MAGICIAN SPACE BEAZE

= Wu Chen

5 = Selected Articles



MAGICIAN SPACE BEEgAZE

HNE: RE=

S /BRAL

I}

HEET=ERF,

F—al (ERFTITHMEEZE) . 2014%F, REXRENRET, ik " LTS C M EARR
hEZER T, BIR. R TFRBEEE— IR, EABINIMYE, RFEHXRAERTFREE
TREEBECHN=, BEEECH—RXM, "

EMEY (TR (—KBERFHHYE) ) . 20165FMELREIILR, RRNIZHTEDTE,
RFEZHFRFMNRF, MRBBRITIE "X TER, KENZARIXR, "

FE=mEM (EXFTHMABEEMRKX) |, TRTFHERBERELN2020F ., BFCEREEFMN
MR BF, BAZNARKI\ATHT, RERECELNEERNEEE—RKIESAEE
BRR . XB—PRENEE,

FEHNRFRAREZALE, FRNRFAREWREARBNZACE, F=MBHIRFRE
EMH, HE T, BROBFRRE "REER? " REKELEER, tHREBENEEREM
EME: B8, MBI TARENERAENBE. X5, BREMRANEF;
F0E, BHRE, B s, RTFEEE, BAFEEI; B=0F, KHNIHSEER,
EMEXLSAREME,

MERENEE, BESAFE. XABENMERE LRR, ReBEREBEREHER S
B, BHUgRSXEAENSEMEMRBRER, BT, RAMASEELNEER, 1H
AIERNIBMEAGR2AER, BRARZ, UETRNSREMBRI . REMEKA, B2EH
RIAAIE B CREER EA&RRL

RENLEEFRETZENRNE, BIH2UREENSIEREEER: Z2ALERE. £
HABERER, MBEARRMBEANBEER. ZARNAE TR, RBER. KRSUCRIER
MEEG - FNXNZNTEEXERSEMNULZ 97 ? RREEEERTHER, 3B
AW ENREBNL RN, "B ENER" | “BFH" | "XKag" XF2
A, BEEXTHMNERBNURENE , HNEHBEEFRENRRAXELHBES | XE5E



MAGICIAN SPACE

BEEE=z=E

A AME R PIEES, MRS THFHNEHE, RENTLEHINE2SMER, 25T
EA—PERAEZNIIGNTE, FEEZNE, WRBERBRUAT —MARLIOFENR, X
SRTREM B EREREE

XEBFARREXTER. RBEMNEHFEENBRE: ASAEMATIHEMNDE,; =i
ENERFE—MMEBARE . SHBEMOSE, KRR RIS - F X
LIRMIFARELE, RAHAENZHTFENERESTE, SREHFTXEEEDN, &
MNEETEXRAMMEBEMN TR, RERONR, BRTELAEN,

B ZBIRIEIE, RE2020FMERENMET-RBMBAL : BUaASAESEHEREEH
REE,; BTeE (ZWTIRE ) FFEEX (Vva laVida) NAEREIEER, BEME EFHES;
LETRNEIF=EETEX, ik (MAELSHR) PHREAEEENB®RE ., F—EEE
SRHERE. FwES, BENBIERIER. AHE. RERZAEET EIMbEiRE, BIFEN
MNBEESEtRFEER, XEERRAE2020FRBERERKX KRN BRNESIFIL, BT
HRBELEZEERHEE, BB T EENKERR,

HENZBEUAZZIFNN, ANEEENHEUFEHRZ " RNELMENSE " . R
EREFEMIENKELR, IREXTBEAMNATE. MENKRE. R, FRIEFHHE
ROER, REARMNEHRNZ AL, EAREXE, SlIMf2FHER, MhiEl, Fi#HiT
BRI, BEN_FEENLEFASKIENITNIE, MEURIEXRE, FIUE—TAOR
2 IRERAE" . RESEFNEEMKIEHNEEIR, AEMIR, XENWEREINMIHkL,
B2, XMAKBEBEMNENTHEENRLE TR, EMEZ DHORIEFERIELLEE NS XA
i B, ZARFANTEDNERE T EfFRI&RRL, ERAMZHARILEIIERNRE
EHEREOROER, LR, tRAEHANSE, B ABEERER, XE—MFBEENE
EER, BT EFEIRENABEEISHHIINER. IREHRNBEEEI=—HEZNF,
X—ERPREEESEN. REEESLA, FEABELLEF/ABEE ., XBRBREEHN
EHEEES, FEFRDS B eSSt BAMNpESLE,



MAGICIAN SPACE BEEgAZE

Wu Chen: A Sly Rabbit” s Three Burrows

By Leo Li Chen

Wu Chen has painted three works of rabbits.

The first one was painted in 2014 when Wu Chen
was still in Chengdu. He said, | used the dead
rabbit in Joseph Beuys' hands as a self-analogy,
where the pearls and golden cross were all
imaginary. Truthfully, | hope this odd rabbit would
discover opportunities in Beijing and become
successful.

The second was painted in 2015. By then, the
artist had moved to Beijing who recently held his
first solo exhibition. The rabbit was still a Beuys'
appropriation, and the artist hoped to discuss the
relationships between capital, painting and the
artist.

The third was completed during the 2020
Covid-19 outbreak. The rabbit is no longer that of
Beuys', but a lovely white rabbit rips open its
stomach to reveal an array of on a black palette,
overshadowed by a terrifying dash of blood on the
canvas. This painting unfolds a dark fairy tale.

The first rabbit painting embodies a nod to art
history, and the second represents artistic
practice under the constraints of capitalism, and

the last, a type of naivete. They are
straightforward. Although, we might ask
rhetorically, What then? Wu Chen hasn't offered
any answers. He reserved the ideas on canvas
and in his brushwork: in the first work, one
perceives the composition, chiaroscuro, and
techniques in classical and religious paintings,
which makes the rabbit a specimen; the second
painting uses light and transparent paint in bright,
on which the rabbit is still alive, hung upside
down; while the last one is a rendition of willful
composition, its infantile affinity offers a chilling
impression.

One is often left with a conflicting sense when
looking at Wu Chen'’s works on canvas. The visual
perceptions of the canvas often appeal to your
genuine appreciation for their vivacity, while you
may also consider these bold and brushstrokes
are impulsive and frivolous. Other than your
personal preference and inclinations, often the
artist's appropriation and integration of pictorial
elements may seem superficial, to the extent that
the viewer would question his impetus,
expression, and techniques. Nevertheless, Wu
Chen tends to embed himself at the depth of his
tableaus.

Wu Chen sets multiple narratives in his painting
practice that adopts the most typical and
powerful symbolism in conveying the artist's
messages. They include the stories in the
histories of art, the motifs from classical painting,
famous artists and persons' portraits, artists'
painting tools, cartoon characters, images
circulating in mass culture, and news reports.
How should we look at these stories and various
ways of storytelling? Were we to cease with the
information provided in these images, we would
be deceptive of the voluntary clues Wu Chen has
left us. Petit Dejeuner Sur L’herbs, Palm Trees,
Bathers are pertinent to art history, at the same
time, making references to our general visual
experiences. We have been receiving and
familiarizing these classic images, whose
paradigms continue to renew and reinvent in
becoming new classics. Wu Chen bases his
standard and eminence of painting on his artistic
training and an innate inclination of doubts. More
importantly, he translates the classics onto a view
for the masses, a kind of self-deprecation from
being trapped by authority and self-paralysis.

This kind of deprecation is more apparent in Wu
Chen's fairy tale, and cartoon subject matters:
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Snow White becoming the young lady of scrutiny;
Santa Claus, a gender-ambiguous, fat and naked
man; Mickey dismembered into embodiments of
evil, etc., none of which are unfamiliar to us,
symbolic of desire and absurdity, prevalent in the
adult world. Once Wu Chen lifts the cover-up, we
would no longer appreciate his tableau and
subject matter with the same innocence. His
straightforward irony becomes the most
unbearable sight.

Compare to his previous works, Wu Chen's
artworks from 2020 incline to cartoons and
personification: among them, characteristics of
political figures permeate into the spots of
Sponge Bob; Fan Kuan's compositional structure
superimposes on a few pieces of watermelons in
Frida Kahlo's Viva La Vida, transpiring with
contempt; the artist's painting tools come to life in
his art studio as if they've become the toys in Toy
Story, having their last supper. Upon first glance,
the garish and stimulating imagery exudes high
energy. At the same time, the work also gives a
sense of noise and dissonance. Nevertheless, Wu
Chen has chosen an apparent subject matter, yet
his irrational emotional catharsis fills the canvas,
which is likely the most truthful expression in this
unique time of the global pandemic. The
emotional outburst and frustration conveyed
overpowers the stories told in these imageries.

Wu Chen'’s paintings inevitably stir controversy
because their stories are those we have already
known. Were we to follow the narrative clues Wu
Chen had set up for the viewers, we'd lose the
possibility to reach their core. All of the stories,
hints, icons embody specific references, which
provide us with multiple entry points. For Wu
Chen, they are second-hand information he
receives and processes. The artist does not seek
to verify or discuss this second-hand information,
but to blend their symbolism, so every entry looks
like a no entry. To decipher the messages in Wu
Chen's painting would require common sense
rather than knowledge, which undermines the
viewer's existing cognition. However, this kind of
familiarity relays the autonomy of criticism back to
the viewer. The apparent symbolism allows for
diverse and open-ended interpretations of the
paintings. Simultaneously, the artist's intentions
are buried deep within his tableaus, and the
decipherable information does not suffice for
entering Wu Chens' inner world. In other words,
he tells stories through painting without
expecting other's understanding. The artist
makes a contradictory yet predilect choice. We
can't discover definitive answers through Wu
Chen's images. It's similar to sharing something
with our friends; some information gets lost while
others emerge in the course of exchange, in the
end, the matter becomes less important. This
decision also reflects our truthful condition of

constantly wavering between humility and
conceit, doubt and avoidance in our everyday life.
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Wu Chen:

Naming Loneliness
By Yang Zi

We can easily claim that someone else's loneliness never
existed because it's too difficult to provide concrete
evidence. For example, | go to a painter's studio, and he
says he's been painting alone, and he feels lonely for

not having gone out. | would immediately see that he is
not at the moment because | am there with him. When |
finish exploring his private, isolated space and leave, his
world would close to me. | speculate that he is probably
not lonely when he is by himself. It's especially doubtful
for someone like Wu Chen, who draws so many cartoon
characters. As soon as the visitors leave, the characters
on his paintings like the toys in Toy Story would ‘mount the
stage in full regalia, moving their arms and legs, singing
and dancing, being at his service, and making him happy.
His masquerade begins. He wears a crown and becomes
the king of the ball. How can this be called loneliness?

I smile with suspicion - he invites me to be the curator
for this exhibition, and right then, | was sitting on the
broken couch in his studio. Just then, his eyes looked at
the ceiling, his hands gesticulated with enthusiasm and
excitement, incoherently he made a suggestion for the
title of this exhibition, ‘Right! The exhibition should be
called “Therefore, a lonely God can only be the orphan of
God.” Wouldn't that cool? That's it! It's settled!’

Most of the paintings in the exhibition are completed in
2020. The largest one, also the earliest oneg, shares the
same name as the exhibition. It measures 5 meters wide
and 2.4 meters tall, consisting of fifteen small frames.
Due to the large dimension of the painting and the limited
studio space, once Wu Chen made the sketch up, he

had to put the small frames flat on a stool or the floor

and bend down to paint them one by one. An oval palette
holds down the bottom of the picture, and a circle of
painting tools along the rim — wide paintbrushes, markers,

scrapers, pencils, paint tubes - have grown arms and legs,
noses, and eyes, and become fairies. They are arranged
like The Last Supper. The broad brush sits at the centre
of the table, like Jesus Christ. When John baptized Jesus,
‘A voice out of the heavens said, “This is my beloved Son,
with whom | am well pleased.” At the table of The Last
Supper, the son of God, who has never met his father,
looks serene and ready to accept his fate alone amidst a
crowd of frightened, cross-eyed whispering believers.

Since Wu Chen separated the painting and completed
the work bending his back, Therefore, the Lonely God
Can Only be the Orphan of God seems to lack focus

and covers the ‘All-over painting.” With the accumulated
layers of vivid paint, shadows and chiaroscuro have been
eliminated from his images. A large part of the process is
done by laying the canvas flat, often dripping paint onto
the surface or squeezing it directly onto the canvas, rather
than merely chafing or drawing. It's the viscosity of the
paint, the size of the brush, the urgency, tendency, and
rhythm of the painter's bodily movements that generate
the dynamics and layered balance. Moreover, to say the
least, a neurotic glee. In terms of work method, Wu Chen'’s
works remind one of Jackson Pollock and the 1950s and
the American Expressionist painter Willem de Kooning.
The body drove them, desires drove them, their emotions
spur them on, lending their unconscious, radically sought
for the vitality of painting. It was a lasting and arduous
action. The enjoyment and nightmarish feet in Wu Chen's
paintings seem to reject persistence and hardship.

However, appropriating classic (to the point of boredom)
images such as those of Leonardo da Vinci is Wu Chen's
way of tackling the image's unruly structure. In addition to
The Last Supper, Untitled (Travelers Among Watermelon
Hills) also belongs to this category: one day, Wu Chen



happened to see Frida Khalo's last painting on
the cover of a record. It was called 'Viva la Vida'
depicting tightly stacked watermelon peels.
Drawing inspiration from this imagery, Wu Chen
spreads out the watermelon in a sprawling
manner, in the same composition of Fan Kuan's
Travelers Among Mountains and Streams. The
watermelon is rendered in garish red and green,
exposing its intermittent seeds in black and white
that flirt with each other. Originally, Frida's still-life
was influenced by the Mexican tradition of ‘ex-
voto' painting, which is ardent piety in its naiveté
and insurmountable heftiness. When it ‘imitates’
the paradigm of deep, subtle landscape painting,
the imagery floats. This translation may seem stiff,
with a dreamy quality of humour and nihilism.

Once the exhibition title was decided, we

talked again. Wu Chen said he started reading
Schopenhauer and repeated, ‘A man can be
himself so long as he is alone.’ | laughed out loud.
He said out loud, "I'm serious!" | apologized again.
To confirm his seriousness, | talked about the will
to power. Nietzsche believed that the will is the
origin of all things. In the history of philosophy,
such a view can be traced back to Aristotle.
Aristotle thought that the source of practice is
the will, the desire, and the vital impulse. Marx
held up the notion of ‘labour’ as the biological
counterpart to the necessity of reproduction

of the species and material life production. In
short, to practice or to create always relates

to the spontaneous impulses of life. | add, for
Schopenhauer, most people are afraid of facing
the will to live because it burns, it doesn't let them
settle for less, but it can make them suffer. People
who are true to their own will and nature certainly
don'tfitin.

Nietzsche adapted the story of the forbidden fruit
in the Garden of Eden. According to whom, God
transformed into a snake on the weekend and
tempted Adam and Eve to steal the apple, which
caused the expulsion from a perfect paradise.
This adaptation is meant to show that Christian
morality can reach a point where people become
numb to themselves and deceitful, lonely,

and bewildered. People suffer from ‘religious
functionalism,’ blindly convinced of their sins,
then devoted to believing in a religion. It is as

if by suppressing the will to live with faith, they
can be cleansed of their sins and be saved in
heaven. To rectify this situation, evil has to come
out, resentment has to come out, and the desire
and impulse for life have to come out. In the
1980s, when Wu Chen was born, the Chinese
read Nietzsche in their context, treating not the
lack of Christian morality, but the numbness from
the accumulation of heredity throughout history.
Today, the numbness has transformed, like the
adorable cartoon characters that provide solace
and entertainment, is hardly wary. There are too
many cute good guys, and the bad guys need to
show up. Wu Chen says, ‘Bad man can also end
up in heaven.’2

The stories in Wu Chen's paintings are too
extensive and twisted. He paints pictures,
embedded with subtexts: mixing what's on the
news, hearsay, what he's seen, what he quotes.
As to where the plot takes us, it would be difficult
to determine. He drew a picture of Pinocchio,
called ‘Sorry, Mr.Pinocchio says. In this painting,
an identical Pinocchio is growing from the waist
of another embarrassed one, as if it were a
Siamese twin. The half-born Pinocchio, with his
head sticking out to the side, is bowing in apology

- his nose has grown longer, mingling with four
stiff arms. Pinocchio faced with the dilemma

is synonymous with 2020.3 He bends over, but
the apology is a white lie - he can't figure out for
himself who did wrong and why, and how to bear
bad fruit.

When the epidemic was raging in China, people
were forced to experience the painter's solitude.
The treacherous and absurd movements of the
world seeped into Wu Chen's studio. According
to Wu Chen, all of the paintings in this exhibition
are related to the year 2020. However, he quite
aware that he is not an expert on current affairs,
and his lofty claims on politics and current affairs
would resemble sophistry and not conducive to
the truth. You can't fool yourself like Pinocchio. As
catastrophe approaches, either new or old, crazy,
or numb, one has to come up with solutions. In
mid-February, Wu Chen returned to Beijing from
Zhengzhou. Self-quarantined in his studio, with a
fervent impulse to paint. He picked up the brush.
At a depth of the painting is a joyous place. He is
still the king of his prom.

1 Book of Matthew 3:17

2 Wu Chen's previous solo exhibition is entitled, ‘Bad Man Can Also End Up in Heaven!
3 0On March 2, 2020, Jesse Watters, a host of Fox News, publicly demanded a formal
apology from the Chinese for the Covid-19 pandemic. This incident incited lasting
public outcry and discussion, which inspired Wu Chen to create this painting. ‘Sorry,’
Mr. Pinocchio says is the second time Wu Chen paints the image of Pinocchio. The first,
Untitled (Every Year Begins in Winter). Both artworks were completed during the severe
phase of the epidemic in China.

4 Wu Chen collected calligraphic works of many ancient Chinese emperors and modern
political leaders, who pieced them together to form the phrase, ‘Therefore, a lonely God
can only be the Orphan of God.' He drew these characters into a series of works. The
inscriptions used in the exhibition poster are from this group of artworks. The font for
the title of Wu Chen's last solo exhibition, ‘Bad Man Can Also End Up in Heaven,' is also
composed of the political leader's cursive handwriting.
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Shangdi's Orphan

By Dongmen Yang

Wu Chen is a seasoned badminton player. For whom,
slinging a birdie before the net is like drawing a curve with
the brush, in a smooth trajectory, at a peculiar angle that
lands accurately. Of course, it's not that easy to reach Lee
Chong Wei's level.

North of the Jianting Bridge on Beijing's Fifth Ring Road
is where Shangdi (formerly, the name of a village, which
shares the same phonetic as ‘God’ in Chinese) is located.
According to legends, before Empress Dowager Cixi's
death, her serving eunuch had been the landlord of this
area. ‘God's orphan’ in Wu Chen's paintings seem to be
the orphans from there. The characters painted in the
style of many ancient emperors for his exhibition's title
seemed to have arrived one by one by subway line 13 to
see Wu Chen's new paintings.

The paintings in this exhibition are indeed all new works
completed in the year 2020. Having lived through this
year, one would naturally grasp the intentions of the
artist's brushwork. The sudden onset of the pandemic has
abruptly transformed the world entirely without leaving
any chance to estimate its losses. It is as if the painting
began on a single point, from which many lines unfold
until they cover the entire picture plane, overflowing and
continuing to build up one upon another. Upon awakening
from this trance, one must retrain oneself to adapt to the
changing ecology and rules. Whether through calling or
curse, wonders have become memories, freedom has
become imagination, globalization is not the fortune of the
world, and the world seems to be erecting doors closing
in front of us. Fortunately, there are still artists leaving
some visual memories, either in self-ridicule themselves
Or reverence.

Wu Chen said, ‘After spending Chinese New Year in my
hometown, | came back to Beijing in mid-February, and

the journey so treacherous as if | was like watching a
disaster movie starring myself. The dark grey sky, the
open platform, the silent Beijing taxi driver, and my almost
suffocating self dressed in the “space suit”. Everyone

in his circle of friends talked about a Wuhan doctor, but
Pinocchio, whose nose was growing longer and longer,
hovered over his mind. When he arrived at the studio, he
was restless, staring at an almost completed painting,

at a complete loss for words. In the face of catastrophe,

it seems that the artist's work becomes more and more
questionable. If a tableau is only beautiful to look at, if it
operates only within the rules of the artist's traceable rules
and self-fulfilling logic, is the act of painting necessary?
He picks up a brush, turns the canvas on which a princess
looks into the mirror, and violently covers it with a lying
puppet (Untitled (Every Year Begins in Winter), 2020). This
work is the actual beginning of this exhibition. While we
look at the stilted brushstrokes, the skeptical gaze, the
rituals of mourning, we have the sense of standing in front
of a pre-publicized murder case. The artist has resolutely
broken up with the good old days, determined to commit
the crime in a series of carefully pre-planned scenes
without showing any mercy.

Shortly before the opening of his exhibition, several

of us made plans to visit an exhibition of Su Shi at the
Palace Museum. The show is the first major exhibition
at the Forbidden City since conditions of the epidemic
eased. It was overcrowded, so we made reservations at
least a week in advance. Wu Chen forgot to bring his ID
card that day, who was refused entry despite our tireless
persuasion. Now that | think about it, the symbolism of
power, the mocked orphans on his canvases, why would
the former let a do-as-he-pleases painter go in and out
freely? With a calculated attempt to penetrate the palace,
upon his failure, Wu Chen said listlessly, ‘| feel anxious,
and | should go back to check on Yang Zi's installation of
the show.



At first glance, the exhibition space is lit and
spacious, where young and fashionable girls take
selfies on the inside and out. But if one were to
stop and look closely, there is an air of pessimism
that spreads like a joke, while the phrases printed
at the top of the walls weigh heavily on white
cube exhibition space, making one feel uneasy.
Perhaps, the work, Untitled (Bloodshed on
Mandarin Duck Mansion) (2019), hidden behind
the glass window at the gallery reception, hits the
nail on the head - the imageries and fragments
surrounding the entire space are scenes of
wanton killing sprees. In Outlaws of the Marsh, it
is written that Wu Song's moment of pleasure in
the house of Inspector Zhang, ‘Blood splattered
on the paintings from his killing, and corpses
strewn with lanterns and shadows." Wu Chen
gave his all, holding his breath and burying all
the things he could and could not say over the
past year into the frames of his paintings. These
seemingly nonsensical jokes on tableaus are

full of flowing brushstrokes, garish colours,
warped cartoon characters, animated objects,
and furniture; everything makes people simmer
with laughter. A friend jokingly asked, ‘How did
Wu Chen switch from making “bad paintings” to
pretending to be an “outsider” artist?’ Without
his usual structure and technique, the works on
canvas look like a silly child has painted them. |
warned him not to be distracted by appearances.
Look behind the disguised children's drawings
and masks of cartoon characters. There are
countless aspects and roles, whether it's a
pouting Crayon Shin-chan, the schizophrenic
Pinocchio, the black ghost devoured by a white
rabbit. Some of the dark and nearly morbid
impressions began to gradually dense out and
disperse with a little more time. Wu Chen grinned

hard at the visitors, just like the clown in his
painting (XGJY (It Only Takes A Great Day to Turn
the Worst Man into A Hero, 2019), with a banana
in his mouth, his smile stretched to its limit until
his eyes became moist and his voice choked. Ai
Qing asks himself, ‘Why do | often have tears in
my eyes?'2\Wu Chen buries the poet's answer,
only to allow people to laugh and make fun of him
at his masquerade.

In the past, the circus would choreograph
dangerous and exciting acrobatic stunts to attract
an audience, with programs performed by trapeze
artists. Once the performers took a desperate
risk, they would inevitably make mistakes. If they
missed, they would fall from a height of more
than ten meters. With a screaming audience,
they would land in the middle of the ring and
become motionless. The theatre would then fall
silent, and all the adults could do is covering their
children's eyes. This is when the theatre director
would yell backstage, ‘Clowns up!’ Clowns run
onto the stage, twisting and turning, gagging and
laughing, just so someone would carry the injured
performer off, so the show can go on as if nothing
had happened. The classic jazz song Send in the
Clowns echoes the inner monologue of the fallen
performer, ‘Isn't it rich, are we a pair, me here at
last on the ground, and you in mid-air. Send in the
clowns.” On the tableaus, Wu Chen seems to be
the clowns.

Late in the fall, the exhibition opens on Halloween,
the Western equivalent of the Chinese Tomb-
sweeping Festival. Those who must learn about
forgetting dress up in otherworldly attires to walk
the streets and bluff. Instead, the white walls in

Magician Space turn the exhibition space into a
site of witchcraft, colour-painted door frames and
windows set the tone for enigmatic rituals, and
the phrases printed at the top of the walls in large
characters look like an unknown incantation.
The painter has become a priest, grasping with
his hand, and everything in the gallery is like a
part of the solemn night that is fast approaching
outside of the glass window. In Greek Mythology,
Eurydice, the beloved of Oedipus, who was
brought back from the underworld, is invisible to
us in the night. Only with the artist's recreation

of her figure through analogies would she
appear under the light. Oedipus must turn his
back on Eurydice in order to bring her out of

the underworld, and only by giving up the direct
appreciation of her beauty can he give her form,
shape, and reality. At the entrance, Triangle,
Circle, Tetragonum, and Caspar (2019), the
transparent ghosts collude and cluster in the
artist’s studio, squeezing paint, cupping brushes,
picking up palettes, and busying themselves with
each other. Casper, in Casper the Ghost, tries to
make himself visible. It's unclear whether they
draw on the painter or the painter on them. The
act of painting is like witchcraft that calls on the
spirits, where it is not necessarily the painter who
borrows a corpse to return a spirit, but what's
unsaid and ineffable. In what Alberti stated in

On Painting, the painter firmly believes in this
ritual, ‘Painting contains a divine force which not
only makes absent men present, as friendship is
said to do, but moreover makes the dead seem
almost alive.”® The familiar cartoon characters
and commonplace paper and pencil drawing
instruments in the exhibition are possessed by
ghosts, placed on a dazzling stage, and act out
their own fantastical stories.



The French poet Jacques Prévert composed
the poem Barbara in 1946 when he revisited the
war-torn port of Brest. The War had just ended,
and facing the smoldering ruins, lovers tried to
remember the not-so-distant past but could no
longer cross the wasteland within. ‘Remember
Barbara/ It rained endlessly on Brest that day/
And you walked smiling/ Blooming enraptured
streaming/ In the rain......It rains endlessly on
Brest/ As it rained before/ But it's no longer the
same everything is gutted/ It is a rain of grief
terrible and desolate......"* Wu Chen appropriated
a still-life watermelons in the style of Frida Kahlo
(Untitled (Travelers Among Watermelon Hills),
2020). It's the last painting before her death.
Looking back at her vibrant youth and rich past,
she signed the painting with ‘Viva la Vida’' (Long
Live Life). In Wu Chen's painting, life begins to
crumble. The female painter's proposition is
dismantled and revised in the structure with
Travelers Among the Mountains and Streams.
Watermelons are anthropomorphized into cynical
faces, and aphorisms are blurred backward on
the underside of the canvas. It is as if nothing is
worth mentioning before death; in the vastness
of the world, thus things flow away, and in a flash,
we are already in a deserted place.

Wu Chen decided to end the exhibition on
Christmas, just like symbolic finale work, The Last
Supper (as the exhibition also adopts the work of
Therefore, the Lonely God Can Only be Orphan
of God as its title), which could both serve as

the beginning of a new life and a martyrdom.

The paint table is almost overturned, everything
blends into one another in a mishmash that
faintly reveals an unfolding map of the world. It

seemed as if from the ‘time of completion’ of the
painting, the world no longer swings but plunges
into rounds of chaos. Everyone sits around the
round table of the international art forum, no
longer paying attention to political correctness or
diplomatic etiquette, but exchanging fierce looks
with each other on the table, with their hands
thrown out, the exchange of tripping, harsh
words, and cursing went on unhinged. It seems
that once this meal is over, the world will fall
apart, whether you like it or not, with resolutions
and showing no mercy. For the dreamers, they
can continue to smoke ‘Golden Leaf' (Health,
No, Harmful, Smoking, ASAP, Company, 2020),
as it still embodies the core value for Chinese
smokers.

It has been almost three years since his second
solo exhibition at the gallery, and the ‘Bad Man
Can Also End Up in Heaven' have become lonely,
easy pack dolls. The series of works in Bad Man
Can Also End Up in Heaven echo with Wu Chen's
first solo exhibition, ‘Matisse’s Skirt,” while the
series of paintings from 2020, except for some
superficial clues, do not fall on the same track or
extend from his earlier works. There are apparent
ruptures in the materials and techniques of
painting, the way of modelling, the approach

to composition, and layers of narrative. For this
batch of paintings, he attaches more emphasis
on the accuracy of emotional expression. The
seemingly comic and simple appearance

is rendered in traumatic brushstrokes and

traces through the accumulated materials and
superimposed colours. Wu Chen has chosen a

different path, a seemingly simple but difficult one.

The artist seems to conceal his own anxieties

and fears, while tucking away the same feelings
of others beneath a witty and absurd surface.

Itis apparent that he's let go of the relatively
convenient painting approaches of the past. The
complexity of his current smearing, sketching,
and planning dissolves the formulaic composition
in the previous images. Why is he a glutton for
punishment? Ultimately, Wu Chen's new paintings
demonstrate an artist who, in his way, chooses

to be true to himself and the world he lives in, as
Michel Leiris said in L/Age d’'Homme, ‘The paper
(the canvas) would shrivel and flare at each touch
of his fiery pen.’s Even though Wu Chen has veiled
this truth under a ridiculously childish fagade, in
his own words, ‘Eventually you will grow old, even
if you are a cartoon character’. Sponge Bob also
has to put on his high-waisted pants and be an
orphan of Shangdi.

1 Shi Nai'an, Outlaws of the Marsh, Classics Publishing House, Shanghai, 2019, p.440

2 Ai Qing, Selected Poems of Ai Qing, People's Literature Publishing House, Beijing, 1998,
p.122

3 Alberti, On Painting, translated by Hu Jun, Xin Chenyi, Jiangsu Education Publishing
House, Nanjing, 2012, p.26

4 Jacques Prévert, Paroles, Paris: Collection Folio (n° 762), Gallimard, 1949, pp.206-207

5 Michel Leiris, L/Age d’"Homme, translated by Dongmen Yang, Joint Publishing, Beijing,
2018, p.8
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Art|Basel
Miami Beach

Fresh paint: seven emerging artists to discover in
the Nova and Positions sectors

Find out how these young painters are updating their medium

Wu Chen (b. 1983, Zhengzhou, China)

Magician Space, Beijing, Positions sector, booth P2

A joyful iconoclasm transpires from the paintings of Chinese artist Wu Chen. Wu
paints easily recognizable motives and figures, which he then distorts and places in
unexpected environments. In doing so, the artist aims to address the excessive
importance we attribute to symbols and images. His Miami Beach project will build on
a fictional dialogue between himself and Henri Matisse, pondering on the value of
artistic identity and production.
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Interview:
Wu Chen & Liu Ye

Liu Ye: | discovered we have something in common. We
both like using acrylic. You practically only use acrylic
right?

Wu Chen: Yes, | use only acrylic.

Liu Ye: So why not oil painting then? Or maybe explain a
little of how you arrived at this method of using acrylic?

Wu Chen: Qil painting takes a while to dry. When I'm
painting, my mood often changes during the moment. |
need the quickest method to record an initial mood down
first and then | slowly adjust things from there. If with
every step, there was a long moment in-between, then the
strength of that mood diminishes.

Liu Ye: Yes. Compared with oils, acrylic has the added
convenience of not needing to wait long to dry.

Wu Chen: Besides that, there is a richness to working with
acrylic - you can also let it dry slowly too if you wanted. For
your own painting, does it normally need a while to dry?

Liu Ye: Not really, actually | like that acrylic dries quickly
and that | can see the results. The only downside to
acrylic is maybe its lack of body - you have to paint over a
few times before you get an effect.

Wu Chen: For me, there is a technigue to using acrylic,
which makes things easier to control. My paintings
normally begin by first arranging images onto the
computer and then | continually make adjustments while
painting. The ease that acrylic allows me enables me to
work with a lot more gusto.

Liu Ye: You gain a certain kind of freedom. It means that

your work is already situated within a particular process of
painting - it's both the sketch as well as the finished article.
Looking at your painting as a whole, you regularly return
to the same subject in a number of your works. Moreover,
the duration between the works can be comparatively
long too. For example, there is the 2014 painting, Weird
Rabbit After Understanding Painting, which you paint
again in 2015, Untitled (Still-life with a Rabbit) - the subject
is pretty much the same. What were you thinking about in
regards to these works?

Wu Chen: The time between the two paintings is very
special to me. The painting in 2014 was made while in
Chengdu and | hadn't yet left for Beijing. The work in 2015
was after | moved my studio to Beijing. On top of that, it
was the end of 2015 when | had just completed a solo
show too.

Liu Ye: Before 2014, were you always in Chengdu
painting? Why did you move back to Beijing then?

Wu Chen: Since graduating in 2007, | stayed in Chengdu
to paint. Actually, just after graduating, | wasn't feeling
particularly confident and had the feeling | needed a few
years to build something up. In Chengdu, | practically had
Nno connection to the art scene and was just painting by
myself. Slowly, | realized | was beginning to sink too much
into my own world and lacked a dialogue with an audience
- the more | painted in this situation the more it made me
feel powerless. In 2012, there was little work of note that
came by. By 2013, | gradually began to find a new feeling.
Meanwhile, | had this idea to change scene and move to
Beijing. It was during that moment, | had a fantasy that my
own solo exhibition would happen in the next three years.
| put myself in a mindset where everything | was working
on, was in preparation for this exhibition that had not yet



existed. Weird Rabbit After Understanding
Painting was essentially the last painting
completed in Chengdu before my move to
Beijing. | imagined myself as Beuys holding a
dead rabbit - the pearls and gold cross necklace
were added as elements of my imagination. To
be quite frank, | was hoping this rabbit could find
its own opportunity and place in Beijing. Then
with Untitled (Still-life with a Rabbit) this was after
my solo exhibition opened. Although the first
show happened quickly, | think this debut public
appearance was very important to me.

Liu Ye: Yes, the artist still needs a dialogue -
otherwise it becomes mere self-amusement. Your
first show was interesting and it was through this
that | got a better sense of you too. If you look at
it, even though in some ways you were lucky, this
was something you had been building up towards
for quite a while now.

Wu Chen: After that first show, things happened
quickly with works in Art Basel Hong Kong and
then a solo presentation at Art 021 in Shanghai.
All these things were hard to imagine when | was
in Chengdu. The rabbit in Untitled (Still-life with a
Rabbit) is noticeably more relaxed in that work.

Liu Ye: Although the first rabbit looks rather more
lively, in the second work, he looks significantly
more brazen in demeanor. The rabbit with a red
outline feels more anthropomorphic - from the
hindquarters to the waist - it is similar to a sexy
woman's figure.

Wu Chen: These two paintings also connect

together: wealth, painting, and the artist. The
good thing about being involved with a gallery
and the market is that it allows you to promote
yourself with confidence. | see money as
something like opium or medication; there are
benefits, but also inevitably side effects too.
From a wider perspective, a region of economic
prosperity can also bring about good art.

Liu Ye: The majority of great art has been
produced in regions with a relatively good
economy. For example, if you were in North Korea,
it would be hard to have good contemporary

art there. For sure, the power of capital is also a
big issue today too. But the buck still stops with
the artists themselves. Take Rembrandt as an
example, you cannot say that he is a bad artist
because he sold well early on. Normally, people
say because he suffered a difficult time afterwards
—that's what makes him a good artist. Whether an
artist is good or bad, money certainly plays a role
in the distinction. But | would refrain from defining
it as the single important factor behind that. For
example, the main source of income for an artist
in the past was through commissions, patronage
from the wealthy elite - the path was even more
fixed then. So for people in the current era like us
making art, it is freer much more now.

Wu Chen: Yes, the relationship between money
and art is complicated. The fact that in a short
time there were so many great masters in
Holland, this has something to do with its era as
an important naval power. I'm thinking a lot about
my own perspective in relation to these questions,
often through a hypothetical situation or my

imagination. | hope | can convey these things in a
sincere way. Even if at first my method sometimes
might appear naive, | work my hardest to depict
this naivety as accurate as possible. Take again
the work Untitled (Still-life with a Rabbit) - from the
oysters, pearls, to the gold cross - these elements
not only produce a mismatch - from the view of a
painter, they emerge out of the palette. Maybe this
was what Beuys, covered in gold, was speaking
of in his conversation with the dead rabbit. Isn't
there this philosophical nonsense that says the
moment right now is the best era, but also the
worst era. Elaborating on that, | can probably

say money is art’s best friend, but also forever its
enemy.

Liu Ye: That's interesting, | think there's a certain
‘serious but irreverent’ manner to how you

play with the world. But | think this play with

the world is very different from my generation.
For example, my generation mostly faced the
social environment, but for you it's more about
deciphering yourself using this dark humor. At a
glance, your work appears very casual, but in fact
there is a lot of reflection and observation going
on before a decision is made. The figure in the
painting Untitled (Still-life with a Rabbit) is hung
upside down. For the work Bad Man Can Also
End Up in Heaven, the swan is also upside down -
is there a connection between these works?

Wu Chen: Although formally wise, they have
things in common; | still see them as independent
from one another. With Bad Man Can Also End Up
in Heaven and a painting from Leda Leda and the
Swan (2013), then there is a recent work Untitled



(Bad Man Can End Up in Heaven No.2) - there is
more of a connection behind these three works.

Liu Ye: | feel the painting from 2013 portrays more
a physical desire. How did you go from there to
the 2015 Bad Man Can Also End Up in Heaven?

Wu Chen: ‘Leda and the Swan'’ is a subject
beginning with Da Vinci and subsequently
developed by countless artists ever since. On
the wholg, these works have focused on the
eroticism and emotions between Leda and the
Swan - my painting Leda Leda and the Swan is

a continuation of this expression of lust. During
the time of Bad Man Can Also End Up in Heaven
| was thinking about using painting as a kind of
‘full stop’ to this motif - basically a way to bring a
certain closure to this subject matter. On canvas,
you see Zeus facing trial — there’s a congregation
of different swans positioned like angels from a
classical painting. They are all around Zeus, who
is the biggest swan being punished. After the
painting, | wasn't completely satisfied. So | began
Untitled (Bad Man Can Also End UP in Heaven
No.2), which shows Bin Laden holding a swan. It
was a hypothesis that Bin Laden might not be as
‘bad’ in comparison to Zeus or at least that Zeus
might not be much better. Humanity can be as
simple as much as it can be complicated.

Liu Ye: ‘Good person’ or ‘bad person’,
depending on the situation, they can become
interchangeable. | think an important issue is

an ability to recognize or be conscious of one's
evil side. For an artist, we benefit from being
able to take something ‘bad’ and allowing that to

manifest on the canvas in how ever way we like.

Wu Chen: | once painted a portrait of Hitler
(Portrait of Anonymous Painter, 2014), where |
painted him as an ordinary painter. If Hitler were
able to utilize his wild ambition and dark side into
art form, perhaps we would have gained an extra
average artist rather than war fanatic. This is just
my imagination of course.

Liu Ye: There was also another early painting
similar to the large painting with three figures
on a blue background. Were these three figures
inspired by the painting The Luncheon on the
Grass?

Wu Chen: Yes, this work was completed in 2016
and titled Untitled (The Relationship between
Male Nude with Male Nude, Male Nude with
Female Nude, and Female Nude with Male
Nude), and then there was another work in 2014
where the title was missing the untitled part.
Actually, even earlier was How to Look at an
Abstract Painting, which also uses the figures
from The Luncheon on the Grass. The work
imagines Manet who is standing from the point
of modernism and reacting to a post-modernist
abstract painting. The work depicts the two
gentlemen and a nude Victorine Meurent, and
of their surprise at the subversion of being in a
painting composition consisting of geometric
lines. For the two works between 2014 and 2016,
| tried more to describe a mental interaction
between the three models. | was hoping to
position myself behind the models to observe
the backs of these figures. Maybe the lead male

protagonist liked the lead female protagonist, but
the lead female protagonist was in love with the
second male, and then maybe the second male
was in love more with the lead male protagonist. If
you describe the work in 2013 as dressed up like
time travel, then the two works in 2016 are closer
to a drawn-out melodrama. The 2016 work also
inserts a coconut tree into the background, which
adds a feeling of incredibility.

Liu Ye: This suddenly brings to mind a word that
best encapsulates the relationship between your
art and you as a person, ‘Mo Lei Tau'. It's a kind
of irreverent play with the world and describes
accurately your type of humor too.

Wu Chen: Why did you think of this particular
word?

Liu Ye: This description, the paintings themselves,
and also the titles given each work: this is very
much like the films of Stephen Chow. You first
might think everything is all over the place and
illogical, but you never feel there is a lack of
reason either. The deeper you enter and the more
you begin to understand, and also the more this
happens as you play around more. This satire
and sense of irony helps you to broach objects
and also convey ideas through them. There is

a decision behind certain imagery such as the
rabbit or swan, which may seem at first to be
without any rationale - but they actually suit your
paintings very well. There's also the imagery of
coconut trees — it's the kind of image you would
normally have a hard time to fit within a painting.
If you do it wrong, everything will easily look



especially tacky. But through your ‘Mo Lei
Tau’ way with things — these elements seem
appropriate with plenty of meaning behind them.

Wu Chen: That was pretty amazing what you just
said, especially up to the coconut tree. | had a
conversation once with artist Xie Nanxing and |
don't quite remember how we eventually ended
up talking about Cézanne’s The Bathers. It made
me think about that tree in the canvas and how

it was used to divide up the composition —and |
wonder to myself what kind of tree it was? My first
reaction was a coconut tree and unconsciously
maybe this is what a land-locked person imagines
yearning for the beauty of the ocean.

Liu Ye: Oh, it is a gift to select in a precise way

all the objects and subjects for your paintings. It
is also where a good artist needs to practice a
certain skill of self-cultivation. On the surface, the
objects you choose seem to lack logic, but at the
same time they make people feel their placement
within the composition is also very specific too.
This is a particular gift you have in your paintings.
The large red painting over there, is that a new
work?

Wu Chen: That's right, this is a self-portrait of me
(Portrait About the Male Female Male Figure,
2016). There is a little connection with a work
last year called The Fountain of Bernini. This
work was about wanting to go through the mirror
positioned above and use that to create a mental
space.

Liu Ye: For this painting, it makes me think of

Velazquez's Venus at Her Mirror (1644-1648). I've
discovered what appears to be a common thread
in your paintings — all the works have a dialogue
with art history. Although your thoughts might
appear to jump from place to place, this doesn'’t
mean that there isn't any trace of intention there
either.

Wu Chen: Yes, for me as a painter, there is always
that relationship present. For many people,

the painting by Velazquez also connects with
Giorgione's Sleeping Venus. Art history for a
painter is a little like a dictionary. Its maybe the
advantage that a painter has as otherwise, there's
no foundation there for us. To make something
completely from scratch would be very difficult.

Liu Ye: Do you think this issue applies only to
painting? Would you say you are more connected
to questions of reality or to painting itself? You
could say there are two paths — one path is
inspiration from reality, the other inspiration for
painting might come from other people, but then
on many other levels you can also say it is ‘painting
about painting’ too.

Wu Chen: Uh, actually | always regard the nature
of painting with plenty of curiosity. For example,
self-portraits by painters, the painter’s studio,

the tools of a painter, and this also include the
models they work with too. This is probably the
reason why | choose to work with an easel. When
I'm abroad to see museums or exhibitions, even
with plenty of moving-image or installations,
which of course | might be interested to see and
experience — but for me, the thing that gives

me the most satisfaction is still a painting. So
my personal interest is situated on that level,
I've chosen painting as a means to express my
understanding of it.

Liu Ye: I've discovered that your curiosity is very
strong. Maybe we could say curiosity and the
reflection that followed by that is the driving force
pushing you towards this way of approaching
painting.

Wu Chen: Personally, I'm the type who likes to
work alone for a long stretch of time in the studio.
Working in solitude makes it easy to indulge in
flights of fancy. Going back to Portrait About The
Male Female Male Figure, you started to say it
made you see a connection with Venus At Her
Mirror, which is true. Actually the mirror has many
important uses in painting. Not only is it about
creating three-dimensional space within a two-
dimension surface — often the mirror functions to
establish a mental space. Like for example, the
many mirrors that you find within the paintings of
Bacon.

Liu Ye: Is that a deformed figure within the mirror
of your painting?

Wu Chen: Sure, the figure in the mirroris a
combination of a male and female figure. | also
try to give the audience looking at the painting a
small test on their sexual orientation. Liu Ye, what
did you see when you first saw the work?

Liu Ye: That's a breast right? Then that's the
navel?



Wu Chen: Right, so most men when they first see
this will see a female form - normally this means
that the person is straight. But of course this is
just my hypothesis and it doesn’t necessarily
mean I'm accurate.

Liu Ye: So for me, being a straight person, means
that | like femininity?

Wu Chen: Yes.

Liu Ye: Well that's obvious (laughter). Actually
if you look at it longer, it starts to look like the
genitals of a man, right?

Wu Chen: Right, | used part of a female body and
wanted it formally to look a little like a male organ.
Isn't there a saying that everyone has a gay gene
within him or her? It's just the case that some
people have more of this gene than others and

| really want to test myself. When | was painting
this, | also discovered something amazing too -
the setting of this painting is an erotic place. While
searching for images on the internet | discovered
many of these places have hanging in the rooms
reproductions of classical oil paintings: images
of the Holy Mother, Holy Child, the bathing
females of Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres — the
relationship between sex and art is very intimate.

Liu Ye: This is just being human don’t you think?
Eroticism is an important part of what it means to
be human and as a subject matter for art. So from
the perspective of a painting, a subject matter

is more narrow than wide-ranging. Different
relationships can build up from this point, so what

is crucial is the means used to convey things in
this day and age, that's what is most interesting
for me.

Wu Chen: Most of the time, | think painting is
more about conveying things you can understand.
Like a critic or scholar using text to describe
things, each painting has a rationale or concept.
The difference is that I'm accountable only to
myself and there’s no boundary limit to where |
can head towards or associate myself with.

Liu Ye: This is equivalent to how you might work
again on something to complete a new work.
There are not many themes for a painting. Take a
novel for example, a novel really only talks about
one subject matter - the story of love between

a man and woman. An earlier term in English

for the word ‘novel’ was interchangeable with
‘romance’ stories. Of course, there are novels
afterwards that now do not speak about love. But
generally speaking, the most popular classical
novels have used different techniques and writers
to write about love between a man and a woman.
You just have to look at who writes it better or in
an interesting way, Just look at Dream of the Red
Chamber, Jane Eyre, Anna Karenina...

Wu Chen: It's like someone once said that art
history is also a history of sex. In that case you can
say the novel is a history of romance (laughter).

Liu Ye: So the theme of painting is not how we
imagine it to be. It isn't something that has to be
elaborated too much on. | think painting’s validity
is based on your ability to remember culture,

that's when it becomes effective. The work The
Fountain of Bernini is really filled with a lot of
erotic elements within the painting.

Wu Chen: The Fountain of Bernini not only
consists of erotic elements. It is also like a
murder scene too. I'm hoping for the work to

be a mash-up of styles, something similar to
Quentin Tarantino’s films. There is a Snow White
princess from a fairy tale who grows up in reality
to be a recently married young woman. The evil
Queen bursts into the bedchamber of the married
woman who is living in another reality now. A pair
of legs in the foreground, allude to another space
from the position of an observer looking into the
painting. Maybe it's a part of the audience or
myself. In short, there's always foreplay before the
climax.

Liu Ye: The leg you painted into the canvas is very
interesting indeed. In one moment, you take a
fairy tale and bring it straight into reality. The leg
is like medicine; it's used to enhance absurdity

in the painting. Right now there are plenty of
artists who have a lot of absurdity in their work
—even an abstract painting, a good abstract
painting, also can have a lot of absurdity within

it. You have painted a work called Figurative
Portrait of Abstract Artist, which is another work

| like very much. In the beginning, | couldn't tell
what you were painting. After looking at the title,
and then again at the painting, you begin to see
the irony and contradiction within the work. The
relationship of these two things sharing the same
space at the same time is very interesting.



Wu Chen: There is also a painting with Sean
Scully. Personally, I'm not so interested in

his painting nor do | have much feeling or
understanding of abstract painting itself either.
I’'m more interested in him as a person; maybe
because he is Irish. It brings to mind the
emblematic talisman and Irish footballer Roy
Keane, or the band U2, I've always liked them
too. | feel this abstract way of putting colors onto
the canvas is like a violent release. If he uses
abstraction to convey his feelings, then what | am
doing is using a figurative method to express my
understanding of his abstract paintings.

Liu Ye: | saw his exhibition in Shanghai. If
Mondrian is a classic intellectual abstract artist,
then he is also an archetype of a working class
abstract painter for me too. He was born into

the working class. In his work, there are also
elements there that will move people. Abstraction
can very easily turn into something graceful or
decorative, but his work often has a coarseness
toit.

Wu Chen: | also identify with the working class.
I'm also interested in the side where he seems
uneducated — he's something of a scoundrel
too. | remember once in high school, | bought a
football magazine introducing the Irish football
team, “Obstinate and Unruly, Fearless Against
Pressure” — that was their assessment. In the
European or World Cup they won only three
matches: beating England and ltaly in the
process. In 2015, | also painted Self-Portrait,
which was after my first solo show. | wanted to
paint myself as a butcher with a black face, and

where my facial features could feel like abstract
male genitalia. It was my way of prompting myself
to be more aware in a clear-headed way — and to
maintain more courage.

Liu Ye: “The working class must exercise
leadership in everything’, this was a sentence |
heard all the time when | was young. You seem
to always have a habit of painting self-portraits or
portraits of artists.

Wu Chen: Right, I'm always interested in artist
portraits. Untitled No Surname, in the beginning |
had the idea of painting Wang Xingwei's portrait.

Liu Ye: How did the concept come about then?

Wu Chen: The initial idea of the work came

from a photograph of Wang Xingwei. In the
photograph, he was wearing some work clothes.
He was holding a long brush he had made and
in another hand there was a large color palette.
It looked very much like a knight from a medieval
era, wearing armor and ready to stand guard for
painting or something like that. | then applied
Wang Xingwei's way of working and produced a
completed sketch in the beginning. | first used

a computer mouse to sketch, but the problem
with drawing on a computer is that | have never
formally practiced with that before. | felt a lack
of feeling with my hand, so | then painted again
another line sketch. | eventually arrived at

the final painting which became Untitled No
Surname.

Liu Ye: Looking at first, it gives me the impression

of a full stop. It is like a painting produced as

a kind of punctuation mark. The bosom area
resembles the EU currency symbol or maybe a
‘V'is in there too. Then the mouth looks like the
Chinese character * & ' — was this something you

intended?

Wu Chen: Haha, that's a very interesting
interpretation. When you say it like that, | can

see the resemblance there. But | honestly wasn't
thinking in that direction. The sign looking like a
‘Euro’ is part of the armor, the kind from medieval
times.

Liu Ye: Do you want to know why | thought of
these symbols? | was small and had just started
to paint, and in our housing block was an old bus
driver who would tell me how painting should
look like: the two characters for number 6 could
be the eyes, then you would turn around the
number 8 horizontally to make a hat, the number
3 was one ear, you turn over 7 and it's a nose.
This painting made me think of that.

Wu Chen: My paintings begin with a conjecture,
which | use to open up further associations. The
departure point for this painting began with my
painterly way of conveying things, which then can
transform into a relationship with how | imagine
connections that bridge a relationship between
the idea of being a painter and being conditioned
by a particular era. | think to be a painter today is
like the character Don Quixote - there's no aim,
but at the deepest level there is a certain gusto
or a certain conviction there. But maybe this
conviction is a joke too and of course this is my



understanding. Actually, | think its dangerous to
use text in order to try and understand a painting.
But then again you mentioned this ‘Euro’ sign,
which is interesting too.

Liu Ye: In total, how many artist portraits and ‘self-
portraits’ have you made?

Wu Chen: From 2012, | began to paint about ten
or twelve paintings here and there. | normally
paint one or two self-portraits a year. Maybe
because my Zodiac is Leo, so | can be quite
narcissistic. | like to paint these self-portraits.
There are plenty of reasons you could say that my
paintings are mostly all self-portraits. There are
roughly ten portraits of other artists — they work
as my understanding and perception towards a
few artists from a certain period of time. It follows
the changes of my perception towards them, but |
might also return to a particularly portrait in order
to create another one. The subject matter of an
artist portrait is something | will keep persevering
with as | hope that through the artists | paint, | can
make up a version of art history from myself.

Liu Ye: Everyone has artists they like and don't
like. It's always a question from one individual to
another individual. Take Mondrian, who happens
to be an artist | like particularly and who is very
important to me. But for you, maybe he’s not so
important. The artist you might like has a lot to
do with how you judge or understand their work,
which is the most important factor there. Whose
work do you like or are there any artists you
consider to be important to you?

Wu Chen: Matisse. For me, he's in the category
of an enlightened artist. He's really a painting
teacher, because he can teach you so many
specific things about painting. For example, how
to use color in order to convey things or how he
uses line to accentuate a form. | have also painted
about Matisse’s work If Matisse Was Born In the
US and there is a ridiculous premise behind it.
After Matisse and when you arrive at the things
American artists have started to do, then you
begin to see a part of his work in theirs too. Every
time when I'm not sure what to paint or maybe
before | start painting, | like to have a look around
at his books.

Liu Ye: I've also discovered another issue to do
with the way you paint your own name, which is
also very interesting. In your paintings, it seems
that the name painted has a more expanded use.

Wu Chen: Right. If the beginning of painting and
its conceptualization is the stage of insemination;
then the process of painting is the pregnancy;
and its completion is the birth of a new life. Then
giving the work a name is the same as giving a
name to a newborn life. The name is also a way of
giving audiences an entrance or passage to read
into the work. | like to find ways that can give the
name a little more meaning to it. Liu Ye, how do
you normally title your work?

Liu Ye: The titles for my work are something quite
serious. Each painting is different, so giving the
work a title is different every time. That unique
way of giving titles suits your ‘Mau Lei Tau' style
of painting. Some of my paintings have names

only in English without a Chinese translation.

For example, there is a small painting where a
small girl is holding a pig. The interesting thing
was when the painting was auctioned once, they
created an entirely new name for it “..and The Pig
Princess”, which of course, was completely
inappropriate.

Wu Chen: “..and The Pig Princess” (laughter). This
is far more ‘Mau Lei Tau’ than me.

Liu Ye: So your art and personal temperament
relate to things you do, it also includes your
technigue and way of giving titles — they all need
to be matched up and there is a very skillful way in
how they are conveyed together.

Wu Chen: Yes. How to paint will always be at the
core of things.

Liu Ye: So you still see painting as an important
skill?

Wu Chen: Skill is still important. | think it is a tool
to transmit and make concrete your thoughts.
However accurate you are depends on your ability
to master the skill.

Liu Ye: Whether your skill is good or not,
sometimes it signifies whether or not the ‘thing’
you are trying to convey is appropriate or not. So
this is about using judgment as a standard to
gauge what is good or bad. This crude painting
technigue you use is very connected with what
you are trying to express. Can you say a little
about how you learnt to paint?



Wu Chen: Very early on it was just before | took
an exam for senior high school, but | studied only
a short time. It was hopeless for me to enroll into
art academy and | didn't really want to go back to
studies again either. Instead, | got into a painting
course at Southwest Jiaotong University. When

| was little, | always very much liked painting,

and then when | got into primary school, my
father found an old man to teach me painting. |
remember vividly how this old man could use a
pen to draw pictures of horses especially well.
When he taught me to paint, | just enjoyed adding
things onto these horse paintings like wings or
horns. | would give names to the horses such

as ‘Sea Unicorn Beast' The old teacher came to
teach me a few times, before never coming back
again. After that, | simply turned to Dragon Ball Z
in order to draw different kinds of manga.

Liu Ye: You still seem to have a Dragon Ball Z feel
as well as ‘Mo Lei Tau’ too. (Laughter)

Wu Chen: Yes. Akira Toriyama showed me the way
to enlightenment (laughter). So | never really went
through any rigorous form of training to learn
painting. My first lesson in university was with
Xie Nanxing. In order to get into a more creative
state, the important thing about him was that he
would make you forget all the required things you
needed to learn before enrolling in exams. From
my first year, | began renting a studio with friends
to paint. I've always been a little off the track in
that way.

Liu Ye: From the time you were little, you painted
Dragon Ball Zin a ‘Mo Lei Tau’ manga style. Our
generation would look at children’s books too,

but mainly in the realist style such as Jimao Xin
(The Letter with Feathers). Perhaps the most ‘Mo
Lei Tau’ of these was ‘Journey to the West' where
Monkey King is molded into a soldier fighting
against oppression of the feudalist system. For
your generation, you see a natural progression
from that culture into a * Mo Lei Tau 'style
influenced through your exposure to Dragon Ball
Z

Wu Chen: | used to also think that way too. But
today it does seem very ‘Mo Lei Tau’ (laughter).
Yes, | also think it is very important to convey
things sincerely. Liu Ye, | have been thinking about
a question recently. It's basically the difficulty of
painting: before art history perhaps there was

a trajectory from classical to impressionism,
arriving afterwards at modernism, and then you
get to post-modernism. After post-modernism,
you suddenly arrive at a situation where there is
a feeling of no end-goal any longer. Almost as if it
doesn’'t matter anymore what you paint - or even
if you did paint anything, it would never be good
anymore.

Liu Ye: After abstraction, | think on the whole,
formal exploration in painting already ended

by then and it appears we are into a period of
nihilism. This explains why you can paint anything
now, you can still feel that whatever you eventually
do paint, that it is not quite right either.

Wu Chen: That's an accurate way to put it.
Whatever you paint can be ok and what ever

you do paint is not quite right either. Before, at

a certain time in art history, the most important
aspect for an artist was formal experimentation or

to contribute towards how art could be perceived.
Looking at today, where do you see the possibility
of painting now?

Liu Ye: This issue is too big. I've been thinking a
lot about this questions too: painting is something
| decided to do and whatever way you look at this,
this decision to paint already implicates you into

a relationship with history. That's to say, what is
important is not only to work at expanding new
boundaries, but also how you integrate what has
happened before in the past. Painting is not as
free as we imagine, it's something with its own
set of rules. Moreover, it has a thousand years of
history to compare with. So there is a magnitude
of rules and this hasn't changed as much as we
imagine either. Speaking generally, painting is just
a game within a rectangle and it is a very high-
level style of game at that.

Wu Chen: Hmm. The more you think you can
understand art or painting, the more you feel itis a
very difficult game to play with. Painting is also like
Chinese chess. After countless games of Chinese
chess, the variation of moves is already exhausted
now. But also there are fundamental rules to
adhere, you can only jump diagonally and it's not
a movement you change merely for the sake of
being innovative.

Liu Ye: If you change any of these crucial rules,
it no longer becomes Chinese chess and
transforms into another game entirely. There are
certain crucial things that make up painting and
these are the things you follow in order to judge
what is good or bad. If you try to replace these
elements from painting, you end up missing an



essential part of painting. It is very difficult to break
away from this — especially as what defines the
parameters you work within has only four sides to
it.

Wu Chen: Facing painting is like facing a
mountain, | feel like I've actually just entered it.
| need to find a way to convey in a genuine way
all the struggles and torment | have in front of a
canvas.

Liu Ye: Painting is the path you have chosen to
take. It is something interesting just as much as it
is difficult.

Wu Chen: Yes. Hard games are always the ones
that are most interesting. The easy to play games
are the ones that never last long. I've also been
thinking more and more about the title of this
exhibition.

Liu Ye: What are your thoughts?

Wu Chen: | want to use the title of the work Bad
Man Can Also End Up in Heaven for the name of
this exhibition.

Liu Ye: | hope that everyone can go to heaven,
even the ‘bad’ people too. It complements the Mo
Lei Tau style too.

Wu Chen: (Laughter) ‘Bad people’ also have a
beauty to them too. So let's use this name as the
title of the exhibition.

Liu Ye: Sure, | think it suits the exhibition very well
indeed.
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