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An Artist Couple’s Diary

By Tienchi Mattin-Liao, President
of the Independent Chinese PEN

Two extraordinary persons — he is a literary critic,
writer and human rights activist and she a painter,
poet and photographer — are bound together by
a common destination. He fights fiercely with
his words against a repressive regime that stifles
political and artistic freedom, and she
bravely struggles with the consequences of his

incarceration.

In these allegorical photos presented here, we see
anartistic rendition of the dailylives of Liu Xiaobo,
the Nobel Peace Laureate and his wife Liu Xia
inside a big prison called China. The photos are
set inside tall walls, behind sturdy iron bars, on
gigantic cliff rocks, amid ominous men in
shadows and in the middle of desolate
wilderness. The subjects that populate the photos
are not humans, but dolls, which hide nervously
behind and among piles of books, perched alone
on the edge of a steep cliff, locked inside a cage or
squelched by a merciless hand. These lifeless toys
become alive, sharing with the outside world the
stories of dismay, pain, solitude, defiance and

resilience.

Ironically, the photos, taken by Liu Xia years
before, offered a prescient glimpse of her
present life. Her husband has been im-
prisoned by the Chinese authorities since
December 2008 for the fourth time,

serving an eleven-year sentence on charges of

“inciting subversion of state power” His
incarceration led to Liu Xias house
arrest, a more torturous form of punish-
ment. At this very time, Liu Xia is living
under 24-hour surveillance by the public security
police — a group of faceless men lurking
around her apartment like shadows. While her
husband might have the companionship of
fellow inmates, Liu Xia is alone, her contacts
with the outside world — with her friends or

relatives or the media — being completely cut off.

To Liu Xia, police threats and imprisonment
are nothing new. In 1996, she married Liu Xi-
aobo and their wedding took place inside a labor
camp, where the groom was to be held for three
years on charges of “disturbing social order.”
Over the years, as her husband was in and out of
jail, Liu Xia had faced indefatigably the constant
police harassment and lonelness. There is no
doubt that the living circumstances cast a strong
influence over her photographic works. There is
a popular Chinese saying, “The loss for the state
is a win for the poet.” The agony and sorrow the
couple has endured have shaped their writings,

making them exceptional artists of our time.

It has been more than 60 years since China
has been subjected to the authoritarian rule of
the Communist Party. More than 40 million

Chinese have lost their lives, not because of

war or natural catastrophe, but due to political
persecution, which continues today. The Party
silences dissent, restricts freedom of the press
and prohibits free expression. Those who dare
speak out against the Party have ended up in jail,
like Liu Xiaobo.

Fortunately, the development of the internet has,
to a certain degree, broken the Party’s control over
the free flow of information and enabled many
dissidents to promote the messages of
democracy and freedom online. Liu Xiaobo's
writings, all of which have been banned in China,
and Liu Xia’s photos, which remain unpublished
and unexhibited there, are now accessible on
the internet and have received overwhelmingly
favorable responses from the many mainland
Chinese who have managed to access them via

overseas websites.

We hope more political changes come to China
soon. Liu Xia and Liu Xiaobo's writings and
artisticworks, scheduledtobeondisplayin Europe,
NorthAmericaand partsofAsia, couldbecomethe
harbinger of spring and warm the cold and
harshness of mainland China, where the couple

now lives separately, in their prisons.
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Communicating in
Gestures

By Cui Weiping, Professor, the
Acadery of Cinema, Peking

In November 1996 a strange wedding ceremony
took place at a labor reeducation camp in the
north China city of Dalian. The groom, Liu
Xiaobo, had arrived there shortly after being
arrested two months earlier and now faced three
years of labor reeducation. The bride, Liu Xia, a
Beijing poet, had once had a good job, but
had been investigated by the police for her
friendship with Liao Yiwu and was now
an independent writer. (Liao Yiwu had
received a three year sentence in 1990 for his
long poem “Massacre” and his photographs

commemorating June Fourth.)

It was Liu Xiaobo’s second encounter with the
law. The first time he spent two and a half years in
jail for his involvement in June Fourth. Each time
he lost his freedom, Liu was caught by surprise;
otherwise he probably would have made better
arrangements in advance. As it was, the wedding
ceremony was only a simple lunch, after which
Liu Xia returned to Beijing, leaving Liu Xiaobo to
undergo his labor reform. Liu Xia later explained
why she insisted on a labor camp wedding by
saying, “Once we were married, I had the legal
right to visit him.”

Liu Xiaobo wrote in a poem,

We had no wedding certificate,

No legal guarantee,
God did not witness us.

We planted our tree in the sand,
Our wedding chamber in a cell,
Embracing and kissing

Under the jailers’ gaze.
(November 17, 1996)

At the end of this poem Liu alluded to the 19th-
century English novel Wuthering Heights by
Emily Bronté. That he did so revealed a secret: like
Heathcliff and Catherine as described by this
female writer, the new couple had the same
fervent love for freedom, the same rough, true

souls. This was the unique basis of their love.

During his three years of labor reeducation, Liu
Xiaobo wrote many poems for his wife. They
reached her only after passing through the
labor camp’s censorship system. Under the
circumstances he could not write about politics,
so his emotions flowed like a torrent into his
poetry. He used a variety of terms of
endearmentinaddressingLiuXia,and wrotemany
moving lines. For example, in a poem called
“Your lifelong prisoner,” he wrote, “I'm your
lifelong prisoner, my love; I want to live in your
dark insides.”[1] In some ways Liu’s poems can
be understood in the same way as the “Letters to
Olga” of the former Czech dissident Havel. The
process of writing a poem is a process of drawing

near to oneself, a process of introspection.

Liu Xia, who had been writing poetry
for a longer time, addressed fewer poems
directly to Liu Xiaobo during this period.
Her 1982 narrative poem, “The Story of the
Sea,” had been openly published. The first
time I saw Liu Xia, in 1986, she had just
published a piece of experimental fiction that
was much noticed by young writers of the time.
In much the same way as in Eastern Europe at
that time, during a political freeze young people
expressed their yearning for a life of freedom by
showing a passion for art and literary endeavor.
Liu Xia was always surrounded by a group of
vanguard literary figures and diverse artists. She
had painted in oil since childhood, and was good

at this too.

It was just when she embarked on her
monthly marches to the Dalian labor camp that
Liu Xia started to take photographs of dolls. The
coincidence in timing can help us understand
the photographs. Given Liu Xia’s private nature
and her self-possession, she would not have been
willing to letexpressions of her yearning, empathy,
and support for her husband fall into the hands
of the camp’s censors. She needed to find some
otherwaytoexpressherself,asLiuXiaobohaddone.
Better than expressing herself in words, she knew
that photographs which at first glance appear
bizarre, would confuse the ever-present “jailers’

gaze.”

She wanted to avoid not only that gaze, but the
noisy, profane world, the human stage thronged
with actors made up for various roles. If these two
like-minded souls both hated fakery, between
the two of them Liu Xiaobo was the one with
a life of big ups and downs, tossed on the waves
of the era, lifted up, then suddenly cast down
to the depths; while Liu Xia was a person of an
authenticity such as I have seldlom en-
countered, who lived and felt with a
rare, simple honesty. She was never
comfortable with the glamorous aspect of Liu
Xiaobos life and kept her distance from it. During
the second year of her trips to the labor camp she
wrote, “At a2 moment of defenseless fragility, an
unrehearsed drama began. The spotlight betrayed

... arole that should have been soft and sad.”

This is why the dolls - the raw material of
her art - are all “ugly kids” instead of lovely
dolls. This is the true self behind the stage
curtain. Such “ugliness” can face oneself, can
face the darkness within one’s heart, can hear
the howls within, including those of collapse. A
friend told me that one year when he went to
Brazil he asked Liu Xiaobo whether he
needed him to bring anything back, and Liu
told him to bring some ugly dolls for Liu Xia to
photograph. But when he brought them, Liu
Xiaobo said they would not do, because “they are

too pretty.”

The dolls in the photographs are pictured as
physically unable to move, as entirely passive, and
yet their spirits burst forth, expressing anger and
resistance. In the photo on p. 14 of the catalogue
four dolls are lined up wrapped in transparent
plastic, trapped so they cannot breathe; yet they
stick out their necks and stare angrily before them.
On p. 40 a doll is tightly squeezed between two
rocks against a wasteland-like background, but
expresses his resistance not only through his
glaring eyes but with the strip of white cloth cov-
ered with words wrapped around his head. Then
there is the doll on p. 41, seized by a huge hand,
and the one on p. 42, simply thrust into a bird-
cage, and the one on p. 43, squeezed between

two stalks of bamboo so that it cannot get out.

Most often scen is a male doll. We can
interpret this as Liu Xia’s way of getting closer to,
empathizing  with, and touching her
imprisoned husband. Butitcanalsobeunderstoodas
expressing Liu Xias own situation and spiritual
condition. How did Bront&’s Cather-
ine put it “I AM Heathclifft He’s always,
always in my mind: not as a pleasure, but
as my own being.” Therefore, not only is
Liu Xiaobo a challenger, Liu Xia herself is a
challenger. Spiritually, they are indistinguishable
and of equal importance. In the two photos on
p. 21 and p. 44, the same doll — who is hanging

halfway into the void in different postures, being



tortured under the open sky, losing freedom on
behalf of freedom — should be seen as a single
being of both sexes. And in some photos male
and female dolls appear together, such as on
p. 45, where they are fenced in by the bars of a
chair, the male doll’s chest bound, and the female
doll seemingly drawn to the core of the earth.

Perhaps we can see this as a portrayal of the artist

and her husband.

Consider the first poem that Liu Xia ever wrote for
Liu Xiaobo, on June 2, 1989, less than 48 hours
before the shooting started, at a time when Liu
Xiaobo was on hunger strike in Tiananmen
Square. Liu Xia wrote, “I didnt even get a
word in with you. You have become a news
personality. ...I could only hide away from the
crowd, have a smoke, and look at the sky.” In
the photo on p. 46, the male and female dolls
are separated by a pillar like the stone pillars in
front of the gate at Tiananmen. One is shout-
ing, the other is quietly watching, just like the
two of them at the Square that year. The pain
of June Fourth, 1989, shared by all our people,
is an important bond between these two. In the
three photos on pages 18, 19, and 47, the tightly
covered, facelessghostsshouldbeseenasaprofound
memorial to the lost souls of June Fourth: so too
the picture on p. 48 with its bed of candles. Still
today, these lost souls and their families cannot

speak, cannotappear in public; and people cannot

publicly express grief for their deaths.

Books werea special passion for these two. “When
I am alone/ I often see/you take my hand/ We
walk within book after book/ Our hearts full of
sadness” (Liu Xia, February 1997). We see some
photographs that are related to books (pp. 27,
29,49, and 50). The one in which a small person
stands between two stacks of thick books [49]
represents Liu Xiaobo's former life. He was a
fast reader. When Liu Xia migrated like a bird
between Dalian and Beijing, she brought him
tomes. As Liu Xiaobo told me, in labor reeduca-
tion you were not allowed to read political books,
but you could read Thomas Mann, Dostoevsky,
Kafka and so on, and that is why we have the
picture on p. 28 of a trussed-up doll kneeling
before an open book. Sometimes the photos
contain a small joke. For example, the male doll
on p. 50 standing on a kind of stilt points with
his left hand to a group of books as if to say “It
was them, this is how it all started.” What he
points to are translations of American works by
Thoreau, Emerson, and Poe. These were some of

the sources of Liu Xiaobo’s thought.

Because of them, a gap had opened up between
Liu Xiaobo and the Chinese tradition. Somewhat
earlier his violent attacks on traditional Chinese
culture had been widely criticized. Liu Xiaobo

was similar in this way to Lu Xun (1881-1936),

who is considered a representative figure of
Chinas  new  culture.  This  standard-
bearer of 20th-century Chinese culture had
written in one of his fictional works, “All over
this [Chinese] history is written two words: ‘Eat
people.” Thisfamoussentence exposesand indicts
China’s dictatorial system and traditional
political culture. In some photographs dolls are
trapped behind pictographs, their tongues lolling
out of their mouths but seeming unable to speak,
as if they were corpses (pages 24, 51, and 52).
On p. 53, the protagonist is squeezed between
the two halves of a heavy metal door, suggesting
a tense relationship with the traditional Chinese
imperial system. The irony is that it is
precisely those who are the severest critics of the
culture of their own country who over the course
of time come to be considered their culture’s
representatives. By bringing in other sources,

they enrich their own people’s traditions.

Liu Xiaobo must have seen some of these
photographs while he was in labor camp. He
referred to them in a poem written a few months
before he finished his sentence (August 31,
1989). In this poem, entitled “Tell it to the
Dolls — For Liu Xia Who Plays Every Day with
Dolls,” he wrote, “When you tell it to the dolls/
Avoid the truth/ Just use the names/ But leave

out/The facts.” “All you have subverted with

the dolls/ Are your own poems.” Clearly these
photos of dolls, even as they express something,
also in some way hide it. More accurately, they
are a form of “smuggling.” Just as Liu Xiaobo’s
poems cannot be published in China, so these
photographs by Liu Xia also cannot be publicly
exhibited there.

These photos of sufferers are also the piercing cry

of free spirits. As Liu Xia herself wrote of them,

Living together with the dolls,
Surrounded by the power of silence,
The world open around us,

‘We communicate in gestures.

(“The Power of Silence,” November 1998).

[1] Translation of these lines by Susan Wilf, in Liu Xi-
aobo, No Enemies, No Hatred: Selected Essays and Po-
ems, Perry Link et al., eds. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2012), p. 175.
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Liu Xia is best known to the world as the wife of
Nobel Peace Prize winner Liu Xiaobo, and as the
victim of a protracted siege of extralegal house
arrest that has been imposed upon her by the
Chinese authorities ever since Liu was named for
the prize. Less well known is that she is a major
Chinese artistic figure in her own right. Born in
Beijing in 1959, Liu Xia developed her talents
as an artist and writer. In the relatively liberal
1980s she was an active member of tahe lively
modernist literary and art scene that flourished in
Beijing. It was then that she fell in love with the
controversial young college professor and public
intellectual Liu Xiaobo. Liu Xiaobo moved into
Liu Xia’s apartment, owned by her one-time

employer, the Beijing tax office.

The two are very different in personality. Liu
Xia once told a Western journalist, “I am not
politically involved. I behave as if I live in a
different world. We discuss politics as little as
possible at home. My husband knows that it
doesn’t interest me.”[1] Cui Weiping in her
essay for this catalogue describes her
unwillingness to get involved in the public drama
of Tiananmen in 1989. Yet she stood by Liu Xi-
aobo during his imprisonment after Tiananmen
in 1989-91 and again during a period of so-called
house arrest which he suffered at an unknown
location in Beijing in 1995-1996. When he was

committed for a term of labor reeducation in

1996, Liu Xia applied to the camp authorities for

permission to marry him.

Her association with Liu Xiaobo has cost Liu
Xia her right to display and publish her creative
work. Her work has been banned in China since
1989, even though she was not a participant in
Tiananmen and did not sign Charter 08, the
liberal manifesto that triggered Liu Xiaobo’s
latest and longest prison sentence, an 11-year

sentence imposed in December 2009.

Guy Sorman has obtained the remarkable
photos in this exhibition, which were created by
Liu Xia during the time of Liu Xiaobo’s labor
reeducation in 1996-1999, and her consent to
exhibit them. These strangely disturbing and
moving photographs reveal profound truths
about today’s China, not only in their content
and style, but also in the history of their creation,

suppression, and now, their exhibition abroad.

[1] Spiegel Online International, “Government
Officials Like to Make People Suffer,” November
11, 2010, at http://www.spiegel .delinternational/
world/0,1518,722392,00.html, accessed January 9,
2012.
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