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Brilliant Flowers Blooming Everywhere in
a Dilapidated Place - Luxurious Pains and

Tanglements in Chen Xiaodan's Works

Liao Wen

In about 2005, I saw two of Chen Xiaodan's paintings, one was
a big stick with many fragmented flowers attached to both ends,
and the other was just a large pile of fragmented flowers. Those
fragmented flowers were like petals but didn't form regular
shapes, layers upon layers, randomly curling up; plain-colored
ceramics were like efflorescent "bones", aloof and fragile; the
edges of fragmented flowers had the tint of warm pink color,
presenting the "voluptuousness” of oozing blood, bloody but
beautiful, as if bones were blooming with flesh flowers, implying
a serious sense of injury, but blooming tenaciously and nakedly.
"Flower's" value and form as a permanent imagery of life in
art is an art problem I have been interested in for many years,
therefore I was very sensitive when seeing the "bone flowers".
And I instinctively felt, only a woman could present the sense of
injury in life through such an experiencing way of empathy to
express the sense of injury in life. No matter as a woman or as a

researcher of female art, I am quite familiar with such a way.

In 2006, as I unexpectedly obtained a little sponsorship, the
research theme of "Flower Not Flower" could be presented in
the form of an exhibition, and I thought of Chen Xiaodan's
"bone flowers". I was quite familiar with other invited artists
and their works except for Chen, therefore she was the last one

that I contacted. Perhaps my invitation was a little abrupt, or
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too straightforward, I felt Chen seemed a bit surprised, even
nervous, however she gave me a positive answer, that besides
those two pieces of "bone flowers", she would create new works
to participate in this exhibition. Then I was the one to feel
surprised. With my common sense about ceramic technique, it
was rather difficult to create large-scale works in a short time. I
told Chen she only had two months, not daring to expect her
new works could be finished on time, but I was still touched by
Chen's perseverance and passion for creation. Nevertheless, one
and a half months later, I received several dozens of big heavy
paper boxes, containing tens of thousands of ceramic "flowers".
Chen said, she followed her inclinations and molded these
"flowers", feeling like "making dumpling won ton", impulsive
and pleasant. Ceramic "flowers" didn't have fixed molding, like
flowers but not flowers. One piece seemed like shit or debris,
however, thousands of them together were like various flowers
blooming vigorously, giving us the impression of still growing
and extending on the ground of the exhibition hall. T was
really surprise that Chen made rough, fragile and cheap low-
temperature ceramics so full of life, however, lacking a little
sensitivity and delicacy. Then I guessed, maybe she didn't have

enough time to perfectly finish her works.

In 2010, to select works for my exhibition "Creating with Their




Heart and Blood", I went to Chen's home, expecting to learn

more about Chen's creation and life. Chen took me to look
around her studio and storehouse, and it was amazing to see the
large quantity of her works, even her husband Yang Jlanping
didn't know when she had created so many works, and told us
that Chen often made lots of works out of impulsion. What's
more surprising was the ceramic flowers from the exhibition of
"Flowers Not Flowers" had been successively "further processed"
by Chen during the last four years. Chen said, those ceramic
flowers were fired in low temperature, then she glazed and fired
them out of impulsion, and later glazed and fired them out
of impulsion again — it was completely up to her impulsion
to decide to put on which sort of glaze and fire them for how
many times. We usually pay much attention to ceramic wares'
molding, not-easily-controlled glaze, complicated working
procedures and the fragile material, however, Chen's ceramic
flowers don't have the exquisite air with the molding of lumps,
like flowers and also like shit. She also glazed them different
kinds of colors, miscellaneous and somewhat magnificent.
Taking out the boxes containing her "treasures”, Chen chattered
about them. Meanwhile, she placed them on the table and the
ground one by one, feeling satisfied and happy, and I felt like
watching a "young girl" playing with her wardrobe and jewelries.

When those beautiful "lumps"” were placed side by side into a

large stretch, they presented a casual and random situation of
tanglement, which was perhaps the expression of Chen's inner

feelings.

During more than one decade of contacting female artists, I find
that, though different people have different mental states, their
experiencing ways are mostly un-realistic, disorderly, irregular,
disregarding time or space, fragmented and overlapped, with
the feeling of "tanglement"” as their common psychological
imagery. Many female artists prefer the way of handwork
of hand continuously corresponding to heart, re\leasing and
consolidating the indescribable feelings into their works. There
is an ancient Chinese saying, "There is no physiognomy in the
world, what you see is what you think." From kneading, firing,
glazing, firing again, glazing again, and firing one more time,
Chen's ceramic flowers experience complicated procedures of
handwork lasting for quite a few years, eventually becoming the
current appearance, which is certainly connected with Chen's

psychological and mental state in a direct way.

Chen once said, "There are still pains and tanglements in the best
days." Her works repeatedly present the pains and tanglements.
"Bones" and "flowers" are Chen's favorite themes, and she

repeatedly uses them and continues to expand them. From
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making a piece of ceramic work into the shape of blade bones
painted with exquisite and spectacular glazes and colors and
then hanging them like ornaments, to turning over the mold
of a twisted thigh bone into a huge sculpture stuck with white
porcelain chips like petals or butterfly's wings, to directly firing
animals' bones in a kilm and sewing them in the patterns of
plum blossoms and bamboos in literate painting on a transparent
silk background, and even turning the silicon out-layer of that
huge bone sculpture inside out and sticking hundreds of steel

needles onto it, Chen rushes forward in a crazy manner.

In recent years, "ceramic" works are quite fashionable. Most
artists just change to another special material and molding,
and almost nobody could grasp and take advantage of the
distinguishing quality of "ceramics” like Chen, incorporating
it into the works' conception and vision. Taking her ceramic
flowers for instance, the ceramic works are repeatedly fired, the
shapes change a little after each time of firing, and condense
more, producing an indescribable sense of visual tanglement;
she breaks the glaze's tradition of meticulous outlining, directly
splash the glaze onto her works, thoroughly releasing her emotion
but still maintaining the magnificence. In the thigh bone, the
white ceramic chips at the bone's body and the twisting point are
pure but thin and fragile, trivial but complicated, like a phantom
just arising from a dead body, like revival after death, sadly
beautiful. I think, on the one hand this benefits from Chen's
specialty in ceramics, enabling her to freely grasp and apply
ceramics' various qualities; on the other hand, this benefits from
Chen's relaxed ever wild state, so that she could freely release
and express herself, just like what she said, "Art gives me the
freedom of dressing myself, and also the freedom of random talk

in private.”

With the understanding of also being an intellectual woman
myself, I know that Chen's expression of pains and tanglements
is luxurious. This has double connotations: first, this sort of

pains and tanglements are based on the situation of living a

superior life, having enough time, desiring for appreciation,
acknowledgement and attention without being satisfied. Both
of ancient Chinese aristocratic women and western women of
middle class in the past had the same intense experiences, which
is a high-class aesthetic experience. What's different is, surviving
in the modern life, women with the profound cultivation of
traditions have more expansive and vehement inner conflicts.
Orthodoxness and rebellion, luxury and cheapness, tenacity
and fragility, willfulness and tanglement, death and vitality, and
etc, all these have been sufficiently embodied in Chen's works.
Second, it's lucky to find an individual way of art creation to
release and express these pains and tanglements. Chen often
mocks herself that her impulsion during creation is "high fever",
however the capability of “high fever" means the physique is
still alright. Chen often gives me the "compliment” that I have
"fearless arbitrariness", but actually I have lost the ability of

having "high fever".

These years, I review the difference between the ways of Chinese
and western cultures, and find that western culture is mostly
outward, for instance, the western women of middle class
engendered feminism out of tanglements, crying, screaming, even
becoming hysteric, while, ancient Chinese aristocratic women
could only sing in tanglement, like Du Liniang in the drama
Peony Pavilion, "There used to be various flowers blooming
everywhere, now is only a scene of dilapidation”". When I
appreciate Chen Xiaodan's works, my mental state is like one
line in Li Qingzhao's ci (classical poetry conforming to a definite
pattern), "I would rather stay at home behind curtains - out of
sight, and there I'd listen to the laughter of others to share the

mirth of this festive night."

Written in Xiaobao, Song Zhuang on December 31, 2010.
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So Blooming:

Interpretation of Chen Xiaodan's Works

Jiang Mei

Chen Xiaodan has named almost all her works "Bloom".
According to common sense, "blooming" is not only an action
but also a state. For a flower which is blooming, or a blooming
flower, both indicate the significance of vigorous vitality with
a subtle difference: the former emphasizes the timing and the
growing strength of the action of "blooming”, and the latter
concentrates on the state of the flower with less emphasis on the
element of its growing strength and more description about its
unrestrained state of opening. Chen Xiaodan names most of
her works "Bloom", and I believe it has double connotations.
"Blooming" could also lead to more comprehensive mental
associations and metaphors related to the states of human body,
life, thought, soul, and etc. Maybe we could put it in this way,
just because of the word's profuse connotations, Chen has put

almost all her works under the theme of "blooming".

When reviewing the track of Chen creating the "Bloom" series,
we could retrace her steps back to an oil painting "Drifting",
one of Chen's representative pieces in her early phase, with
"flowers" presenting relatively representational images at that
time. Some small flowers were scattered around, surrounding
and also being attracted by a certain strength of a "black hole"
with a strong symbolization of women, which was enclosed by
a thick black square frame. The gloomy and heavy colors, the
drifting, profound and blurry atmosphere, and the particular
heavy texture made in the bottom of the painting, all these added
to the comparison among these images in the higher part and the
equilibrium between the strengths in the painting, meanwhile
implied Chen's attention for her works' textural quality. As
a matter of fact, the attention and emphasis on the material's
quality has been gradually strengthened and improved in her later
series of works, forming the most conspicuous and meaningful

characteristic of her works.

Her painting Drifting didn't last long in people's impression.
After participating in the "1st Chinese Oil Painting Biennale" in

1993, Chen was almost complete separated from the art circles
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to take care of her family and child. For quite a long time, Chen
played the roles of a respectable teacher, a responsible wife and
mother, being busy with the teaching job and family chores, and
could hardly spare any time to create works. Though satisfied
with her students' respect and affection to a certain extent, she
was more and more bothered by a sense of insecurity with time
elapsing, feeling that her dream about art during her youth
and college had departed from her farther away, which really
disturbed and frustrated her. Sometimes, she even felt confused
and unsure about her talent. However, she eventually decided to

believe herself, listening to her inner desires and summons.

In the later stage of the 1990s, Chen began to concentrate on
creation. She painted a great many drafts, and then created oil
paintings according to the drafts. She tried to create some oil
paintings with the style of expressionism, seemingly quite lyric
and poetic, and instantly obtained lots of friends' affirmation. In
the paintings, there were most semi-abstract and semi-concrete
flower-like images, most people thought they were flowers,
and she seemed to be uncertain about it at that time, and
ambiguously admitted they were flowers when answering others'
questions. However, in my opinion, these flower-like shapes
were just some drifting emotional imagery, and the calligraphic
brushstrokes delivered more about the painter's certain spiritual
and psychological state. Actually, later these imageries always
appeared in Chen's works, continuing to change and evolve,
sometimes powerful and sometimes gentle, conforming to her

inner state all the time.

The paintings created in the later stage of the 1990s could be
regarded as a sort of attempt for Chen's future creation, or a
sort of adjustment and preparation for entering the state of real

creation.

When organizing a female art exhibition in 2000, I saw
these oil paintings, perceiving a woman artist's sensitive and

exquisite elements about colors and brushstrokes which was



also spectacular and unrestrained, therefore I asked her to join
my exhibition. That was a comprehensive exhibition, including
paintings, mixed media, installations, photographs, videos, and
etc. Chen was especially assiduous, not only sent me paintings,
but also created two pieces of three-dimensional works made
of pink-colored and flesh-colored handicraft paper. These two
pieces' appearance was not dainty, implying the imagery of
"flower", seeming rather simple and carefree, and producing
quite a good visual effect in the exhibition hall. Now reviewing
these two pieces, I realize their importance to Chen, indicating a
new starting point, and her later creation of the "Bloom" series

of mixed media and installations started exactly from here.

From 2003, Chen decided to apply her old skill of making
ceramics to expressing some of her artistic ideas. She felt that she
had quite good feelings and hold of ceramic clay's performance
and firing. She borrowed her friend's ceramic studio to make
experiments of creation. Firing ceramic has its own risks:
unburned moulded ceramics are put inside a kiln to be fired,
and nobody could guarantee they would all be successful results
after coming out of the kiln. Though Chen's works were not
exceptional, this attempt seemed to be successful. Except for
some broken pieces, those intact works were really amazing. At
first Chen named them Flowers, however those works' spiritual
energy actually exceeded this common title far away. Perhaps we
could call them "flowers", but they were never common flowers
in the sense of botany, as they didn't seem fragrant, delicate or
charming; perhaps we could compare them with flowers, but
they were not common flowers, as they were substantial but
definitely related with intelligence and spiritualism. They seemed
to be between flowers and non-flowers, more like the product
of a certain concept. In 2004, three pieces of these works
were invited to participate in "Dream of Dragon Race - China
Contemporary Art Exhibition" organized by Irish Contemporary
Art Museum, obtaining compliments from the art circles at home

and abroad. They constitute Chen's most important series.

When creating these ceramic works, Chen described herself
working as a craftsman, but she didn't work with patterns for
reference like any craftsman. She squeezed, pressed and rolled the
clay with instinct, and created imagined images. Those figurines
of bones, irregular beehives and petals, and the blood-like pink
color on those weird-shaped flesh-colored ceramics, could bring
strong visual impacts and sensory stimulations. Perhaps out of
a woman's instinct, I naturally felt these works must be closely
related with women's physiological and psychological experiences
at the first glance, as they delivered a strong sense about woman's
body. As expected, when I had difficulty finding the exact words
to describe those works, Chen gave me a hint, "I think these are
like internal organs.” Yes, they were really like internal organs,
not only organs, some were like bones with blooming "flowers".
Chen called them flowers, and they were really alternative
flowers. Later, she changed the names of this series and included

them into the series of "Bloom" - a more open word.

Later, following the similar thought, Chen derived other series of
works. For instance, she created thousands of different shaped
small ceramic pieces, painted some with pink, red, yellowish
brown, burnt umber, gray, white and some other glazes and
burnt them into plain-colored ceramics, or painted some with
turquoise, azurite, cobalt-blue, gaml;oges, pink, red and some
other bright colors, traced in gold, and then fired them. When
displaying them, she hung or piled them into patterns of special
significance, or just placed them on the ground randomly.
Different ways of displaying produced completely different
effects, sometimes cute and weird, sometimes natural and

unsophisticated, sometimes luxurious and spectacular- -

Chen also put these small pieces into the nature, on a lawn, a
snowfield or sandy oil; sometimes they were all exposed in the
site, sometimes some of them were partially concealed. Then,
she took photographs for these small works to make records in
the way of photography, therefore they had another appearance

in those photos. Chen also once made a great many dark-pink

13



colored small pieces, scattering them on the ground to form a
large pattern. Viewing them from a distance, those red curling
things were like fragmented petals layers upon layers; closely
observing them, you would have an absolutely different view:
they were unlike petals, more like thick and bright-colored flesh
fragments. These works consisting of small pieces reveal the
humorous and light-hearted side of Chen's creation to some

extent.

The imageries of bone and flower first appeared in the series of
ceramic works created in 2003. In one piece of the works, a
pipe-shaped object had many irregular ceramic pieces attached
to both ends, as the flesh-colored ceramic was tainted with red
color, this piece of work gave audience the weird impression of
a bone with flowers blooming on it. I was really excited to see
this piece, impressed by its textural quality, appropriate form,
sufficient charisma, and especially the strong sense of feminism.
I had the feeling that it was the result of the artist's inner even
instinctive female strength, with a strong perception of female
life hidden inside.

I remember I talked about my opinions with Chen, and
she agreed with me, also telling me about her working and
psychological states at that time, and some of her considerations
about women's problems. We had more communications about
the specialty of women's physiology and psychology, women's
difficulties and problems in reality, and some more practical
problems about women's health, as she apparently cared much
about these problems, and also tried to find solutions. With
further communications, I found that "the bone with blooming
flowers" gradually formed a cruel, tenacious but also beautiful,
fragile imagery of death and life interwoven together. Chen
seemed to be obsessed with this imagery, trying to further
create and represent these shocking and amazing objects. Life
and death, beauty and cruelty, tenacity and fragility, they were
miraculously put side by side, just corresponding to the reality of
life and the world.
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Chen began to intentionally collect some animal bones,
cleaned, boiled, picked out the remaining meat, selected some
of interesting shapes, turned over the mould to enlarge the
size, and created vivid bone-shaped sculptures of plaster or
resin or porcelain. Going to Jingde town, she asked craftsmen
to especially produce hand-made white-porcelain flowers and
insects. She said, "Insects are lives just like flowers, beautiful
and fragile." She carefully stuck these white flowers and insects
to the bones according to proportion. The fragility, gentleness
and beauty of the white-porcelain flowers and insects formed a
distinct comparison with the hardness and coldness of the bones.
Compared with her previous ceramic works, the representational
bones, flowers and insects added a melancholy touch of

symbolism and a sort of poetic beauty to her works.

At first, the works' sizes were not big, with the length from 30 to
50 centimeters. She created several dozens of works, hung them
in a long row on the wall during the exhibition, interweaving
with the shadows made by the lights to make the audience feel
a kind of quiet elegance. In the latter half of 2007, to challenge
herself, Chen created three pieces of large-scale works, mostly
made of glass fibre reinforced plastic and aluminum. Though
these works had similar molding, different materials produced
completely different sensory effects. As for the two pieces of glass
fibre reinforced plastic participating in the exhibitions of "Deep
Breath" and "Women's Creation" in 2008, the huge shoulder
bones of glass fibre reinforced plastic stood or lay at the entrance
of the exhibition, and white flowers and tiny insects gathered
or scattered on the bones. The enlargement of the size enabled
these pieces of works to maintain their inherent temperament
and meanwhile put on more visual tension. As for that piece of
aluminum, which has never been publicly displayed, after being
carefully polished, it shines with bright and quiet light, and the
combination with white-porcelain flowers and insects presents a

touch of particular beauty a little bit like a science fiction.

The success of these large-scale works meant an important leap




in Chen's creation. She no longer worried about her creation of
large pieces, and her mood of creation became more confident

and unrestrained.

We could clearly perceive this positive change in the following
works. In "Bloom - Plum Blossoms in Snow" and "Bloom -
Bamboos", the two pieces of mixed media participating in the
exhibition of "Left Hand & Right Hand" in 2009, besides
continuing to use white porcelain flowers, she boldly used ready-
made aluminum net and silk as the background, directly sewed
real animal bones onto it as the branches of plum trees and
bamboos, and borrowed the molding of plum blossoms and
bamboos from Wang Mian's plum blossoms in the Yuan Dynasty
and Wang Shishen's ink bamboos in the Qing Dynasty, which
not only enabled her works to deliver the familiar "shocking”
beauty but also added the touch of classic literate painting. In
the piece of work hung in the red temple art space in 2010, she
skillfully took advantage of the old building's structure and effect
of light and shade, used the commonest fishing net and tough
waste colored paper to make a large bouquet of unsophisticated
and cozy "flowers", fishing nets tightly wrapped the "flowers",
meanwhile tangled with them. The flowers were in a safe but also
restricted position, seemingly implying the situation of human
beings especially women in the real life, that is, always lingering
and hesitating between the dependence on a certain sense of
security and the desire for freedom. Chen reminded people in a
well-meaning way, applying her familiar and skillful art language

and means.

Reviewing Chen's art career in those years, I would always feel
touched and have lots of thoughts. In 2005, I wrote about my
impression about Chen in the article "The Imagery of Wounded
Blooming Flowers". I said, I connected "wounded blooming
flowers" with Chen's works not because Chen's creation had
much to do with this book ("Wounded Blooming Flowers" is a
book about rock music) or rock music, but because this phrase

itself presented a distinct imagery - wounded flowers vigorously

bloomed, beautiful, sad and tough, which stirred my mental
associations. Then Chen's image emerged in my mind: a little
disheveled curly hair, loose and fitting clothing, a pair of big eyes
on her delicate face with somewhat anxiety inside, sometimes her
previously fair-complexioned face seemed a little dim because
of weariness. She would crazily work with clay disregarding
day or night; she would straightforwardly talk about her
understanding of art and life in her unique way. Her personality
and perseverance are not only represented by her words and
behaviors, but also reflected in her works like "wounded

blooming flowers".

It has been five years since I wrote that article. During the past
five years, Chen's creation entered a flourishing and mature
phase, and her image has also changed a lot. Smooth long hair
grows to her waist, her face is still delicate, but there is no longer
anxiety or restlessness in her eyes, though she is still sometimes
bothered by sleeplessness, generally speaking, her inner world
becomes more tranquil and peaceful. She said, she felt happy
every time she began to create something. Art is good medicine,
which is true and definite for Chen. She really admires two old
women artists: one is Vivienne Westwood, an old child and old
punk, in the international fashion circles famous for her rebellion
and unconventionality, and the other is Louise Bonfrgeois, who
just passed away in this year (2010), was regarded as an evergreen
tree in the international art circles, famous for her drastic and
treacherous feministic style. Of course, she also talks with high
spirit about other women artists, such as Frieda Kahlo, Kiki
Smith, Lady GaGa -+ Her usual compliment for those favorite
women artists is "fabulous”. Hence, we could easily discover
the passion and dream deep inside Chen's heart. When writing
this article, I suddenly recollected another large piece of work
finished almost the same time of that large-scale work in 2008,
which could be regarded as a by-product of the previous large-
scale work - the silicon out-layer mould of that resin sculpture.
After peeling it off, Chen was really excited by its physiological

texture and color looking exactly like skin, which was truly
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