
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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Gary Michael-Dault,  The Globe and Mail, July 21 2007.
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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.
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