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INTRODUCTION

IN THE EDUCATION KIT

Including 10 works from the Ballarat International 
Foto Biennale Liu Bolin / Camouflage exhibition with 
accompanying information to enhance your 
students’ visit and provide a resource for further 
investigation. 
For further information visit liubolin.com

Cover image: Sunflower No.1 2012

Works by Liu Bolin:

1     	 No.2 Suo Jia Village 2005
2    	 Balloon No.1 2012			
3	 Instant Noodles 2012
4	 No.89 Forbidden City 2010
5	 Nine Dragon Series 7 2010
6	 No.97 The Yellow River 2011
7	 Municipal Waste 2014
8	 Ponte Di Rialto 2010
9	 United Nations 2013
1 0	 Royal Exhibition Building and Carlton Gardens 2019

Launch Date 
Saturday 24 August

Dates 
24 August – 20 October

Opening Times 
10am – 5pm, 7 days a week

WHO IS LIU BOLIN?

Liu Bolin was born in 1973 in the Shandong province 
of eastern China. His artistic commitment began in 
the 1990s as China was recovering from the 
devastating effects of the Cultural Revolution, with 
its economic development on the upswing and the 
stabilisation of its political situation. 

Liu’s photographs and sculptures have been 
exhibited in many museums and institutions 
worldwide. He has collaborated with prominent 
artists including Kenny Scharf, JR, Jon Bon Jovi, 
Jean-Paul Gaultier, Fernando Botero, Carlos Cruz-
Diez and Annie Leibovitz. In 2013, Liu presented a 
TED Talk, “which has been viewed by millions of 
viewers online”. In 2015, he was commissioned by 
the United Nations Global Goals campaign to create 
an image to promote 17 goals — including ending 
poverty and encouraging sustainable development 
and the fight against social injustice and inequality 
— where he faded into the backdrop of 193 country 
flags. 

Painted in hyperrealist style, mimicking the precise 
hues and geometries of the surroundings, the bodies 
in Liu Bolin’s images are almost – but not quite - 
identical with the backdrop. Shifting in and out of 
perception, we begin to perceive his act of 
camouflage as something unsettling. 

The inaugural work which laid the foundations for Liu 
Bolin’s now renowned Hiding in the City series; No.2 
Suo Jia Village 2005, was made in response to the 
demolition of the independent Suojia Artist Village in 
Beijing. In all of Liu Bolin’s works, the site of the 
camouflaged body - its particular positioning in a 
given socio-political context - is central to the works’ 
meaning making: “A fundamental element of my work 
is the choice of location for the performance ... I take 
into consideration the social themes the place 
encompasses; I meditate on the messages I could 
transmit through it, and consequently have an impact 
on society ...” 

Portrait of Liu Bolin



Standing in the demolition site of his former studio, 
Liu Bolin is painted head to foot; disappearing into 
the rubble of the dismantled building where he once 
lived and worked. Then a newcomer to Beijing’s 
artistic scene, who had left this home in Shandong 
Province; Liu Bolin suddenly found himself adrift. 
Without the civic rights that are linked to the 
household registration system (Hukou) in China, he 
– like other artists and migrants from rural China – 
did not have access to the housing and public 
services afforded to those with official registration 
papers. 

This was the first camouflage artwork Liu Bolin 
created in response to the demolition of the Suojia 
Artist Village where he lived and worked. By putting 
himself into the picture Liu Bolin highlighted how 
people can be affected by the changes that happen 
around them and the society in which they live. 
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No.2 Suo Jia Village 2005 

Image: Liu Bolin, No.2 Suo Jia Village 2005 (detail) 
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Liu Bolin’s works can be situated in the urban 
mimicry movement; which has a long history of 
critiquing the monumentalisation of nation. However, 
there is something about the playful, participatory 
and dialectical nature of his imagery that is 
distinctively Chinese and can be situated more 
specifically in Chinese philosophical thought. 
Specifically, the Zhuangzi, an ancient book of stories 
which shares the same open-ended, playful tone 
that can be felt in Liu Bolin’s works.

B IFB 2019 LI U BOLIN  ED U CATION KIT Image: Liu Bolin, Balloon No. 1 2012 (detail) 

Balloon No.1 2012 2

STORIES FROM THE ZHUANGZI 

Zhuang Zhou Dreaming of Being a Butterfly

Once upon a time, I, Chuang Chou (Zhuang Zhou), 
dreamt I was a butterfly, fluttering hither and thither, to 
all intents and purposes a butterfly. I was conscious 
only of my happiness as a butterfly, unaware that I was 
Chou (Zhou). 
Soon I awaked, and there I was, veritably myself again. 
Now I do not know whether I was then a man dreaming 
I was a butterfly, or whether I am now a butterfly, 
dreaming I am a man. 
Between a man and a butterfly there is necessarily a 
distinction. The transition is called the transformation 
of material things. 

Yutang, 1948: Lin Yutang, The wisdom of Laotse/translated, edited 
with an introduction and notes by Lin Yutang, New York: Modern 
Library, 1948, p. 12

 



Standing in the place of the display (feet poking out 
at the bottom), the artist’s body blends in to near 
perfection but creates enough of a wrinkle to 
disrupt our perception of the orderly shelf. As the 
artist has said: “harmful phosphors have been 
found in the instant noodle package cups from 
every famous brand sold in China’s supermarkets”. 

In this image, the noodles are covering Liu Bolin’s 
body. It is almost as though they are eating him 
rather than the other way around. 
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Instant Noodles 2012 3
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The Forbidden City was once a palace. The inside 
of the palace was home to emperors and their 
families; while the palace grounds outside was the 
place where the Chinese government was based 
for hundreds of years. 

What do you notice when you compare this image 
of the Forbidden City with the Bird’s Nest building? 
Why do you think Liu Bolin is hiding in these places? 
What does he want us to think about? 
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Image (above): Liu Bolin, No.89 Forbidden City 2010 (detail)

Image (below): Liu Bolin, No. 86 Bird’s Nest 2009

No.89 Forbidden City 2010 4



As Liu Bolin explains: “The Dragon is a legendary 
figure from mythology; a heavenly species to rule 
the Chinese people. In Ancient China there were 
many tribes along the Yellow River. They used to 
worship their own totems such as snakes, cows, 
lizards, deer, etc. As the progression of history, so 
came inter-tribal wars. The victor usually added the 
loser’s totem to theirs as to indicate their power. 
Eventually, the dragon, which never existed in 
reality, became one of those totems. At first the 
dragon represented aggression and dominance. 
Over time the dragon became the symbol of China 
...Nowadays no one asks about the story of the 
dragon.” 

Did you know that the character for ‘lin’ in Liu Bolin’s 
name means ‘qilin’ or unicorn in Chinese? In 
Chinese culture, the unicorn – like the dragon - is 
one of four sacred animals including, the phoenix 
and the turtle. As mentioned by Ouyang Yu in his 
catalogue essay: “Like the dragon, which is an 
imaginary Chinese animal combining the forms of a 
turtle, a fish and a snake, qilin (the unicorn) has also 
merged the shapes of dragon, horse, deer and bull”. 

B IFB 2019 LI U BOLIN  ED U CATION KIT Image: Liu Bolin, Nine Dragon Series-07 2010 (detail) 

Nine Dragon Series 7 2010  5
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Liu Bolin camouflages himself into one of China’s 
most vitally important and seriously polluted rivers 
where his parents once worked as water controllers; 
the power lines he climbed as a boy visible in the 
background. The birthplace of ancient Chinese 
civilisations in the Xia (2100-1600BC) and Shang 
(1600-1046 BC) dynasties – where it is also said that 
prehistoric Peking man is shown to have lived – this 
is not just any river.

Shoulders slightly slumped, the still water engulfs Liu 
Bolin’s body; like Demoliotion 2007 where his feet 
were also concealed, there is a sense of connection 
to personal history and nature. The exposed roots of 
the tree on the bank reminds us of the 
consequences of massive soil erosion, threatening 
the existence of the river and the livelihoods of 
people that depend upon it. 
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Image (above): Liu Bolin, No.97 The Yellow River, 2011 (detail) 

Image (below): Liu Bolin, Demolition 2007

No.97 The Yellow River 2011    6



Hidden amongst piles of garbage in Bangalore, India, 
the artist highlights one of the side effects of modern 
living. In many of his works Liu Bolin explores the vital 
issue of environmental degradation; the 
consequence of rapid economic development 
through industrialisation, urbanisation and 
consumption in China and beyond.

As new industries and their workers flocked to the 
successful city of Bangalore, little consideration was 
given to the city’s waste management. Now the 
destination once promoted as the country’s Garden 
City is overflowing with rubbish.

B IFB 2019 LI U BOLIN  ED U CATION KIT Image: Liu Bolin, Municipal Waste 2014 (detail) 

Municipal Waste 2014 7
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In the background of this image is the Ponte di 
Rialto in Venice. The oldest of the four bridges that 
span the grand canal, instantly recognisable as a 
symbol of this extraordinary world city; whose 
precious cultural heritage has been at risk due to 
severe flooding stemming from land subsidence 
and climate change. 

Through these works Liu Bolin draws attention to 
the destructive habits of humanity (with that familiar 
dash of playfulness): “...When they see these 
places, people suddenly exclaim: “Ah! This is 
Venice!”, just as they do when they see a gondola... 
Yes, all this might one day be swallowed up as a 
result of global warming...” 

B IFB 2019 LI U BOLIN  ED U CATION KIT Image: Liu Bolin, Ponte di Rialto 2010 (detail) 

Ponte di Rialto 2010  8



Here Liu Bolin’s body disappears into an empty hall 
where the member states of the United Nations 
meet. He made this work during the UN’s 
International Year of Water Cooperation; which 
called upon the UN member states to “take 
advantage of the year to promote action at all levels, 
including through international cooperation ... 
aimed at the achievement of the internationally 
agreed on water-related goals ...” (UN International 
Year and World Water Day, 2013). 

Showing the camouflaged body in the empty hall 
can be understood as a metaphor for the lack of 
consensus and action around the world’s water 
crisis. Read in dialogue with the Bolin’s other works, 
it is a continuation of the artist’s subtle dialectic 
between doubt and hope.
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United Nations 2013 9
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In the stillness there is a sense of agency 
expressed by the body. Whilst there is stillness, 
there is never replication and always 
transformation. This is reflected in the way Liu Bolin 
works; hours of meticulous planning and staging of 
the scene, hyperrealist painting and then 
photographing, all of which slows down the process 
of making and highlights the centrality of the 
performance which precedes the photographic 
moment. 

Liu Bolin’s camouflage installation at the Melbourne 
Exhibition Building in Carlton Gardens took over six 
hours to complete. He was painted into the 
background by scenic artist Patrick Jones and 
body painter Juliet Bradford and refrained from 
eating and drinking in the 24 hours prior so that he 
could remain still for the entire period, moving only 
occasionally to view test shots and direct his team 
of artists and assistants to achieve the carefully 
planned outcome.
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Images: Artist Liu Bolin is painted up whilst standing in front of the Royal Exhibition Building on 
August 19, 2019 in Melbourne, Australia

The performance



Links:

https://vimeo.com/354771854

https://ballaratfoto.org/liu-bolin/

https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/an-
invisible-man-makes-an-exhibition-of-himself-
20190819-p52inb.html

https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/
the-art-show/liu-bolin/11431582

https://ballaratfoto.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/08/Stories-from-the-Zhuanghzi-
240819-REV-B-0951.pdf

https://liubolinstudio.com
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Images:Artist Liu Bolin is painted up whilst standing infront of the Royal Exhibition Building on 
August 19, 2019 in Melbourne, Australia 13



Situated at the cross-roads of the gardens (a 
gathering place for Aboriginal peoples from the 
1900’s to c1968) and the building, the act of 
camouflage invites us to think about the building; its 
colonial origins and current use to all of us; visitors, 
settlers and First Nations peoples. 

Shifting in and out of perception Liu Bolin’s 
presence (or absence) here, hints at the presence 
(or absence) of Aboriginality in this conspicuous 
public space. It asks us to think about what cultural 
heritage means to all of us; is it built heritage and if 
so, what do we value and what can we learn from 
these symbols?

Is it a glorification of European invasion or an 
important site of Australia’s coming of age as a 
nation? Alternatively, is it a place for gathering; for 
culture as performed, in the way that it has been for 
Aboriginal peoples who looked to the surrounds as 
a source of creative expression and connectivity. 

B IFB 2019 LI U BOLIN  ED U CATION KIT Image: Liu Bolin, Royal Exhibition Building & Carlton Gardens 2019 (detail) 

Royal Exhibition Building  
& Carlton Gardens 2019
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