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FOREWORD

Opera Gallery is delighted to present the second solo exhibition of the contemporary Chinese
painter Li Tianbing in Opera Gallery Hong Kong.

The exhibition «Intrusion: Homage to Francis Bacon» pays tribute to the Irish-British painter
Francis Bacon (1909 - 1992), whose human forms confront the viewer with unsettling uneasiness.
The profound admiration Li Tianbing has for Bacon’s art is founded on his painting’s different,
almost unconventional aesthetic. «Man’s solitude is so profound in his paintings (...), and his use of
materials are so simple yet so powerful at the same time», he confided, «I'd spent over ten years
studying and practising Chinese painting, but all of it collapsed when | saw Bacon’s paintings». Akin
to Bacon’s subjects, Li Tianbing’s figures are often framed within geometric forms and enveloped
by a mosaic of shapes.

Li Tianbing was born in 1974 in the Southern province of Guilin during the Cultural Revolution.
Like millions of children, the artist was denied the companionship of siblings due to the one-child
policy led by Deng Xiaoping. Li Tianbing’s name, meaning «soldier of the sky,» captures the duality of
his life as an artist whose work transcends boundaries while still being shaped by earthly constraints.

Like in Kaléidoscope, the artist transcribes his idealised childhood filled with siblings and
friends in order to reach a catharsis and break away from the pain of his solitary childhood. In
this series, the child figures are transported to Bacon’s studio, which used to be a forbidden place
when the artist was still alive. The artist and his imaginary brothers can be seen playing with the
wanderings of their imagination, splashing themselves with paint, climbing on giraffes and playing
with monkeys.

In the continuity of this idealised childhood, something that the artist dreamt of experiencing
as a child was snow. Snow will become an essential visual element in Li Tianbing’s new body of
works, as it carries a reflective message and brings an aesthetic dimension to the paintings by
purifying the surroundings with a homogenous cloak and highlighting the fur of animals. Therefore,
both of those missing elements have been filled in Tianbing’s paintings, putting in a dialogue the
chaos of Bacon’s studio and the cleanliness after a heavy snowfall.

Opera Gallery is proud to showcase Li Tianbing’s multifaceted and visually cohesive oeuvres
in Hong Kong, a city whose incomparable landscape is reminiscent of the artist’s native province.
Opera Gallery would like to thank Li Tianbing for his work, which perfectly embodies the universality
of visual language.

Gilles Dyan Stéphane Le Pelletier Wen Wen Liu
Founder and Chairman Director Deputy Director
Opera Gallery Group Opera Gallery Asia-Pacific Opera Gallery Hong Kong
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INTERVIEW WITH LI TIANBING

Can you tell us about your childhood?
My childhood was grey and solitary. My father was serving in the army far from us and my mother worked as a
middle-school teacher. Most often, | was cooped up at home all alone. Art is what saved me. Every day, I'd scribble
on the walls, the floor and the doors. The moment | felt the chalk in my hand, time would no longer drag on.
| also remember my tenth birthday, when my mother gave me a book as a present: The Life of Xu Beihong, the founder of
modern art and modern art education in China. When | turned twenty, | was irresistibly drawn to the fine arts school in Paris
and the learning experience there. That was when | started to dream of leaving to study art in France and become an artist.

Can you tell us about your life as a child under Deng Xiaoping’s leadership? About the one-child policy and the way it

impacted your life?
The one-child policy lasted over 40 years. The slogan was: “Having only one child is good; the
government will take care of your old age.” At the time, everyone believed in that. Today, there are
numerous suicides among the elderly in the countryside as they cannot afford their medical care.
An entire generation was the victim, as | was, of the psychological void due to the lack of siblings, a void that still is
mine today. This has shaped my art, my way of constantly depicting imaginary brothers, creating our playtime in the
scenes in my paintings. Perhaps this is a sort of healing from the solitude and the suffering this policy caused me.
Every time | paint this theme, my childhood memories are both amended and further ingrained at the same time.

When did you decide to become an artist, to the detriment of the bright diplomatic career ahead of you?
When | was 18, | went to Beijing to study at the Institute of International Relations, in the Department of International
Politics - from which many diplomats have graduated. This was the era of China’s reform and opening-up policies. The
Chinese aspired to communicate with the outside world. Over the course of the four years | stayed there to study, | realised
that my true passion was art, diplomacy being little more than a political outreach tool in which there is no independence.
As far as I’'m concerned, art is the true and best language to communicate with the world. | therefore
decided to leave for France and study art. My professors saw this as a practically suicidal decision
that would lead me to a life of destitution, but my childhood dream was calling me irremediably.
One day, my mother said to me: “Even if you become a street performer, | will support your decision as long
as this is what you love.” In 1996, | therefore decided to leave China for the very first time, to come to Paris.

Your work is intrinsically intertwined with your personal story, can you explain to us how?
Each of my paintings is like a time-traveling tunnel connecting the present with the past. For me, time is not
a straight line, it is a spiral, and the so-called story of my childhood isn’t a time that is forever past as you
can conjure it up through yinian (one thought). Through this notion, which is at the core of the Kaléidoscope
series, | sought to represent the coiling of time and its circular nature, using the shapes | painted.

How have Western cultures influenced your work?
The concepts of East and West are utterly artificial. When | arrived in France over 20 years
ago, | was lost amongst the diversity of Contemporary Art. Yet for me this was a positive sort
of confusion, meaning that the old concepts had been broken to pave the way for new ideas.

Do you wish to establish a dialogue between East and West?

| spent the first 20 years of my life in China, the next 20 in France and | am currently spending the next 20 in the
United States. These three cultures run through my veins and have in a natural manner blended into one.

All these true, everyday life experiences are naturally reflected in my work. There is no boundary between life and
art; | am a practitioner and a citizen of the world.

What struck you most when you arrived in France?

When | arrived in France, | saw the Francis Bacon exhibition at the Centre Pompidou and it left its mark on me. In
his work, | discovered an entirely different aesthetic in which the notions of “disgusting” and “touching” coexisted.
Man’s solitude is so very profound in his paintings and when you look closely, his touch and his use of materials are
so simple yet so powerful at the same time.

In China, I’d spent over ten years studying and practicing Chinese painting, but all of it collapsed when | saw Bacon’s
paintings. | hence started to paint like him and at the Beaux-Arts, people would call me “The Chinese Bacon”.

How would you define your style, your way of seeing things through your art?

Most things in life, like countries, nations, regions, etc. have borders. Art, however, has no bounds. Its merit is to
constantly shatter boundaries and limitations, and in particular in relation to the idea of “self”. Artists enjoy their own
style as it constitutes a comfort zone, while in Zen thinking, we need first of all to achieve powozhi, which means
breaking through one’s ego. When artists establish a style, it’s as though they were drawing a line, a boundary in a
sphere of infinite creation. Painting enables me to push boundaries and go beyond such limitations from time to time
by experimenting with other styles.

Can you describe what defines your work aesthetically, in your own terms? Your personal touch, your signature?

The notion of aesthetic is an artificial, man-made concept, which until Duchamp was little more than a retinal pleasure.
Over time, different artists have developed various versions and definitions of beauty. The notion of aesthetic is
like a living mountain, which everyone sees from a different angle. In fact, beauty and ugliness are the same thing,
wufeng biexing meaning indifference in Zen Buddhism, thus concurring with Duchamp’s perspective. As far as I'm
concerned, | see beauty as a sort of conflict, a moment when a new state of mind is achieved after breaking free of
established conventions and boundaries.

Why did you choose to work with large format canvasses?

Large format canvasses can give the viewer a sensation of immersion and inclusion. With my paintings, | hope to
embark people on a journey through my work, taking them away from their lives and habits and inviting them to
experience something new.

Is it important for you to give your painting titles?

Painting is a language on its own, and as such cannot be translated through any other form of expression. The meaning
of a work of art essentially depends on the viewer, as each person sees things differently. | want my paintings’ titles
to convey as little information and as few clues as possible in order to avoid circumscribing the viewer’s imagination
and interpretation.

Which artists have influenced you?

Francis Bacon and Marcel Duchamp are two major influences in my creative endeavour. Bacon showed me how to
create contemporaneity through the traditional medium that oil painting is, while Duchamp allowed me to develop
a deeper reflection on “style”, the notion of “self”, “taste”, on the way to go against one’s “own self” and how to
avoid the pitfalls of “tastefulness” by not taking a stance and instead constantly stepping out of our comfort zone.
In the course of my 5 years studying at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris, | was also influenced by two of my teachers:
Vladimir Veli kovi and Christian Boltanski. The former greatly inspired me with regard to developing a language
through painting, the latter with regard to the notion of concept and how to develop a different vision of things.



The settings in which you depict your subjects are very significant (ex: Francis Bacon’s studio). How have these

locations influenced you during your life?
| have been fascinated by photos and documents that depicted Francis Bacon’s studio. Last year, | finally
had the chance to visit his relocated studio in Hugh Lane Gallery, Dublin. Interestingly, Bacon’s chaotic
works had an unexpected effect on me, evoking a sense of reduction in entropy even if the studio was
itself in utter disorder. His studio reminded me of the lotus flower that grows in muddy waters but remains
unstained, demonstrating how chaos can give birth to a «very ordered image,» as Bacon himself said.
As a painter, | spend most of my time in my studio and in my opinion, art arises from three crucial
elements: time, the artist’s effort, and the location. Each location possesses its magnetic force, and all the
materials within it contribute to the context. Sadly, in contemporary art we seem to focus more on the
exhibition’s location then to the artist’s studio itself. Indeed, we focus too much on the presentation of
the final product, neglecting its place of origin - the very concept of «artist’s studio» is fading away with
time. With my new serie, my objective is to shift the focus back to the studio and the artwork’s genesis.

Why did you incorporate animals in your latest series “Intrusion: Homage to Francis Bacon”? Which symbolic

and visual elements do these animals add to your paintings?
| grew up in China during the 70s, where having pets was considered a symbol of capitalism. Yet, |
was fortunate enough to have one beloved childhood pet, a cute and obedient owl which lived in a
barbed wire cage on our balcony. | became deeply attached to it, and | loved watched sunsets together
during my free time. However, pets were not a common sight in my family or social circle. Our parents’
generation, still reeling from the Great Famine of the 60s, saw animals as a source of food rather than
as domestic companions. | recall how my uncle, a photographer, suffered from shaking hands, and the
doctor suggested that eating owl meat might alleviate his symptoms. Two months later, my owl was
killed and eaten.

Not having a bond with an animal left a deep void in my childhood, as well as in my generation’s childhood.
Yet, | believe that the past is not set in stone and can be reimagined and repaired by attempting to
recapture the sense of closeness | could have felt with my pet through my paintings.

Throughout your different exhibitions, your subjects remain young children. Do you ever imagine

them as teenagers or young adults?
Life can be divided into cycles, and the first one spans from birth until around the age of 12. This period
is characterized by a natural, pure, and creative spirit, driven by joy and curiosity. As humans grow older,
they become more «social» and begin to prioritize survival over exploration, limiting their creativity as
boundaries emerge. It’s no wonder childhood is such a cherished and nostalgic time for artists. Personally,
| often feel like one of the children from The Simpsons; | never truly grow up, only my surroundings and
time continue to change.
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Artist’s portrait

ARTIST’S STATEMENT

I left China for Paris in 1996. During the first days | spent there, |
happened to pass by the Francis Bacon retrospective exhibition
at the Centre Pompidou. This was the first time that | laid my
eyes on his works. The visual impact and the originality of
these paintings, the cruel reveal of the human living condition,
and his unique perspective of loneliness and violence... | felt
that all my aesthetic structure was broken into pieces, and
the shock | felt at that time is still fresh in my memory. After
that, | entered the Ecole des Beaux-Arts de Paris and studied
under Vladimir Veli kovi , who was one of the leading figures
of French figurative painting at that time. His style was similar
to Bacon’s, and he was also one of his best friends. Thus, since
the beginning, Bacon’s influence on my art was huge. Bacon’s
studio was like a forbidden place - when the artist was alive,
no one could enter, not even the house keepers. After his
death, his studio was sealed in glass by the National Museum
of Ireland in Dublin.

In this series, | portrayed myself as a mischievous child who
breaks into Bacon’s studio in an attempt to have fun, but ends
up losing himself in his thoughts. Having lived in Europe and
America for more than 20 years, | still feel like a cultural intruder,
diving headlong into Western art and shattering the ties with my
cultural and aesthetic comfort zone, breaking all cultural barrier.

As proven by the contemporary physics, the past is not really
fixed and the future is not really open. As a matter of fact, my
works are constantly trying to reshape my childhood and keeps
qguestioning my past memories. When the One Child Policy
was in effect in the 70s, | was living in Guilin, a city in southern
China. At that time, it was impossible to visit Bacon’s studio in
England, and as a child | had never seen big snow. Therefore,
these missing elements have been filled in my paintings, which
allow me to reconstruct my childhood.

The chaos of Bacon’s studio and the cleanliness after a heavy
snowfall, the Western art and the Eastern harmony between men
and nature, the colorful oil paint and the binary black white...
This exhibition will put all the above in a dialogue in Hong Kong,
city which is the perfect paradigm for the intersection of the
East and West, adding layers to the conversation through its
prominent clash of cultures.
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Bacon studio bleu
2022

Qil on canvas
198 x 244 cm | 78 x 96 in




Chez Bacon avec la girafe #2
2023

Chez Bacon avec la girafe #1
2022

Oil on canvas

Oil on canvas
198 x 198 cm |78 x 78 in

213 x 189 cm |84 x 72 in




Espaces perdus chez Bacon
2022

Qil on canvas
198 x 198 cm | 78 x 78 in

22



Red studio Bacon
2022

Oil on canvas
198 x 244 cm | 78 x 96 in




La nuit chez Bacon
2022

Qil on canvas
198 x 162.5cm | 78 x 64 in

26



Chez Bacon avec les singes
2022

Qil on canvas
198 x 198 cm | 78 x 78 in
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Atelier sous la neige
2023

Qil on canvas
198 x 162.5|78 x 64 in

Chez Bacon avec la chouette
2023

Oil on canvas
198 x 162.5 178 x 64
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Avec un lapin
2023

Oil on canvas
198 x 162.5cm | 78 x 64 in

Avec le coq sur la neige
2023

Oil on canvas
127 x 101cm | 50 x 40 in
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Grimper aux arbres avec la neige
2023

Oil on canvas
208 x 198 cm |82 x 78 in
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Canot sous la neige rouge
2023

Oil on canvas
198 x 183 cm | 78 x 72 in

Avec la panier a dos
2023

Oil on canvas
162 x 127 cm | 64 x 50 in
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Petite moine devant le pont sous la neige
2022

Qil on canvas
183 x 213172 x84 in
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Petit hero
2023

QOil on canvas
101.5 x 101.5cm | 40 x 40 in

Avec la petite chevre sur la neige
2013

Oil on canvas
101.5 x 101.5 cm [40 x 40 in
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Petit hero
Oil on canvas
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Born in 1974 in the southern Province of Guilin,
in China, Li Tianbing studied at the Institute
of International Relations in Beijing before
relinquishing a diplomatic career that was already
fully mapped out, as he wished to fully devote
himself to his passion for art. At the age of 22, he
therefore attended the Ecole Nationale Supérieure
des Beaux-Arts in Paris, from which he graduated
six years later with distinction. Today, he lives and
works between Paris and Los Angeles.

Li Tianbing’s body of work is characterised
by the dual influence of the Far East and the
West: the first being a legacy of Chinese painting
imbued with Taoism, the second coming from
the teachings of art professors such as Vladimir
Veli¢kovié, Christian Boltanski and Giuseppe
Penone while he studied at the Fine Arts School
in Paris. His work was marked by a pivotal
moment in 2006, when he compiled a family
album comprising portraits of him as a child,
for the purpose of denouncing the one-child
policy, thus depicting an imaginary family through
replications of himself. He henceforth developed
a new visual language in which portraits abound,
creating through his art a dialogue between
reality, imagination and fantasy.

When working on his compositions,
Li Tianbing essentially uses oil paint; however,
another of his main means of expression remains
drawing with Indian ink. He also enjoys working
with watercolours, alternating between Chinese
and European paintbrushes. Today, Li Tianbing’s
works of art are found both in public and private
collections: The Hong Kong Arts Centre, the
M+ Museum and the Uli Sigg Collection in
Hong Kong; the China National Museum of Fine
Arts and the Ullens Collection in Beijing; the
Fondation Carmignac in Porquerolles, France;
the Minneapolis Institute of Art, the Denver Art
Museum, and the Asia Society in New York, USA;
the Red Mansion Foundation in London, UK.
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1974

2002

2020
2019
2019
2015
2012
2011
2009
2008
2007
2007
2007
2006
2006
2006
2005
2005
2005
2004
2004
2002
2000

2018
2016
2016
2015
2015

Born in Guilin, China
Works and lives in Los Angeles and Paris

EDUCATION | ¢ )i

Ecole supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Paris, with merits from the jury

SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS | #5361 &

Cuturi Gallery, Singapore

Art Central Hong Kong, Mazel Gallery, Singapore

Urban Scene, JD Malat Gallery, London, United Kingdom
Pearl Lam Galleries, Singapore

Stephen Friedman Gallery, London, United Kingdom
Hong Kong Art Center, Hong Kong

ADAA Show, L&M Arts Gallery, New York, United States
L&M Arts Gallery, New York, United States

Galerie Albert Benamou, Paris, France

Galerie Loft, Paris, France

Espace 1789, Saint-Ouen, France

Beizitou, Kashya Hildebrand Gallery, Zurich, Switzerland
Galerie Deborah Zafman, Paris, France

Brand New Works, Kashya Hildebrand Gallery, New York, United States
Musée de Gajac, Villeneuve, France

Galerie Loft, Barcelona, Spain

Galerie Loft, Paris, France

Galerie Albert Benamou, Paris, France

Kashya Hildebrand Gallery, New York, United States
Galerie Donzévansaanen, Lausanne, Switzerland

Musée Marzelles, Marmande, France

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS | % it #f &

Sea of Desire, Fondation Carmignac, lle de Porquerolles, France

UsisThem, The Pizzuti Collection, Columbus, United States

Chinese Whispers, Recent art from the Sigg Collection, Museum of Fine Arts, Bern, Switzerland
Who's Afraid of Picture, L’'Ecole Supérieure d’Art et Design de Grenoble, Grenoble, France

Dusk to Dusk: Unsettled, Unraveled, Unread, Ben Maltz Gallery, Otis College of Art and Design,

Los Angeles, United States

2014
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Mind-Beating, China Millennium Monument - Contemporary Art Museum, Beijing, China

2013
2013
2011
2008
2008
2008
2007
2007
2006
2005
2004
2004
2004
2003
2003
2002
2002
2002
1999
1999
1999
1998

Mind-Beating, The 55 Venice Biennale, Venice, Italy

Biennale d’lssy, Musée Francais de la Carte a Jouer, Issy-les-Moulineaux, France
Instituto Valenciano de Arte Moderno (IVAM), Valence, Spain

Art Basel Miami, L&M Arts, Miami, United States

Du vent dans les branches, Sénat, Paris, France

Sportin Art, Today Art Museum, Beijing, China

Sportin Art, Museum of Contemporary Art, Shanghai, China

National Museum of Fine Arts, Beijing, China

Mickey dans tous ses états, Artcurial, Hotel Dassault, Paris, France

Nature Détournée, Institute of France, Munich, Germany

Galerie Guislain - Etats d’Art, Paris, France

Premier Prix Antoine Marin - Galerie Julio Gonzalez, Paris, France

Arts et Justice, Galerie d’Art du Conseil Général des Bouches-du-Rhone, Aix-en-Provence, France
Biennale d’lssy (award of the Biennale), Issy-les-Moulineaux, France

Pas n‘importe oU, juste a coté (painting award), Couvent des Cordeliers, Paris, France
Kashya Hildebrand Gallery, Geneva, Switzerland

Biennale de la jeune création de Houilles, Houilles, France

Salon de la jeune creation, Houilles, France

Académie des Beaux-arts, Institut de France, Paris, France

Museum of Modern Art, Dubrovnik, Croatia

Pavillon Mestrovic, Zagreb, Croatia

Galerija Progres, Belgrade, Serbia

COLLECTIONS | /A 3£ 4% #,

Uli Sigg Collection

M+ Museum, Hong Kong

Foundation Carmignac, Paris, France

Guy Ullens Collection, Beijing, China

Asian Society Museum, New York, United States

The Ekard Collection

Tiroche DelLeon Collection

Pizzuti Collection, Columbus Museum OH, United States
Red Mansion Collection, Mitcham, United Kingdom
Saeb Eigner Collection, London, United Kingdom
Minneapolis Institute of Art, Minnesota, United States
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INDEX | % 7]

pp. 18-19 p. 20 p.21

Bacon sudio bleu Chez Bacon avec la girafe #1 Chez Bacon avec la girafe #2
2022 2022 2021
198 x 224 cm | 78 x 96 in 213 x189cm 184 x 72 in 198 x162.5cm | 78 x 78 in

pp. 22-23 pp. 24-25 pp. 26-27

Espaces perdus chez Bacon Red Studio La nuit chez Bacon

2022 2022 2022

198 x 198 cm |1 78 x 78 in 198 x 244 cm |1 78 X 96 in 198 x 162.5cm | 78 x 64 in

[ W
pp. 28-29 p.30 p.31
Chez Bacon avec les singes Atelier sous la neige Chez Bacon avec la chouette
2022 2023 2023
198 x198 cm | 78 x 78 in 198 x162.5cm | 78 x 64 in 198 x162.5cm |78 x 64 in
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pp. 32 p.33

Avec un lapin Avec le coq sur la neige
2023 2023
198 x152.5cm |1 78 x 64 in 127 x 101 cm 1 50 x 40 in

pp. 34-35

Grimper aux arbres avec la neige
2023

208 x 198 cm 182 x 78 in

p. 36 p.37

Canot sous la neige rouge Avec le panier a dos
2023 2023

198 x183cm 178 x 72 in 162 x 127 cm 1 64 x 50 in

p. 41

Petit hero Avec la petite chevre sur la neige
2023 2013
101.5 x 101.5cm 1 40 x 40 in 101.5 x 101.5cm | 40 x 40 in
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pp. 38-39

Petit moine devant le pont sous la neige
2022

183 x 213.5cm 1 72 x 84 in

pp. 42-43

Velos sur I’arene

2022

162.5x198 cm | 64 x 78 in
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OPERA GALLERY

Opera Gallery Hong Kong

The Galleria, Shop G08-09, 9 Queen’'s Road Central,
Central, Hong Kong

T:+ 8522810 1208

Email: hkg@operagallery.com

Opening hours
Mon - Sat: 10 am - 7 pm



operagallery.com



