


HEm E4
AR 22 R E



RERE GKEF4a

HREE R

BEIBT FAR OB OB

# 3£ JOY BLOSER  BKPH7#F

2 £ [ERIC GREGORY POWELL #%itE B #
"ERXY AR

HIELM Bt

ng B RUEZA BOERS-LI MiJER AVE iR

BEHER&mE ( C1P) HiE -

K2R/ HEEEH . — b PEERZEL
FRAt, 2012.8

ISBN 978-7-5503-0332—4

[. QK- II.OF M. OzE—fEmsFEaE—
BE—Ef V. ©J221

o [ A A B 50 CIP ¥ % T (2012) 38 197134 5

KRR — A R

Tise E
PRER M. BRek#E &

Ho& A E
HEREST P EEA R
b} [ e HUNEE L 218 5 K& 310002
http://www. caapress. com
W AEFERE
B BUH R PR A
Rl BN R BRI PR A
R 2012458 A% 1R
R 20124 8 A% 1 KENRI
21
& 889mmX1194mm 1/12
¥ 60T
B 197R
#  0001-1000
ISBN  978-7-5503-0332-4
E v 280.00 T

DT B HS 3 FH S #EW
&



H3% CONTENTS

SERE /75505 Wandering Lives / Fang Zhiling [008] =% Mulan River (027] HE «ig
17« A/ EFF Object-Memory-Art / Lu Mingjun [(024] 4%, B%5 %%/ #itk Experience,
Imagination and Homesickness (0701 —A KL BRI E / Sk A Dominant History / Zhu Zhu [
094) BEEEES Chen Yujun [099] ZARMEIESLERRNK / BNkl The Arogance of Art
and Prejudice of Painting / Cui Cancan (702 & FL{ES Chen Yufan [765] RIS EZ
% / Y)3L= Positive Utopia / LU Libin [768] & Artist Information [246]



&g EH
A ISR S B AL












H3% CONTENTS

SERE /75505 Wandering Lives / Fang Zhiling [008] =% Mulan River (027] HE «ig
17« A/ EFF Object-Memory-Art / Lu Mingjun [(024] 4%, B%5 %%/ #itk Experience,
Imagination and Homesickness (0701 —A KL BRI E / Sk A Dominant History / Zhu Zhu [
094) BEEEES Chen Yujun [099] ZARMEIESLERRNK / BNkl The Arogance of Art
and Prejudice of Painting / Cui Cancan (702 & FL{ES Chen Yufan [765] RIS EZ
% / Y)3L= Positive Utopia / LU Libin [768] & Artist Information [246]



B,







NG N e

171N/ 10N ;
Wandering Lives
TR N FIRRS B A

Recounting the Recent Works of Chen Yufan and Chen Yujun
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TMME—9 F7% &K BN 28 300emx300cmx300cm 2008
A

Asian: Circumscription-95quare Meters Wood . Photos |, Painting  300em*300cm=300cm 2008

In May of 2010, a large wooden box, 3m on a side, stood in the central hall of the Arario
Beijing gallery as part of the “Reshaping History: Chinart 2000 to 2009” exhibition.
The front face of the box was open and the interior was decorated with a profusion of
images: old photographs, marked up maps, hand drawn sketches and landscapes, and
even esoteric symbols and diagrams that exuded an air of mystery. Some images were
ceremoniously installed within elaborate frames, others were mounted on fabric, others
still were placed in plastic bags, nailed directly in place, or even carved into the walls. The
outer surfaces of the box were decorated in a similarly inscrutable manner, while in one
corner of the box sat a pile of postal packages, their seals torn open. The monotonous
wood grain patterns of the walls and the new wooden floorboards below produced an
unsettling effect. When combined with the memories called forth by the bizarre décor,

the wooden box yielded the impression of a dwelling in which time had run amok.

The wooden box called to mind a residence, but without windows, doors, and the
artifacts and markers of daily life, it assiduously avoided any attempt at simulating
true residential space. Instead, it constructed an uncomfortably reified psychological
space that seemed to harbor thoughts and memories belonging to some other world,
and infused with the earthy scent of rainforest mud. This wooden box was titled “Asian
World — 9 m2” and its creators were two brothers from Hangzhou, China, Chen Yufan
and Chen Yujun.

“Asian World” is a theme that the two brothers have been expanding upon since an
initial collaborative installation done in 2008. The theme, which is intimately connected
with the immigration history of their family, is an “extensive thread” that “manifests
personal experience and imagination.” In their progression from the earliest work “0.6
m2” to the aforementioned “9 m2”, their expression of this thread of internal experiences
and images has grown in richness and clarity, alongside its notable expansion in outward
dimension. The intention of the brothers in “9 m2”is to make use of “the physical form
of a simulated hut, and the scattered fragments of information within it... to describe a

unique living space, and the alienated identities of its residents.”



The “scattered fragments of information” within the box encompass a few different
categories of objects. First, there are the old photographs: a group photo of the brothers’
great grandmother and paternal grandparents, a 1961 photo of the brothers with their
father, a photo of their extended family taken in Malaysia in the 1970', a group photo
of them with their siblings (all of whom share the morpheme “Yu” in their given names),
and others. The second category of objects includes images and texts related to their
family’s history of immigration, including maps of Malaysia, photographs of buildings
in their ancestral home of Putian, Fujian province, a map of the distribution of surnames
in the town, as well as texts related to these places. The third category of objects includes
drawings, paintings and symbols designed by the brothers, which can be roughly divided
into two types: images taken from reality, such as portraits of relatives, a sketch of the
family courtyard, a landscape of the scenery near their hometown, a depiction of a family
gathering at Chinese New Year, or hand-drawn Malaysian currency; and images of the
imagination, including sketches, collages, paper cuttings, weavings and other crafts. Their
subject matter stretches from the mysterious to the romantic, from distorted human
figures to birds, trees and sailboats. Amongst these “fragments” there are two unique
symbols designed by the brothers, composed of curving and swirling lines, and a lone

Chinese character—that for water —that demand particular attention.

As the “fragments” tell their stories within physical space, they also express hidden
inner experiences. The space within the wooden box not only hints at the spartan and
transitory physical conditions of the immigrant family, it also implies the latent conflict
between feelings of despondent nostalgia and the heterogeneity of reality. The various
photos, texts and diagrams sketch the outlines of one family’s history of immigration,
while also conveying a variety of subtle emotional responses to these conditions: fond
memories, the tug of nostalgié, lamenting the passing of time, recollections of youthful
romance, frustration and loss... the scattered fragments pile up to form the “the
alienated identities of (the) residents,” though the “residents” are not only those relatives
who drifted abroad, but also the brothers themselves, and all who have been forced
by circumstances to leave their homeland and wander the uﬁpredictablqlgndscape of

modern society.
2.

Of the two brothers, Chen Yujun was the first to gain public notice. Prior to
participating in the influential “Smells Like Teen Spirit—Cutting-edge Chinese
Painting Awards Exhibition” in 2004, he had shown works at the “General Painting
Documentary Exhibition”and the “17th Annual China New Artists Exhibition”, both of
which showcased the work of young artists. Later, his work was accepted at the 2005 “2nd
Chengdu Biennial”. Despite these successes, Chen was never classified as one of the “post
1970” artists because his works did not share in their concern with displaying scenes of
local life.

In 2007, Chen Yujun held a small-scale solo exhibition in Beijing titled “Made in
Jiangnan”, which was a retrospective of paintings with distinctively orientalist overtones.
The reaction to the exhibition was muted. The modern art community was more
concerned with the psycho-social maladies of the current moment in China, and could
make little sense of Chen Yujun's mystifying and absurdist handling of the connotations

of orientalism. The wan reception of his exhibition had a strong impact on the artist. He
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Geographical Diagram of Yuontou Viloge  Marker Pen , Ink , Paper 53 5cmx265cm 2008
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Made in JiongNan Nel  Mixed Colored Medium on Papsr  76cm*26.5¢m 2006
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became aware that the core of the “Made in Jiangnan” series was a merely an alteration
to the language of painting. The pieces threw off the influence of the great masters, and
forged an individual style through the adoption of a new vocabulary. A few of the works
succeeded in expressing his personal anxieties, but his inner preoccupations were at odds
with the current zeitgeist. In this sense, “Made in Jiangnan” inevitably appeared far too

detached and leisurely to be suited to the times.

While still mulling over the implications of “Made in Jiangnan”, Chen Yujun had the
urge to return to a project that had been on the backburner for a few years, “Human
Condition - Language of Matter”. Originally the series was intended to express his
realizations regarding the formal language and mental world of the expressionist masters.
The new works retained the obscure and absurd elements of his “Made in Jiangnan”
series, but also took on the passionate character of the “Human Condition - Language
of Matter” series, manifesting the intensity of anxious and depressive feelings desperately
seeking a means of expression. These dark emotions resurfaced with violent intensity at
the end of 2007 in a series of almost completely abstract “Circles”. As if possessed by the
subconscious, he produced painting after painting built upon the simple foundation of a
circular form. The “Circles” mostly seemed to whirl at high speed, containing all manner
of colors, forms, pictures and symbols; some blurred, some clear; marked by spontaneous
brushstrokes, objects and logos drawn from everyaay life, allusions to classic works of
art, and mysterious folk symbols. Marked by the profusion of overlapping and jumbled
symbolic implications, the pieces overflowed with emotional turmoil and a longing
for self-destruction. Looking back, it is clear that these works were a direct expression
of the indecision and intense internal conflicts Chen Yujun was experiencing at the
time, Their production, however, was marked by his lack of confidence in his ability to
express himself, and the works were largely the product of an unconscious release of his

confusion and anxiety.

The catalyst that allowed Chen Yujun to work through his internal conflicts can be
found in the chaotic symbolic language of the circles themselves. It was something
intimately connected to the customs of his homeland—symbols carrying special religious
significance whose emotional resonance finally allowed him to envision the bridge that
would link is explorations of orientalism to the world around him. He began to create
a series of “Rituals” related to the migratory history of his ancestors. At first glance,
the soft pallette, simple forms, and sincere voice of these works, combined the religious
overtones of the subject matter, seem to indicate a continuation of his orientalist vein of
work. However, the pieces are infused with the languid aromas and comforting scents
of daily life in Southeast Asia, which indicated a departure from the past. For the artist,
these small pieces, with their undeniable emotional resonance, heralded a completely

new direction.

Compared to his brother Chen Yujun, Chen Yufan has walked a more difficult artistic
path. In 1999, after his brother took a teaching appointment in Hangzhou, Chen Yufan
quit his job and moved to the city, where he began to live off of his art. Even in the
face of economic pressure, his greatest vexation remained his own artistic path. Under
the influence of various schools of thought, he struggled to establish a unique identity.

However, in 2005, his artistic career took an important turn when he tested into the



Chinese Academy of Art’s general graduate program. In the new environment of the
academy, he was able to supplement his previously fragmented knowledge of art and
construct a comprehensive artistic outlook. Rather than continue in painting, which
relied on his established artistic vocabulary and his personal style of handling the brush,
he felt more taken with working with techniques that placed less emphasis on personal
style. By 2006, Chen Yufan was experimenting with an unusual technique—hole
punching—in which he would used a machine to punch holes in a canvas or paperboard,
rather than approach these surfaces with the more refined and personal brushwork of a

painter.

Hole-punching was not Chen Yufan's invention. The technique had complex origins in
the art world, having first been applied to paintings by the Italian artist Lucio Fontana
in the 1940’s. After first developing and establishing the technique of slashing canvases,
Fontana began to frequently punch holes in his works. However, with regards to their
place in the evolution of modern and contemporary art, Fontana’s experiments with
slashing and punching were confined within the complex logic of the dada, fluxus, and
happening movements, and later informed the pop and conceptual art movements. The
techniques were not widely recognized or adopted beyond these conceptual frameworks.
"The main thrust of these movements was to liberate art from the elitist framework that
placed primacy on painting and sculpture, and formulate a more expansive framework

that brought art closer to contemporary society, culture and inner experience.

Obviously, for Chen Yufan, the technique of hole-punching was a means of expressing
his own understanding of this complex system of artistic thought, one which differed
from Fontana’s more directly subversive attitude. Chen Yufan viewed hole-punching
as a constructive language—ahother form of “brushwork” whose expressive ability was
derived from a commonplace and anonymous marking. In doing so, he transformed the

provocative symbols of Fontana into a unique means of patterning a canvas.

When Chen Yufan took the step of combining hole-punching with a folk custom from
his hometown—incense burning—he finally made the leap from the éiplomtion of
technique to legitimate artistic expression. He used burning sticks of incense to burn
dense patterns of holes into paperboard. The ashes that clung to the edges of the holes
not only served to mark the clean paperboard with a strikingly stark palette of greys
and umbers, they also served as a reminder of the slow cruel process by which the holes
were created. The visually simplicity of the original hole-punching technique had been
complicated by an unrelentingly intense internal conflict. Moreover, the central forms in
the paintings restated the connection to the customs of the artist'’s hometown: solemn
and mysterious designs suffused with religious feeling, surrounded by dense and complex
patterns of holes reminiscent of layers of hanging pear! curtains. This series, titled “Into
One”, does not make use of a broad palette, nor does it require stunning technique
to accomplish. Nor is there even the vaguest outline or depiction of reality. There is
merely a concise visual form, a fleeting historical memory. Gone are the warmth and

heterogeneity of life, and with it the willfully patient emotions that burn within.
4.

During roughly the same period of time, the two brothers managed to link their art to

their family history, and the customs of their ancestral homeland. Obviously, this did

THKHT HAZEHE 116ecmx72em 2007
Disoppearing Form  Mixed medio on paper  llbem*72cm 2007
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not happen by pure chance. In fact, from the time Chen Yufan moved to Hangzhou, the
brothers were sharing a studio, and intensively critiquing each other’s work. During the
phase where each sought find his own unique voice, the differences in personality and
temperament resulted in bodies of work that bear little external resemblance to each
other. However, at the moment when their artistic explorations turned inwards to the
expression of internal experience, their common memories of family, their shared life
experiences, not to mention their long-term personal interactions with each other, led
them to similar internal terrain. Thus, at the beginning of 2008, the brothers felt they
had to find a means of artistic creation that would unknot and give expression to the

interwoven threads of their emotional lives. They chose to work with installations.

Their first installation made use of discarded wrapping paper, old books, powdered
limestone, and cheap lumber to construct “Mulan River”, named for the river that
flows near their hometown. Stacks of books with their covers torn off were used to
symbolically outline the course of the river, while cardboard and rough lumber were
knocked together to represent buildings, old docks and decrepit houseboats. At intervals
there were structures of a more mysterious nature, made from carved and engraved
wood. Figures resembling wandering spirits were drawn onto scraps of paper that were
placed on simple platforms scattered throughout the river valley. The overall effect was

reminiscent of a museum diorama depicting a traditional village.

The landscape of “Mulan River” is concise and abstract, with no obvious indicators of
place, other than the title. Yet, without doubt, it reconstructs a familiar portrait of life, no
matter whether that familiarity is due to personal experience, a description in a book, or
a previously seen image that itself constructs a historical impression of life. However, the
installation does not objectively manifest some pre-existing historical reality, rather it is a
poetic impression. In these damaged books and the paper shoulders of the river valley, in
the limestone dust and the conspicuous nail heads, in the wasteland of loose thread and

the landscape of withered fantasy, a nostalgic and world-weary lament rings out.

“The culture of the overseas Min Chinese people has left us many special memories from
childhood... We cannot measure the gap between our scattered fragments of memory,
and our current reality, nor count the connections that link them. The estrangement that
arises from this cultural difference is the source for our acts of creation... We hope that
by undertaking this long-term project we can sort and catalog these scattered fragments
of ancestral memory, as well as the tangled threads of emotion that exist within them.”
Clearly, for the brothers, “Mulan River” is a means of binding together the memories
of family and the emotional ties that linger into the present. In the artists’ imagination,
“the other half of (our) family” travelled down this river and over the sea to a distant
land. In reality, the brothers themselves followed this river when they left the warmth of
home and ventured forth to make their way in a modern metropolis. In “Mulan River”,
the imagined experiences of their ancestors overlap with their interior responses to their
own wanderings. In their own words, “Mulan River” is a “stream of thought endowed
with religious connotations, that winds through the connections between ‘man’ and
‘geography’.” It is also an attempt to transcend cultural differences and alienation, by

tracing the twists and turns of a wandering existence back to their psychological source.



2008's “Map of Asia” series was the unveiling of a project that Chen Yujun had been
ruminating on for some time. “Map of Asia” utilizes a dizzying array of techniques and
structures composed of overlapping spaces of varying dimensions to implement its dust-
filled vision of collapse and dispersion. However, as far as Chen Yujun was concerned,
the important thing about the series was not its complex construction, scale of vision, or
expansive poetic mood, rather it was its conceptual structure: “Asia” is not a geographical
concept, but a linguistic stand-in for childhood imaginings, and a civilization that has
long since faded away. In a certain sense, “Made in Jiangnan” represented Chen Yujun's
subconscious infatuation with this civilization, while the mysterious and fantastical “Map
of Asia”, strewn with the dust of collapse and decay, represented the clear-eyed view of
a contemporary man gazing into the depths of space and time. However, it is not just a
lament for what is past; this eccentric and opulent series also the product of the artist’s

imagination applied to the predicaments of modern society.

By the time of 2007’s “20 Lives” and “Made in Jiangnan — Moonlit Night”, Chen Yujun
had already developed a unique stylistic voice, but there remained a gap between his
work and the his deepest inner responses to the reality of modern existence. The “Rituals”
series, through its romantic imagining of his ancestors lives in exotic Southeast Asia,
and through the threading together a detached visual language with a mysterious and
inviting poetic vision, conveyed the novel sense of something that had dropped out of
the heavens, whole, perfect and complete. Nonetheless, Chen Yujun still considered these
to be nothing more than fragmented, experimental works. Starting with “ Map of Asia”,
he finally began to confidently express his complex inner experiences. He came to the
understanding that even the seemingly fantastic and remote reaches of his imagination
still embodied the inner psychic turmoil of the individual in conflict with modern
society. The exquisite, enchanting, and thought-provoking world of books, filled with its
irresistible air of faded decadence—a world of personal proclivities he initially felt bore
no relation to reality—inexplicably harmonized with the complexities of his interior
distress. This unexpected correlation catalyzed the long suppressed desire to express and

create.

After “Map of Asia”, Chen Yujun began using the title “Asian Worlds” to describe his
new works. In contrast to the grand juxtapositions of time and space found in “Map of
Asia”, “Asian Worlds” was very concrete. The use of dimensions in the title of a piece
such as “Asian Worlds — 5.2 m2, No. 3” was both a precise reference to the size of the
piece, and a hin;: of a possible connection to the space represented within the piece.
These paintings of interior spaces were concrete references to the temporary dwellings
that the “other half of (his) family” might have inhabited in their travels. They were
endowed with the emotional resonances of Chen Yujun’s imagined version of their

historical migrations.

By 2009, Chen Yujun's “Asian Worlds” had expanded to include several different spatial
concepts: pieces like “Asian Worlds — 1.65 m2, No. 3” were depictions of small interior
spaces of wall paper, floor and ceiling tiles, and period household articles that conveyed a
dense collage of eastern aesthetics. Memory, longing and a delicate heartache intertwined
within an atmosphere of antique decay. The subjects of other pieces, such as “Asian
Worlds — 5.2 m2, No. 37, were empty ruins constructed within a decorative gazebo-like

frame, hung with strips of wallpaper, faced with marble walls and floors, and sometimes
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