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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,” 
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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
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