den
Rezipienten nicht durch ihre Anwesenheit zu stören, wenn sich dieser dem Inhalt widmet.” (John Hilliard)

Die Ausstellung in der Galerie Fotohof thematisiert die Frage nach dem Objektbezug: Wie kann das fotografierte
Objekt von seinem Realitätswert gelöst werden, und wie verändert sich dadurch seine Rolle? Wie verhält sich die
Fotografie gegenüber immateriellen “Objekten” bzw. welche “neuen” Objekte kann sie hervorbringen?

“Bande test orange” von Tamara Horáková + Ewald Maurer beinhaltet etwa nur mehr in minimalen Spuren das
ursprüngliche Objekt. Ein kleiner Ausschnitt dieses Objekts war zur Fertigung eines Pobestreifens bestimmt worden
und ist seither die Vorlage, die bereits in einer Vielzahl von Operationen weiter bearbeitet wurde und ganz neue
Objekte hervorbringt. Durch abwechselnd digitale und analoge Verfahren (verzerren, invertieren etc. am Computer
oder wieder abfotografieren des daraus entstandenen Fotos) wird das Objekt immer wieder ein reales, um dann im
nächsten Schritt abermals als Vorlage für ein am Computer generiertes zu dienen.

Die Immaterialität des Himmels versucht Inge Dick in Serien wie “Bleu du Ciel” zu “vergegenständlichen”. Die
wolkenfreien Himmelaufnahmen durchlaufen die Farbskala des Himmels vom weiß überstrahlten Sonnenhimmel
bis zum tiefblauen Nachthimmel - die Farbe wird zur bestimmenden Eigenschaft. Das Zoomen auf ein einziges
Pixel bindet die Farbe weiter an die Fläche bzw. an die Form des Pixels, das Quadrat. So wird das Naturphänomen
Himmel zum künstlerischen Format “Monochromie”.

Herwig Kempinger wiederum widmet sich den turbulenten Seiten des Himmels, den sich aufbäumenden
Wolkengebilden. Kempinger fotografiert von seinen kleinen Dachfenstern aus stets ähnliche kleine Ausschnitte
dieses überdimensionalen Bildschirms der Natur, und verdichtet dessen Variationsreichtum anschließend am
Computer zu übernatürlichen Formationen.

Der Bildschirm, in seiner eigentlichen Rolle selbst Lieferant von Bildern, ist Günther Selichars und An Te Lius
Objekt, dessen Realitätswert es zu brechen gilt. Liu klappt alle Seiten des Gehäuses in die Fläche, sodass der
Computermonitor in seine Einzelteile - in den Raster der Lüftungsschlitze, in helle und dunkle Flächen zerfällt -
und ähnlich einem Faltmodell erst zusammengebaut werden muss. Selichar setzt den Bildschirm so zentral ins
Bild, dass das Gehäuse schmal angeschnitten zur inneren Rahmung wird, das Bildformat wiederholt und ins Bild
selbst überträgt. Der Gebrauchswert eines Monitors (Preis, Leistung und Design) wird durch sein Bild ersetzt.

Sabine Bitters und Helmut Webers “Superbooks” zeigen Einblicke in die ausgeräumte (ehemalige) Wiener
Stadtbibliothek. Die tief liegenden Blickpunkte der Kamera, der gewählte Ausschnitt sowie die anschließende
Solarisation der Fotos verwandeln die Gänge und Bücherregale in leere Straßenzüge durch modernistische
“Superblocks”. Das Kippen zwischen Innen- und Außenraum, zwischen Kontur und Binnenform, bestimmt die neue
Sicht auf das alte Mobiliar.

Durch die Relativierung des Objektbezugs ist der abgebildete Gegenstand nicht mehr das einzige Thema der
Fotografie und die “Diskretion des Dienstboten” aufgehoben.

Ruth Horak



Heather MacKay: The Walls of Perception, Azure, September / October 2002.

complexes. Clearly homemade, they represent attempts at architectural model making by the novice – or, as
Damian Moppett also described it, the attempts of either housewives or plumbers at making something
larger than themselves. Even their staging for the camera suggests this. The blocks of varied versions of
modern to postmodernist building shapes are presented against a simple bed sheet backdrop, or on a basic
studio table amongst glue bottles and scissors. Strikingly, the modular nature of architectural building
blocks, the aggregate variability, lends the non-professional construction a semblance of the plausible. It
underlines in the fantasy a sense of actuality, as suggested by the serious specificity of the titles Century City,
The Babich Arena with Ehrlich Amphitheater and Parking Complex, 12th and Dragamahn Street, etc.
Perhaps not unrelated to An Te Liu’s demonstration of the continuum of the modular, the replication of the
generic from the minute to the gigantic, Moppett’s images display a potential equivalence of its imagination
— between the building blocks of child’s play, the constructions of the novice, the fabulations of the set
director, and the concrete moulds of architects’ fantasies. Play (like building forts or sand-castles), and the
power of architecture to define positions and places in space are implicated in one another. Moppett’s images
attest to the desire to “build” to one’s imagination, to the dream of access to actualization. The modern, as
shown here, undercuts what among professionals (including postmodernists) is often understood by the term
‘modernism,’ namely the now reified style of the future as embodied in the pantheon of established masters.

JAMES CARL, on the other hand, offers deadpan, precise re-fabrications of modern products — stoves,
washing machines, car tires, rice cookers. Hand-cut from a template in cheap materials such as cardboard
(normally used for packaging but not for the goods), or corrugated plastic (the stuff of cheap signage for sell
offs), they are meticulously crafted. And yet, complete with buttons, lids, and other indices of functionality,
they are always only blanks. Without functional guts or working components, these often serially produced
sculptures (or multiples) are the karaoke performance of the objects of contemporary desire: domestic
wealth, convenience, and leisure. The current exhibition includes (in addition to an oversize, outdoor,
fiberglass replica of a beach ball) a life-size videocassette, disc player, cell phone, and other gadgets from the
Empty Orchestra series (1995-1997). Hand-carved in stone — the perhaps most ancient technology and
material for making ever-lasting things – these petrified objects make a starkly ironic, and slow counterpart
to the real-life model. The latter’s actual tenure in the world is characterized by instant technological
supercession. In Carl’s objects it is precisely the actual fleeting, temporary existence (or even obsolescence)
that is cut in stone. The sculptures are slowly made but immortalize a blip. By implication, they evoke other
contradictions in the lived relation to the global product — labour wages in the diaspora in relation to
instant consumption in North America; or, the use-value of certain gadgets in the under-industrialized world
where a video-cassette, for instance, may well be as useful as a rock.

BRIAN JUNGEN, who shares James Carl’s interest in the units, modules, pre-fab manufactured products of the
modern world, does not replicate but uses the actual thing, its modular identity, in repetition to make an
altogether different thing. Nike running shoes are cut and sewn to resemble North West Coast First Nations
ritual masks, or an ample collection of standard plastic patio-chairs are cut and fixed to one another to
make a large replica whale skeleton. Isolated Depiction of a Passage of Time (2001), which is included in
this exhibition, is slightly different in that it replicates someone else’s, famously ingenious, and famously
failed, appropriation of modular units: a prisoner once stacked lunch trays leaving a hollow interior large
enough to hide in for an attempted escape. In Jungen’s work, the stacked lunch trays suggest an uncanny
parallel between the modular dispensation of food, the social institutions that regulate standard codes of
conduct, and the statistical estimation of populations. Initially produced for a prison museum, Jungen’s
colour coded, stacked trays represent the number of aboriginals in Canadian prisons, ordered according to
the number of years of their prison terms. If the ingenuity of the escape vehicle is that it uses the means of
imposed identity as a defense against the panoptic gaze of that structure, the television set contained in the
hollow of the lunch trays (playing random programming) seems to suggest the impossibility of escape from
the reach of visual apprehension.

All the artists’ works in this exhibition occupy the modular as perhaps the exemplary emblem of modernity.
They evoke its thorough replication in the most minute and in its largest forms – from the digitalized module
to consumer goods and to the very shape of the city. But, more than merely highlighting modularity — its
ubiquity in contemporary culture, it is represented in the work as if on a knife’s edge. It is equally the
existing matrix of the everyday as it is a matter of its twisted, imaginative, estranged and aberrant
appropriation. It is at once 100% generic and 100% specific**. This is no straightforward appropriation, a
wresting away and assumption of power in different hands so much as it is a description of a process and of
means.

-BARBARA FISCHER

*/** These phrases are taken from Jean Attali “The Roman System, or the Generic in All Times and Tenses,” in Mutations (Bordeaux:

ACTAR, Arc en rêve centre d’architecture, 2001), p. 23
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Cell phones, lunch trays, air conditioners, tracts of suburban housing – the everyday is made up of modular
clutter and all the artists in this exhibition make use of it. They do so either directly, or by replicating and
representing it. Somewhere between design and architecture, close to both but not collapsing into the functions
of either, the artists’ works participate in the visual qualities of the modern movement (its visionary anticipation
and elaboration of the grids of modern architecture, the stacks of standardized goods, the beauty of modularity);
but they do not share the future-oriented convictions.  Earlier, standardized equivalence could stand as a utopian
image for social equality. Today, the modular is the very matrix of the material and social worlds, one that
continues to replicate and realize itself — with intensifying permutations and variations – throughout all facets
of everyday life. The works in this exhibition approach it as an action in process and as effects. They take
account of if — highlighting the generic, following up on its wicked speed, its virtual multiplications, and its
uncanny, ornamental, and aberrant aggregations.

In AN TE LIU’s Untitled (Complex II), (2002), the pervasiveness of modular construction is visualized in
sculptural terms. Trained as an architect, An Te Liu has been experimenting with the modular forms of
household appliances as stand-ins for architecture (which could imply the opposite as well). Several units of
air-conditioners (ionizers and purifiers) are placed together on a platform to suggest an architectural model
or a bird’s eye view of a generic ‘complex’ of moderate, and modernist high-rises interspersed with a
biomorphic structure and odd-ball public sculpture made from parts of exercise machines and orthopedic
aids. Plugged in, the appliances look like the type of building notorious for its hermetically sealed, climate
and air-controlled interior while the constant buzz of the equipment is a grating reminder of the
contradictions of contemporary cleansing — its noise- and climate-polluting consequences. This inevitable
infection of the idea of modernist “purity” is also at work in Liu’s wallpapered version of aerial views of a
Nevada suburb, titled Pattern Language (tantric), 2002. Spliced like a kaleidoscopic image into a kind of
multiplied Rorschach-test, the repetitive and generic form of suburban housing tracts not only looks like
exuberantly decorative wall-paper, ornamental to the point of the baroque; it also suggests a charged
“tantric” surface for projecting or reading there the most intimate, and apparently all-consuming desire for
domestic stability and uniformity as bliss.

NESTOR KRUGER has been doing digital conversions, subjecting nature and given architectural situations to
modular (re)vision. In a recent, ongoing work titled Correction (2000-), the artist digitally represents and
revises his family’s farmhouse, from the sunken floors and bent frames, to the overloaded shelves in his
father’s study and the haphazard load of books and files that they bear. Juxtaposed to the photographs of a
settled and warped architecture, Kruger presents new, digitally generated blueprints that incorporate and
“correct” the building with all its contents. The undulating shapes have been transformed into efficient
modules; in later versions, these are exploded and randomly dispersed across the page. Used and unused
space read the way in which negative and positive space do in high modernist abstraction, but also as a
disquieting struggle between efficiency and disorder, encroaching sense and eccentric particularity. The new
installation takes its point of departure in the architectural design of a glazed façade. The measurements of
the existing modular units of windows and doors are digitally re-configured and then physically mapped
onto the windows and doors in a new graphic formation (with vinyl strips) — producing the visual effect of
a virtual, refracted, and multiplied architecture within an existing sequence of modules. The generic is as
pervasive as it is easy: it is possible to reconstruct and add, mutate and vary it from its smallest entity, a
desktop computer, maybe even a diskette.*

Model making is a matter of scale – the small version invokes the large realization. It is therefore a matter of
play, imagination and desire, whether twisted or turned. DAMIAN MOPPETT’s untitled series of photographs
(1997/2002) feature tableaux of cardboard and foam-core models representing large-scale urban building



SKIN 6
The Shape 
of the City
Boasting the mesmerising quality of a
kaleidoscope, an ambiguous scroll of
mauve wallpaper created by An Te Liu
solicits personal interpretations from
every viewer. From a distance the
sinuous pattern looks like snakeskin,
with a notion of fakery introduced
through its purplish hue. While the
reptilian association makes it at once
repulsive and exotic, some observers
experience the visual buzz of op art in
the spliced pattern. Others see a series of
multiplied Rorschach blotches. The less
imaginative describe a patterned wall
covering receding into the background.

As the sharp-eyed gallery-goer
approaches the vertical surface, however,
Liu’s visual trickery reveals a series of
Spanish-colonial houses, flipped 90
degrees. Taken from an aerial photograph
of an anonymous suburb in the American
Southwest, the basic motif is not overtly
manipulated. It was simply copied and
mirrored until the composition became
so large that it resembled wallpaper, as
any extensive, repetitive and decorative
wall overlay would. To critics who claim
Liu is ‘aestheticising the mundane’, the
artist swiftly retorts that ‘everything is
aesthetic and nothing is mundane’.

The title of the installation, Pattern
Language II: Tantric (mauve), neatly
captures its meditative and transfixing
quality, while acknowledging the
pattern-like appearance of residential
neighbourhoods as seen from above.
These patterns speak of Liu’s interest 
in the thin line separating the normal
from the pathological, while exploring
the paradoxes of life in the suburbs.
‘Suburban life is connected to ideas of
freedom and individuality – having your
own house and land – and to notions 
of safety and the desire for domestic
stability,’ Liu says. ‘Also present,
however, is a complementary set of 
anti-themes: conformity, subjugation,
boredom, trauma and, of course, 
perversion.’ What is especially disqui-
eting about Liu’s wallpaper is the 
implication behind the almost infinite
array of houses. By repeating the 
repetitive, Liu renders the image even
more disturbing than it already is.

Charlotte Vaudrey
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Charlotte Vaudrey: The Shape of the City, FRAME 35, November / December 2003.
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AN TE LIU  | PAT H O L O G Y

July 22 to August 26, 2000

Reception: Friday July 21  8:00 pm. All Welcome.

The Contemporary Art Gallery is pleased to present an Pathology, an exhibition by An Te Liu, a
young Vancouver artist/architect whose dual practices are manifested in his art.  Liu is
interested in contemporary society’s obsession with the improvement and perfectibility of our
bodies and environments.  The work he is exhibiting concerns itself with domestic
technologies, both high and low, as well as urban planning, as they relate to desires for safety,
health and the prolongation of life.  The pieces reflect popular obsessions with the prevention
of an imagined onslaught of physical and social maladies through the control of our living
environments.

Pathology consists of various works that are connected by their minimal aesthetic,
architectural references, and everyday use-value.  In Airborne, a large installation of  air
purifiers, negative ionizers and clean mist humidifiers theoretically create a ‘charged’ hygienic
atmosphere that alludes to a purifying of both domestic and urban environments.  Architectural
in design, these machines also double as buildings by being deployed on the floor to mimic a
city grid. The ionizers function as much psychologically as they do physically, as most users
lack an understanding of how the machines work and the impact they actually have upon the
environment or the body.  Soft Load is a polychromatic column of household sponges.  These
utilitarian objects are placed within the aesthetic realm while retaining their functionality as
potential cleaning aids.  Loosely-hung samples of decorative wallpaper have near-psychedelic
patterns that are derived from an overhead view of Levittown, a utopian, ordered suburban
town plan. They are also like a Rorschach test, which again introduces a psychological
element.  Together, these and other works play upon society’s need to create defences and
find comfort in a world full of unknown threats.

This is An Te Liu’s first solo exhibition in Vancouver.  He has previously exhibited at the Henry
Urbach Gallery in New York City and the Pacific Design Centre and SPARC Gallery in Los
Angeles.

Gallery Hours are 11–5, Tuesday to Saturday.  Admission is free.
For further information contact Keith Wallace or Sylvia Blessin at 604.681.2700

This exhibition is funded by the Canada Council for the Arts

CONTEMPORARY Art Gallery

555 Hamilton Street  Vancouver BC  V6B 2R1
tel: 604.681.2700   fax: 604.683.2710
e-mail: cag@axionet.com
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Eric Howeler

surfaces of pleasure: luster

Luster, the dictionary tells us, is a quality of a surface that is characterized by

brightness, or radiance - gloss or sheen.  It shares the root of lust which comes, like

illustration, from the German.  So, lust and luster are surfaces and pleasures, surfaces

of pleasure and the pleasure of surfaces.  The works collected by Henry Urbach all

deal with surfaces in delightfully different ways.  Luster, the new show at Henry

Urbach Architecture, features work by a group of artists and architects addressing

issues of surface, space, desire and pleasure.  As stated in the press release, the

participants "share a common obsession with the surfaces we construct and how

they serve to manage anxiety and focus desire"......

Two of my favorite pieces are by An Te Liu: a column of household sponges entitled

Soft Load  and a swatch of wallpaper entitled Levittown.  The odd tower of sponges

makes up a polychromatic columnar member, tentatively installed under an exposed

beam.  The sponge, an instrument of hygiene, for maintaining clean (if fetishized)

surfaces, is transformed into a bogus structural member, which feigns structural

support, while made up of porous blocks of sponge, suggesting obsessive mainte-

nance of surface.  The classic opposition of structure/surface is put into play by this

witty piece.  Liu's other piece is a sample pattern of wallpaper made up of kaleido-

scopic aerial views of Levittown.  The source image, a view of the monotonous

pattern of suburban tract housing in Levittown is reproduced to create a Rorschach-like

surface.  The aerial perspective, implying surveillance, is confounded by the multiplication

of images and becomes decorative pattern.  The bi-axially symmetrical pattern of generic

American post-war landscape transforms to the erotic, traumatic form of the biomorphic.

Wallpaper, at once a noun and a verb, parallels the reality of a speculative development of

the American suburb that consumes both the suburban and rural frontier with a repetitive

pattern of the familiar......

Luster's steamy innuendo and its discursive underside illuminate much of what

makes contemporary spaces stimulating and compelling, sensual and repulsive.

Henry Urbach's curatorial effort is sharp and timely......The works raise important

issues, calling into question normative spatial practices and banal quotidian surfaces.

Eric Howeler: Surfaces of Pleasure: Luster, in Loudpaper, vol. 3, no. 2, 1999.
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