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Preface

At the end of the 1990s, Chen Zhen, a traveling Chinese artist in France, had already become one of the most important young artists on contemporary art stage. His works
try to analyze and express various problems confronted by the society and individuals. The deep and devoted concern about human situation and future has lasted until
the last moment of his life. Five years after his departure, 14 representative works of this cultural homeless person finally return to the homeland. This is not only retrospection
and commemoration of Chen Zhen's life, but also opens a window for us to see Chen Zhen, to understand Chen Zhen, fo sigh with emotion for Chen Zhen.

This exhibition is a comprehensive presentation of Chen Zhen's 10-year-long art life. These 14 pieces of installation works are representative works of different creation
phases, especially Jue Chang, a large-scale installation work, would appear publicly in China for the first ime. From these magnificent works, the audience could feel his
intelligent observation, and appreciate his simple and sincere art style. He integrated the calm and rational form with the work, meanwhile, all the formal construction firmly
grasps the pulse of its artistic theme, that is moral predicament evolves into individual’s internal loneliness, info quiet cultural crisis on the verge of breaking out, and into
fragility behind the civil surface. Facing the realty and the illusion, he never gave up his lifetime ideal to cure diseases, always expecting to wake up people’s consciousness
to recognize the reality. The works' exquisite form and profound connotation bring out the best in each other in complete harmony.

Though Chen Zhen's art has won much applause in international art circle, Chinese audience rarely have the chance to directly appreciation these art works. This time,
Shanghai Art Museum is honored to exhibit the essence of Chen Zhen's art works in Shanghai. | believer, for many professionals in art circle and art fans, appreciating the
original works created by the favorite artist is a very precious experience.

Sincerely wish this exhibition would be a perfect success!
Fang Zengxian

Director of Shanghai Art Museum
February 8, 2006
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Setting Out

— Wiritten in Anticipation of Chen Zhen'’s Exhibition
Zhang Qing

The spring wind has once more approached the Yangtze's southern shore
When will the bright moon light my journey home?
—Wang Anshi

In early 2005, when | curated an exhibition of paintings by Yan Pei-Ming at the Shanghai Art Museum, the essay | wrote was titled “Coming Home." One year later, as | sif in
the same place to consider the works of Chen Zhen, two opposite words are spinning around in my head: setting out.

In the spring of 2005, Chen Zhen's widow Xu Min came to Shanghai to meet with us here at the museum. She had heard that during the “Year of France in China,” the
Shanghai Art Museum had mounted exhibitions of Chinese artists residing in France, including Yan Pei-Ming and Jiang Dahai. She revealed that she was somewhat
disappointed that no exhibition of Chen Zhen's work had come to pass during that period, and as a native Shanghainese living abroad, Xu Min wished to realize her late
husband'’s wish of organizing an exhibition in the city where he had once lived and worked. No one sitting at the table that day was not moved, and it was then that | came
upon the idea to curate an exhibition of works by Chen Zhen.

In 1996, | met Chen Zhen at the opening ceremony of the very first Shanghai Biennale. From the start, our conversations were ambitious. We talked about the attitudes of
Chinese artists then working abroad. | was then considering how to curate an large-scale exhibition of contemporary art, and immediately invited him to participate. He, in
turn, expressed his sincere interest in the project. Chen Zhen was an extraordinarily conscientious man; he went out of his way to write his Chinese name on his French
namecard, to facilitate easier communication between us. At that time, curators in China were challenged doubly by a lack of space and resources, and in the end, this
exhibition did not come to pass. In 1998, when | went to Vancouver to participate in the “South of the Yangtze” exhibition, | encountered Chen Zhen's work once more, this
time a montage of photos documenting destroyed old-style houses from Shanghai. In the winter of 2000, on the road to Guangzhou with a dozen or so of my colleagues
from the Museum to participate in Lai Shaoqi's memorial service, the news of Chen Zhen'’s passing suddenly reached us from Paris, and the bunch of us spent our time amidst
the winter winds of southern China, quietly grieving. As a Shanghai-born artist, Chen Zhen's brilliance and accomplishments in the European art world have long been
considered superlative. Now, in the spring of 2006, Chen Zhen’s major works have finally returned to Shanghai, and | write these words in remembrance of him.

Chen Zhen was among the major figures in the modern art movement of Shanghai in the 1980s. During this period, his art mainly explored the connections between
spirituality, life, and the Chinese philosophical view of the universe. At the same time, with his ever-open attitude, he absorbed and digested the concepts of modern
Western philosophy and art, and his thought and creation mirrored the larger cultural trends of the 1980s.

At the age of 30, Chen Zhen chose to “set out,” and moved to France.

He acutely observed Western and non-Western cultures, the contradictions and conflicts between global and local. In his works, we can clearly see an idea of art as the
only, if meager, means of restoring balance to a world led astray. In his mind, art could heal the human spirit, and once healed, that spirit could implement the ideals of a
harmonious society. All the races of the world, through exchange, dialogue, negofiation, and accommodation, could do away with their contradictions and conflicts, and
build the possibility of equality. In 1995, to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the United Nations, he created his work “Roundtable,” which elegantly
embodies these ideals.



Even as time keeps on going, Chen Zhen was fond of saying, Chinese culture will always retain its “genes.” Chen Zhen’s art was always inseparable from his daily life and
historical memories of Shanghai. He was extremely careful o observe and record the details of life in Shanghai, to find the artistic meaning of everyday objects, and this
meaning was precisely the artistic form with which the artist could endow and transform the object. His large-scale installation, “Everyday Incantations” was a thorough
reflection of this methodology. In this work, the artist suddenly discovered, even if the outdoor toilet is a casualty of Shanghai's urbanization process, it is still a staple of
Shanghai life, residing in the city’s collective memory. Chen Zhen astutely combined readymade objects with the techniques of fraditional art, using the two to create new
and different art objects.

Chen Zhen frequently suffered from illness, and as a result, he was extremely sensitive to the notion of life as fate. He turned invisible organs into visible objects, and used the
fragile medium of glass to create a series of transparent organs. In cutting out and enlarging this miniature world of the body, Chen Zhen was able to communicate the pain
of iliness that he could never voice himself. The transparent organs, once on display, became a sort of “body landscape in crystal,” forming a space for dialogue between
flesh and spirit. The artist felt that the body was endowed with unlimited potential, and like a city, with its own internal landscape. He turned suffering organs into “monaster-
ies” that could transcend the very life they gave.

In 1998, Chen Zhen accepted a commission from the Tel Aviv Museum to create a work called “Jue Chang” in which he collected beds and chairs from countries around
the world, and formed them into ten drums. At the exhibition, a group of Tibetan monks played the drums calling for peace. Israeli viewers joined in, fiercely banging on the
drums with their guns and billy clubs. At this moment, people of different political persuasions, different religious beliefs, different nationalities, in banging together on these
drums, gradually moved toward a single rhythm. This was not merely Chen Zhen's hopeful plan of “using violence to cure violence,” but also a way of using the moving
power of art to aid in the Middle East peace process. In 1999, as Chen Zhen'’s iliness grew ever more serious, he made a plan of himself becoming a doctor. He not only
bought a great number of books on Chinese medicine for his own research, but invited his father and brother to give him lectures. He was preparing to travel to India and
Africa in search of other non-Western forms of treatment. from treating his immune system to treating his spiritual system, Chen Zhen was in search of the perfect cure to that
which ails mankind. Out of this experience grew his work “Jue Chang - Dancing Body, Drumming Mind,” in which 10 bed-drums and 55 chair-drums combine and human
hands (human skin) touch drum heads (cow hide) in invocation of a mutual cure. In other words, as one seeks one’s own cure, one also seeks a cure for the other. This Zen-
like plan was implemented in collaboration with Tan Dun, although sadly it could not be completed in advance of Chen Zhen's death. In the autumn of 2003, when Chen
Zhe - Silence Sonore opened at the Palais de Tokyo in Paris, Tan Dun wrote a piece of music to accompany it. Two percussionists drummed out the rhythm and the dancer
Huang Doudou danced fo it. This work forms the cornerstone of the current exhibition, at last returned to China to encounter viewers here. At the opening in Shanghai, we
will invite six drummers and six dancers to complete this work. As they tap out the rhythm of “Jue Chang,” its somber sounds will serve as a re-instantiation of the power of
Chen Zhen's life itself, and indeed a continuation of that life.

This exhibition displays 14 representative works from the artist's career, here returned to the city where he first lived and worked. The thought behind these works serves as their
vital organs, just as this exhibition serves as a vital organ for the Museum, and the Museum serves as a vital organ for the city. Right now, Chen Zhen's art offers us unlimited
space for imagination. In this way, his artistic concepts transcend individuality, nationality, locality, temporality, iliness, and fortune.

“The character ‘zou’ (fo walk, to leave, to set forth) is quite appropriate. Of course, its extended meaning is a setting forth of the spirit,” Chen Zhen once said. If Chen Zhen

has left, it behooves us to remember that leaving is itself a form of franscendence.

Shanghai, January 6, 2006
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These years, investment, adaptation and evolvement in life and association and communication with others have enriched my experiences. This is similar with water’s
situation. Water's quality is limpid, fluid and penetrative. Water's status is to absorb the essence, to converge the continents, and to assemble the people.

I'd like to emphasize the importance of multiple experiences, and | don't advocate that concept leads art. For more than three decades, most artists have created works
starting from concept, and then wholesaled them to exhibitions throughout the world. However, | want fo inspire the passion of creation with friction and short circuit caused
by experiences in different fime and space.

People’s depth depends on whether his experience is rich or nof, just like water's power lies on its volume. In my work, the relationship between experience and creation is
just a relationship of conversion. This conversion has no border or limit. It may be the conversion in concept, or the conversion in material. | believe, special experiences
shape special people, and special art.

Extracts of Chen Zhen's Notes
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