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FOREWORD

Emily de Wolfe Pettit

Liberty, the power of choice and self-determination, is a strange paradox that resides in the orbits of both
necessity and luxury. An enigma too her friend freedom:- as much as being free from restraints suggests carte blanche,
so too self-control is implied. As the cult Sci Fi novelist Frank Herbert once said:- “seek freedom and become captive of
your desires; seek discipline and find your liberty.” In recent years artists Chi Ming and J S Tan, both associated with
two of the world’s finest art colleges and their country’s leading art professors, yet physical and artistic worlds apart,
have embarked on disciplined and deep-seated undertakings to explore processes of freedom and liberty through their
artistic expression. Freedom from mantles inherited, freedom from restrictive branding to one artistic genre or style
in which they excel, and as young men forging distinct personas, with the ultimate objective of securing the requisite
freedom to truly engage in processes of self-determination. While commonalities to their causes and ends may exist,
their journeys through these bodies of works could not be more radically different. While one is hot-headed, the other is
as cool as you please; as Michelle Ho has observed:- “to be Taoist, they are fire and water”. Placing their works side-by-
side, it is interesting to witness how they unfold to inform the other:- the sensual quality of Tan’s ink and charcoal works,
and the perspectival layering of Chi Ming's oil paintings are brought more to the fore in the presence of the other. What
transpires is Chi Ming as captive of his desires and infinite scenarios of ambiguity in power and role plays with his muse,
while J S Tan is releasing his, and finding escape, even playfulness, through discipline and unambiguity.

Chi Ming, the third generation in a family line of artists, inherited an artist's mantle from another era. His
grandfather painted portraits of Mao, in his day plastered over every factory and home across China. Ming’s father went
on to the more autonomous, but no less prescribed niche of creating cinematic posters from the 70’s, and it was to the
backdrop of this world that Chi Ming grew up. It was a largely monotone one, where “art” was meant to imitate life, yet
life had nothing to do with art. However all of this was about to change:- Mao was dead and rampant capitalism was
soon to be born; an idealist like Chi Ming needed to turn inwards, both metaphorically and literally, to find beauty and
escape from the outside world’s ensuing chaos and ‘orderlessness’ as he calls it. Unlike his father and grandfather before
him, Chi Ming is fortunate to be able to fully indulge his artistic freedom and is keen to find beauty and theatricality, a
seed planted by his father, in everything around him. J S Tan, on the other hand, was born into a family with no artist
precedent. In this context, his choice of artist career was certainly exotic, and possibly contra to expectations, particularly
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for this outwardly practical, multi-talented character who may have pursued many a more ‘mainstream’ career. Tan’s
earlier works reveal his negotiation of this circumstance, in works rife with the sinister side to external power structures,
and social hierarchies” entitlement and inequality. Ambivalence, and the tart taste of conscious choice over un-navigated
terrain, have been all too familiar to both as men and artists.

While Chi Ming finds release through the fractious nature of existence in his highly expressionistic oil paintings,
J S Tan conversely sifts chaos through stabilized, logical forms and finds release through their inherent stability. Chi
Ming’s world is erotic, voyeuristic and highly corporeal, one that he conjures through a multitude of small, tangential
brushstrokes and density of a range of colours combined to give primacy to feeling. It is obvious that he takes pleasure
in applying his painterly skills to explore textures, to uncover the female form in particular, and applies his refined sense
of palette to romanticize interior, private spaces, the place of exploration for alter egos and sexual fantasies. Chi Ming
savors a cache of open-ended questions through ambiguous references, for instance the knife, an instrument of threat and
attack in a lover’s hand in Midsummer, or his young niece made up as a grown woman in Playing Adult or, conversely, his

muse infantilized and clutching a teddy bear in Longing for Childhood. He delves into the clandestine world of S & M in
Chain, depicts figures as headless or only partially rendered, sometimes retaining on the canvas a ream of tape over the
heads of his subjects in works such as A Chinese Book, Off the Wooden Floor and Lovers. For Chi Ming, it is as if his embrace
of absolute freedom, however anarchic, is an antidote to the trivial, commonplace strains of contemporary living - and
moreover, affirmation of life. In this exhibition, ] S Tan has taken the pole opposite approach through his body of ink and
charcoal works, relinquishing power to logical, pre-determined directives and irrefutable forms. In contrast to Chi Ming,
Tan is thereby revealing beauty in, and through the process of, order. While, as Michelle Ho has observed, Tan’s earlier
images “imposed psychological and emotional control over the viewer”, his most recent body of charcoal and ink works
conversely “liberate into the purity of shapes and lines, the order and security of unchanging geometrical laws”. Tan goes
on:- “space eats into space... leading to autonomy”. Tan’s enormous discipline in creating a highly sensitive gradation of
shading through a monochromatic palette reveals both skill and moreover, resolve. That is not to say he has also not had
fun with these works, describing Study of Bricks in Space V as reminding him of a “big bow tie”. Observing Chi Ming and
Tan’s works in conjunction with each other also reveals the cross-over cultural approaches of the two. Just as ] S enters
an Eastern, and moreover Confucian realm of self-cultivation and discipline, espousing tenets that one must first govern
oneself before one can govern others, through technical mastery over his chosen materiality, Chi Ming exudes Western,
and specifically Descartian, models of both individualism and dualism of mind over matter.

It is Atkins and Ai's great privilege to showcase the joint exhibition, Testing Freedom’s Temperature. Our thanks
to Nikolaus Ellrodt for bringing us to Chi Ming and continued thanks to Ian Charles Stewart for his introduction to the
diverse ] S Tan. We are fortunate indeed to have Michelle Ho, part of the Emmy-award winning team at Yuanfang Media,
as writer and interviewer.



“But where the danger is, also grows the saving power.”
- Friedrich Hélderlin
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"I got peace of mind, only through the study of rules
nobody could change." — Louise Bourgeois
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CATALOGUE ESSAY

Michelle Ho

"The increase of destructiveness goes side by side with the increase of human skill, for like the Monkey with magical powers, we
are able to walk upon the clouds and turn somersaults in the air, to pull monkey hair out of our monkey legs and transform them
into little monkeys to harass the enemy, to knock at the very gates of Heaven, brush the Heavenly Gate Keeper brusquely aside and
demand a place in the company of the gods".

- The Art of Living, Lin Yutang

Some time ago, Carl Jung declared that “our fearsome gods have changed their names - they now rhyme with
-ism.” Like the Monkey with magical powers in Journey to the West, we swept aside all heavenly authority and erected
our great institutions of democracy, capitalism and science. Their heavenly hosts, including cynicism, secularisation,
disenchantment and skepticism followed soon after. But lately, the world has started to grow tired of these -isms.
And the rise of China, likened to some irrational and uncontrollable force to the West with its millennia-old culture of
realism and a philosophy more content with marveling at, rather than demystifying, every working of the universe, has
been uncannily timely. For while the revolution of radical rationalization is still unfolding, a newfound mystification
with technology and a more primordial, spiritual state of being is rearing its head. And in the works of two talented
young artists Chi Ming and ] S Tan are the ominous stirrings of this new intersection between disenchantment and a
counterculture of re-enchantment.
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Shandong-born artist Chi Ming looks on his generation with a complex attitude. Through round, Puyi-esque
glasses, he sees a cold reality riddled with the quasi-mythical. His birthplace, Yantai City, today a major industrial hub,
was where the emperor Qin Shi Huang once searched for the elixir of immortality. His grandfather was a painter whose
life and labour revolved around the sacred aura of Mao Zedong, while his father painted cinematic posters propagating
the Chairman’s messaging. From such roots, Chi Ming moved to Beijing in 2001 to study at the Central Academy of Fine
Arts. At that time Chi’s creative environment was dominated by the prolific painter and professor Liu Xiaodong, whose
fluid and narrative style of realism rode against the wave of Political Pop and Cynical Realism. Chi went on to forge his
own brand of realism, pursuing emotional honesty over innovation for innovation’s sake and a philosophy of mankind
as “earth-bound”.
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Whereas his grandfather painted Mao portraits during the Cultural Revolution and his father caught the end of
the “religion” of Mao, Chi Ming questions the effects of self as religion for his own generation. The end of Mao marked
the end of an era of heroism and dignity owing to an intimate alliance among men united under a single vision (Friendship
I, illustrated page 9, is in stark contrast to Friendship II, page 40). For Chi Ming, China’s most rapid era of economic
change delivered one form of freedom but a new imprisonment under materialism and cultural dissipation. Born
without heroes or ideals, the only suitable posture for the Chinese youth of the last two decades seems to have a jaded
acceptance towards a fragmented and materialistic reality. It's a social condition aptly captured in Gates Opened (page 45),
an ironically grandiose title for the scene of a bedroom with an unreachable window and lamp shining on an empty bed.

« .

.
a
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The urge for freedom takes shape in Chi Ming’s works as a defiance of accepted social norms, distorted
perspectives and in some cases, a sublimation of reality, as Chi dances between Realism, Surrealism and Romanticism.
A heady dose of the latter appears in Ballet Dream II (page 44), where Chi’s muse and girlfriend is depicted as a stone-
faced Degasian ballerina; its inversion manifests as she appears in a blonde wig in the foreboding Black Skies (page 13)
and KTV (cover), thereby offering a temporary release by allowing Chi to subvert the identities of his subject. As he looks
for the surreal in life (A Fire in the Winter, page 25) or fashions it (Whereabouts of Harm, page 28), Chi captures the longings
for a narrative arc. He also continuously seeks ideals amongst China’s Post-80s generation, one controlled by politics
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and money and caged inside its own superficial freedom. The absent figures in Past Lovers (page 38), for instance, create
a sacred zone in the middle of reality protected from decay and disenchantment. Elsewhere, Chi Ming’s depiction of
intense, almost intoxicating interior spaces, as exemplified in his Ballet Dream series, appear illuminated like a stage set
with the players about to enter. The parallel of reality to theatricality in Chi Ming’s body of works reveals a desire to treat
life with the same hallowed reverence that directors and actors reserve for the stage.
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Producing his works from a modest studio, where neighbours’ laundry line the corridors and stray cats roam
the communal grounds, Chi brings to life an autobiographical but powerfully representative world with expressionistic
detail and a great sensitivity to palette. By depicting his subjects as cut-off figures, erased faces and seemingly unfinished
spaces, Chi hints at an alternative reality and more vital force that evades our grasp. But whereas in Past Lovers that space
represents a bygone purity, the motifs of sexual sadism in Midsummer (title page) and Chain (opposite), vanity and decay
in A Chinese Book (page 5) and Longing for Childhood (page 56), and encroaching perspectival layers in Ballet Dream I (page
37) and Dry and Hot (page 49) suggest that that vital force may be essentially destructive and uncontrollable. Indeed, in
conversation with Chi Ming, he questions whether the force behind man’s heroism, his creativity and violence may well
be one and the same.

The “life force” has indeed appeared before. It has been named Eros, Thanatos, and Bacchus in the West. Each
time it seduced with a reaffirmation of life but ultimately reeled into chaos. In the East, as Chi Ming himself has alluded,
the Bushido code of the Samurai offered a way to harness the fierce spirit of man under well-defined tenants of conduct
and wisdom. But it was only temporary at best. Confucianism likewise may have underpinned Chinese civilization for
millennia but was gradually taken to justify violence in private spheres. In After School (page 8) the scene surrounding the
self-portrait of a fearful-looking young Chi Ming is charming, comely and as tactile as the reams of paper upon which
the young ward of a disciplinarian father is dutifully practicing his calligraphy. And despite or because of, his first-hand
familiarity with physical harshness, Chi often depicts the aesthetic and the sensual or a sense of looming destruction, no
matter how quotidian the scene. If re-engagement with man’s pre-civilisation spirit holds the potential for emancipation
and cultural re-invigoration, Chi Ming approaches it with a mixture of fascination and caution.

In the works of J S Tan, the exploration of a culturally or primordially more authentic time and space plays
out with equally haunting power. In his first solo exhibition “Culture of Entitlement”, Tan forced us to confront our
modern institutions like a Dorian Gray before his portrait. For all of modernity’s achievements, it created an iron-cage of
bureaucracy that entitled sanctimonious but disempowering institutions such as religious orders, monarchical powers
and gender-based systems, to oppress or leave behind those who did not conform. Tan in such works as Girl Falling,
Glutton and Girl Screaming (illustrated pages 10 - 11) unmasked the bitter illusions left over from the Enlightenment
which had failed to deliver the promise of human order and liberation based on human praxis.
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A year later, Tan has surprised his observers with a major conceptual shift. His figurative paintings have given
way to a series of enigmatic charcoal drawings and inks. Human agents have been plucked out of the picture and in
their place, shapes and lines, bricks and wires, and unnamable objects float in space. With the meticulous gradation of a
monochromatic palette, Tan begins to liberate from the breakdown of man-made hierarchies into the order and security
of unchanging geometrical laws.

Study of Space 1 (title page) could be a metaphor for such a transitional moment. Like some Weberian iron-
cage of a technically ordered, regimented, dehumanized society, it taunts with a passage to freedom but finally clamps
down with an impenetrable top. And although ordered, Tan’s hypnotic compositions such as Study of Space 2 and Study
of Space 3 (pages 20 and 21) form a visual entrapment that arrests the viewer in contradictory states of inevitable escape
and inevitable imprisonment. The paradox sustained in these works is a little like Schrodinger’s cat, the enduring icon of
quantum mechanics which presents the scenario of a cat in a black box that is alive and dead based on a quantum truth
but alive and dead when we look into the box. We step into the twilight zone again in the works Study of Chair in Space,

where the world of qualities (the chair) eats into the dimension of abstract space as if the former belonged to a mightier,
immutable substratum. But the illusion of security does not hold. Isolated and austere, the chair sits reminiscent of Andy
Warhol’s 1964 Electric Chair, suspended in a wash of still mist with its arms pinned down by two dark ominous bars.
We are left wondering, with a mixture of attraction and fear that borders on the sublime, whether an alternative order is
really being presented here.

Certainly the tumultuous decades of modernity, from its global wars and totalitarian regimes to systemic
financial meltdowns, have proven society’s ability to forge new myths out of moments of despair. And so what began
as an urge to escape has the power to transcend into a revitalization movement, not least of which is China’s opening-
and-reform in the 1970s. Chinese artists likewise burst through the socialist representational tradition and its remarkably
constrained but fertile environment to give birth to some of the most significant Chinese contemporary art movements
such as Cynical Realism in the 1990s. Today, Tan's work represents not only that of a generation standing at the tail end
of disenchantment but at the intersection between art and mankind’s greatest creative power yet: technology.

The Hong Kong-born, Beijing-raised Tan these days straddles computer science, design and art theory as both
a student and a practitioner in Rhode Island, U.S. And with digital design guru John Maeda as a major influence, Tan
has embraced a new world of “magic”, programming vast, sprawling digital universes. The fascination and creative
play revived by technology represents a crucial counter tendency in modern culture that has emerged to fill the void of
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departed beliefs. The longing for other worlds, once satisfied by religion and visions of heaven, is now being answered
by virtual universes with new social architecture and identities, and their own rules of life and death.

As the modernist project delegitimizes, another response that has emerged is a re-enchantment with the
spiritual or primordial. Indeed, recent years have seen the spiritualities and philosophies of the East migrate into the
West, sometimes arriving whole, but more often cut up and customised. In Tan's large-scale work Menhirs (pages 32 - 33),
towering blocks rise like caged ominous symbols, silent but expectant and guarding a light whose origin is obscure. By
drawing on the image of Menhirs, ancient stones thought to have been used by druids for human sacrifice or remnants
of a complex ideological system, Tan no longer portrays an individual or collective body struggling against a system, but
a more mysterious primitive force awaiting liberation. In his ink works on rice paper, the impression of captive fences
(Study of Lines 6 and 7, page 16) are challenged by a more playful rediscovery of lines and looser, calligraphic brushwork
that call up a traditional Chinese artistic sensibility more intimate with the spirit of things than rigid outward form or
realistic reenactment (Study of Lines 1 and 2, page 4).
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As Chinese philosopher and writer Lin Yutang (1895 - 1976) remarked in Art of Living, “man is, as it were,
sandwiched between heaven and earth, between idealism and realism, between lofty thoughts and the baser passions,”
which could account for the inescapable fate of all man-made institutions to eventually cave-in because of the flaws
inherited by its imperfect creator. Like the magical monkey we had enough power to knock on the gates of heaven but
were not good enough, at least not on our own, to remain in the company of the immortals. Indeed none of the counter
values, counter utopias or systems - not technology, not the new spiritualities - that man has come up with in the last
few decades have proven worthy to uphold a new world order. The works of ] S Tan and Chi Ming, in radically different
ways, harbour the stirrings of a complex adaptive reaction to the decentering of our modern institutions. The honesty of
their felt experience and their ability to explore dialectics in their art are a testimony of their talent as artists and as bold
forerunners of a generation in transition.
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IN CONVERSATION WITH CHI MING

Michelle Ho

Michelle Ho (MH): You take the baton from a family of artists since the Mao era. The forces behind art have reshuffled a
lot since then. Where do you see yourself standing?

Chi Ming (CM): In the early years, my grandfather was president of an art club, the equivalent of an advertising agency
these days. He later became a “public artist”, producing the Mao portraits that were plastered over every factory and
home during the Cultural Revolution. Art was not true to the artist's real life in the sense that it didn’t reflect our living
conditions and inner life. But it was true to our beliefs. We sincerely believed in an ideology and a savior. Politics defined
life and art in a way that you can only compare with art in North Korea today. My dad caught the end of "the age of
religion" with Mao as its godhead. In the 70s, he went on to paint cinema posters. I grew up in a world of old movie
theatres and went on to study at the Central Academy of Fine Art. During that time, art had already become its own
religion and each artist had become his own sun.

MH: But we all know flying too close to the sun is dangerous. In our post-secular age, do you think artists have done a
good job with their newfound autonomy?

CM: Art in ancient times may have been singular, but it was also highly functional. Take for instance, ancient Greek and
Egyptian art, Renaissance art and Buddhist murals. The collective spirit and body of work was very strong and each
individual artist had less weight to bear. Mythology and religion defined the art of that time, but more importantly it
was the childhood of humanity. Art was living, fresh and full. I think every style of art is “right” and its birth is justified
by reason. It’s the right language for its time. So abstract and conceptual art evolved as the right language for a highly-
developed, capitalist world. But while we can learn a lot from the history of Western art, it's not our [Chinese] language.
And even with the language artists are using now, I still sense it's somewhat distant from the reality of contemporary
Chinese society. As for function, to some degree all art is fundamentally an expression of self. In itself, self-expression is
not constructive unless it impacts society. And only time can be the judge of that.

MH: It looks like time has proven constrained environments can be as fertile as freedom for art. Or is “freedom” in
contemporary China a mixed bag?

CM: The present generation in China is controlled not only by politics, but also money. All we have left is leisure.
Everyone is caught up in his or her own trivial struggles. In this country and age, reality is fragmented, disorderly and
cruel. Our generation lives in a time of peace, yet a time in which we have impoverished natural resources to enrich our
material life. We're less able to endure hardship compared to previous generations, but more able compared to the next.
We're more ready to accept new things than the previous generations, but likely less so than the next. Our present reality
is insipid. We're very far removed from ideal. But something inside the human heart always leaves space for the ideal
and even wonderful.
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MH: Is that what you try to capture?

CM: I try to restore a true feeling. I capture those insipid fragments and memories in time and solidify them on the
canvas. What “feels” real is not necessarily what is, and I constantly switch between the heart and the face of reality.
To offer an accurate and vivid expression of the moment of truth for a community - that is pioneering. That is a
breakthrough experience. I look for those moments expressed in the details of life and paint that narrative.

MH: You consider alienation to be your generation’s disease. It looks chronic. Can the artist shift that?

CM: I am skeptical even of the identity of artist. Taken too far, I believe it can consume you and, in the end, alienate
you. Everything we create eventually alienates us. For instance, the cars, mobile phones, and all our legal and moral
institutions that we invented to help and protect us, have ultimately alienated us. Confucius only invented a “way” for
man to live with others, based on our nature. People obeyed and restrained their essential nature for a more “harmonious”
existence and some cultivated it to get into public office. But then came the story of a son cutting off his own flesh to feed
his starving father. Filial piety went too far by then. In the same way, art theory and art institutions eventually alienate
art. It's important to protect intuition and our animalistic nature.

MH: Would you say this tendency towards alienation is like a correction mechanism?

CM: Human desire does not know its limits. It's the body, the animal, that stops you from eating to your death. A cat
would never have that tendency. It knows when it’s full. God is fair. Humans are so smart that we could be dangerous,
but he placed within us a mechanism a sort of insatiable desire for comfort, luxury and gluttony that is kind of self-
destructive. You can see that in our culture of materialism.

MH: Is painting a way for you to keep that animal nature in check?

CM: I find peace in painting. If I don’t paint for a long time, I feel like my insides are being wrung.

MH: How has the combination of Mao, Confucius and market influenced what you do and why you do it?

CM: Discipline and work form most of my childhood memories. After school I went straight to my father to do my
homework or study painting. I remember as a child I hardly played with other kids. My life revolved around a limited
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circle of adults. Now that I think about it, I wonder why I didn’t develop depression or autism. I understood that my
parents loved me, but I couldn’t understand why I was being treated like some sort of private property. As I grew into
an adult, I slowly began to understand why. The mentality is deeply rooted in China, and for thousands of years, family
violence became instilled in Confucian tradition. On top of that, my parents, born in the early days of the Republic, were
shaped by their revolutionary education. My father was overwhelmingly concerned with what I painted. Because of my
reclusive childhood, I found the process of painting to be a process of self-confirmation. I painted what was inside me
and what I envisaged as a pure land, but I also wanted to get rid of the nightmare. So the paintings of my childhood were
both an escape and a burden.

MH: Different cultures and power structures have come up with all sorts of way to justify violence. Does the violence
that emerges in the current exhibition of your work exist as a sort of engagement in that dialogue?

CM: I think that aggression exists in all of us. It’s just that our current society is so tempered and no longer tolerates it
so we can only agree to disagree or learn to use other means of manipulation. But it will always be there. Sometimes I
wonder if I'm violating that nature by obeying even the most trivial of social rules. I even find myself pausing at traffic
lights, debating whether I should follow the rest of the Beijing drivers to run the red lights, or obey for the sake of
obeying.

MH: You wed violence and sex often in your work.

CM: Sex and the human body is miraculous and mysterious. It will always remain obscure. I suspect that behind our
sexual drive, our violence and our creativity is the same powerful, but faceless life force. I heard about an experiment
once by scientists who believed that a certain part of the brain was responsible for our aggression. They contemplated
destroying it, but then realised that that would mean the end of humanity’s creative function.

MH: What's next for you?

CM: Draw. I'd like to draw. In the end, we all do what we want to do most.

Chi Ming iR
Whereabouts of Harm (opposite)
F A (RS )

Oil on Wooden Panel
AR 1]

2012
20x 31 cm
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IN CONVERSATION WITH J S TAN

Michelle Ho

Michelle Ho (MH): Your previous figurative works have been interpreted as a way by which you exercised control over
dogma and oppressive power structures. Obviously there are no people in geometry! Is the new phase a way to take
everyone, including yourself, out of the picture and the creative process too?

J S Tan (JST): This body of work is a different investigation. I wanted to explore space formally, almost scientifically.
Part of my own stylistic decisions seeps through and is reflected in the work, for instance the cage-like structures, the
humour of the bow-tie, the finish on the paper. But to a large extent these are just a product of how I know how to work.
I guess in the previous body of work I was mainly hung up by the whole religion thing amongst other social stuff.

MH: How do you work?

JST: Here I worked in an almost scientific manner - putting down lines, marks and stepping back to see if it works and
then iterating until it comes together.

I don't really think of art as a process. That to me sounds more like craft. Nor is it a lifestyle, as many artists would like to
romanticize it to be. Instead, art is an intellectual endeavor, a sparring of ideas, an aesthetic philosophy. It is not a way of
living. Maybe more like a way thinking. Art for me is more like a response.

MH: The commodisation and diversification of the artist - artist-as-entrepreneur, artist-as-brand name - is a trend that
some artists have taken up more readily than others. How has it influenced you?

JST: I do many things, many of which people would not classify as “art”. However, the fundamental motivator behind
these other endeavors is the idea of art and its social function in the 21st Century. For example, it is because of art that I
am going to graduate with a degree in computer science. It is because of art (fine art) that I've entered the world of design
and craft. It is because of art that I have made video games. Thinking about art, its social function, how modernism has
changed it and what it means to be making art in the 21st Century has led me many different places. Including making
furniture! In the end, I think there are always those who work within the existing definition of art (use art explicitly) and
those who, less in the mainstream, challenge the existing paradigms of art (use art implicitly).

MH: What are some of the paradigms you're challenging?

JST: For example, when I went to see the Carsten Holler show in the New Museum (New York) I thought that the
transformation of the gallery space was creative and intelligent in making people rethink how the gallery space
functioned. In response to the show, my friend and I created a set of installations that transformed the gallery space
it was exhibited in into a playground. We made a slide and a set of swings. However, unlike the Carsten Holler show
where a functional slide went through three floors of the New Museum, our slide and swings were interactive but at the
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same time nonfunctional (the slide sits at too low an angle for people to slide, and the swings are set against a wall) This
kept them within the realm of "gallery object", "do not touch me object". The intention was for these installation objects
(swing and slide) to strike a balance between interaction (like playground equipment) whilst keeping them in the static
intellectual environment of the gallery - almost as if the objects themselves were confused by its very role as objects. It
provides a false functionality - the object doubts itself.

MH: How has technology changed your practice?

JST: We're the first generation to have really grown up with technology. Especially children of the late 80s onwards.
We grew up with the internet, with youtube, with photoshop. It would be almost more strange to pick up a pencil
and start doodling than it would be to be to chop up videos to remix, or to make collages on photoshop. I think, more
natural than most things - than any specific medium, or any specific process - is our ability to learn and adapt. So
having grown up with technology, it is almost “natural” to be using technology in our creative processes. Having grown
up with technology, we have become most sensitive and receptive of digital things. With just the layout or colors of a
website, we can make out the type of website it is, what kind of production went into the making of it, what kind of
service/information they are providing. Our eyes can pick out a photoshop job immediately. Even when chatting online,
we can create and identify meaning based on syntactical choices - the “LOL”, the emoticons. And naturally, with this
new vocabulary, we can relate to new aesthetics - with remix culture, memes etc. We not only make differently, but we
consume differently, we distribute differently. It's all about the internet.

MH: You mentioned that you've taken a fancy towards Tom Sachs” Mission to Mars.

JST: Yes. It's very funny I think. But it also makes me think about the influence that capitalism has had on today’s mode
of artistic production and how it’s the collective activity of all the actors (the artist, the assistants, the institution, the
public and commentators) around the art object that transform its meaning."

MH: The way a digital child experiences and interacts with the world has thrown the institution on its head. What do
you think is the right “exhibition space” for digital art?

JST: The Internet.

You get some artists today whose work speaks, in many ways, the language of the digital generation, the post Photoshop
world. Yet the overarching traditions, such as working on canvas, work for the gallery, work that can be viewed as an
object, work that is optimal for one time-experiences, work that is better seen in person than on a screen, are from a
previous era. There seems to be something off between the way the work is consumed and the visual language that is
used.

MH: Has playing the fields of both fine art and technology made you hyper-conscious of the role of the artist in the
Millennial generation?

JST: The thing is, the role of the artist has changed so much over time. Especially during modernism, where each
subsequent generation of artists redefined art and the role of the artist. However, the general consensus for the post-
modern art world is that none of the modern thinkers were wrong. That means all of the ways in which the modern
artists had redefined themselves are in fact valid.

I think the word art is better used to describe the tendencies of a specific type of work. And what’s better than the
industry to define what these tendencies are? On the other hand, the post-modern adds another dimension of complexity
to the problem. Its diversity really messes up spotting these "tendencies". But the one thing I believe is that the artist is a
social being - connecting to society, making for society and - inherent in the existence of his work, critiquing society.

MH: If you were an artwork which one would you be?

JST: Michalengelo’s David or Gilbert Stuart's "The Anthenaeum" - because the rest is still unwritten.
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FURTHER CATALOGUE OF WORKS
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CATALOGUE ESSAY

Michelle Ho

"The increase of destructiveness goes side by side with the increase of human skill, for like the Monkey with magical powers, we
are able to walk upon the clouds and turn somersaults in the air, to pull monkey hair out of our monkey legs and transform them
into little monkeys to harass the enemy, to knock at the very gates of Heaven, brush the Heavenly Gate Keeper brusquely aside and
demand a place in the company of the gods".

- The Art of Living, Lin Yutang

Some time ago, Carl Jung declared that “our fearsome gods have changed their names - they now rhyme with
-ism.” Like the Monkey with magical powers in Journey to the West, we swept aside all heavenly authority and erected
our great institutions of democracy, capitalism and science. Their heavenly hosts, including cynicism, secularisation,
disenchantment and skepticism followed soon after. But lately, the world has started to grow tired of these -isms.
And the rise of China, likened to some irrational and uncontrollable force to the West with its millennia-old culture of
realism and a philosophy more content with marveling at, rather than demystifying, every working of the universe, has
been uncannily timely. For while the revolution of radical rationalization is still unfolding, a newfound mystification
with technology and a more primordial, spiritual state of being is rearing its head. And in the works of two talented
young artists Chi Ming and J S Tan are the ominous stirrings of this new intersection between disenchantment and a
counterculture of re-enchantment.

Shandong-born artist Chi Ming looks on his generation with a complex attitude. Through round, Puyi-esque
glasses, he sees a cold reality riddled with the quasi-mythical. His birthplace, Yantai City, today a major industrial hub,
was where the emperor Qin Shi Huang once searched for the elixir of immortality. His grandfather was a painter whose
life and labour revolved around the sacred aura of Mao Zedong, while his father painted cinematic posters propagating
the Chairman’s messaging. From such roots, Chi Ming moved to Beijing in 2001 to study at the Central Academy of Fine
Arts. At that time Chi’s creative environment was dominated by the prolific painter and professor Liu Xiaodong, whose
fluid and narrative style of realism rode against the wave of Political Pop and Cynical Realism. Chi went on to forge his
own brand of realism, pursuing emotional honesty over innovation for innovation’s sake and a philosophy of mankind
as “earth-bound”.

Whereas his grandfather painted Mao portraits during the Cultural Revolution and his father caught the end of
the “religion” of Mao, Chi Ming questions the effects of self as religion for his own generation. The end of Mao marked
the end of an era of heroism and dignity owing to an intimate alliance among men united under a single vision (Friendship
I, illustrated page 9, is in stark contrast to Friendship II, page 40). For Chi Ming, China’s most rapid era of economic
change delivered one form of freedom but a new imprisonment under materialism and cultural dissipation. Born
without heroes or ideals, the only suitable posture for the Chinese youth of the last two decades seems to have a jaded
acceptance towards a fragmented and materialistic reality. It's a social condition aptly captured in Gates Opened (page 45),
an ironically grandiose title for the scene of a bedroom with an unreachable window and lamp shining on an empty bed.

The urge for freedom takes shape in Chi Ming’s works as a defiance of accepted social norms, distorted
perspectives and in some cases, a sublimation of reality, as Chi dances between Realism, Surrealism and Romanticism.
A heady dose of the latter appears in Ballet Dream II (page 44), where Chi’s muse and girlfriend is depicted as a stone-
faced Degasian ballerina; its inversion manifests as she appears in a blonde wig in the foreboding Black Skies (page 13)
and KTV (cover), thereby offering a temporary release by allowing Chi to subvert the identities of his subject. As he looks
for the surreal in life (A Fire in the Winter, page 25) or fashions it (Whereabouts of Harm, page 28), Chi captures the longings
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for a narrative arc. He also continuously seeks ideals amongst China’s Post-80s generation, one controlled by politics
and money and caged inside its own superficial freedom. The absent figures in Past Lovers (page 38), for instance, create
a sacred zone in the middle of reality protected from decay and disenchantment. Elsewhere, Chi Ming’s depiction of
intense, almost intoxicating interior spaces, as exemplified in his Ballet Dream series, appear illuminated like a stage set
with the players about to enter. The parallel of reality to theatricality in Chi Ming’s body of works reveals a desire to treat
life with the same hallowed reverence that directors and actors reserve for the stage.

Producing his works from a modest studio, where neighbours’ laundry line the corridors and stray cats roam
the communal grounds, Chi brings to life an autobiographical but powerfully representative world with expressionistic
detail and a great sensitivity to palette. By depicting his subjects as cut-off figures, erased faces and seemingly unfinished
spaces, Chi hints at an alternative reality and more vital force that evades our grasp. But whereas in Past Lovers that space
represents a bygone purity, the motifs of sexual sadism in Midsummer (title page) and Chain (opposite), vanity and decay
in A Chinese Book (page 5) and Longing for Childhood (page 56), and encroaching perspectival layers in Ballet Dream I (page
37) and Dry and Hot (page 49) suggest that that vital force may be essentially destructive and uncontrollable. Indeed, in
conversation with Chi Ming, he questions whether the force behind man’s heroism, his creativity and violence may well
be one and the same.

The “life force” has indeed appeared before. It has been named Eros, Thanatos, and Bacchus in the West. Each
time it seduced with a reaffirmation of life but ultimately reeled into chaos. In the East, as Chi Ming himself has alluded,
the Bushido code of the Samurai offered a way to harness the fierce spirit of man under well-defined tenants of conduct
and wisdom. But it was only temporary at best. Confucianism likewise may have underpinned Chinese civilization for
millennia but was gradually taken to justify violence in private spheres. In After School (page 8) the scene surrounding the
self-portrait of a fearful-looking young Chi Ming is charming, comely and as tactile as the reams of paper upon which
the young ward of a disciplinarian father is dutifully practicing his calligraphy. And despite or because of, his first-hand
familiarity with physical harshness, Chi often depicts the aesthetic and the sensual or a sense of looming destruction, no
matter how quotidian the scene. If re-engagement with man’s pre-civilisation spirit holds the potential for emancipation
and cultural re-invigoration, Chi Ming approaches it with a mixture of fascination and caution.

In the works of J S Tan, the exploration of a culturally or primordially more authentic time and space plays
out with equally haunting power. In his first solo exhibition “Culture of Entitlement”, Tan forced us to confront our
modern institutions like a Dorian Gray before his portrait. For all of modernity’s achievements, it created an iron-cage of
bureaucracy that entitled sanctimonious but disempowering institutions such as religious orders, monarchical powers
and gender-based systems, to oppress or leave behind those who did not conform. Tan in such works as Girl Falling,
Glutton and Girl Screaming (illustrated pages 10 - 11) unmasked the bitter illusions left over from the Enlightenment
which had failed to deliver the promise of human order and liberation based on human praxis.

A year later, Tan has surprised his observers with a major conceptual shift. His figurative paintings have given
way to a series of enigmatic charcoal drawings and inks. Human agents have been plucked out of the picture and in
their place, shapes and lines, bricks and wires, and unnamable objects float in space. With the meticulous gradation of a
monochromatic palette, Tan begins to liberate from the breakdown of man-made hierarchies into the order and security
of unchanging geometrical laws.

Study of Space 1 (title page) could be a metaphor for such a transitional moment. Like some Weberian iron-
cage of a technically ordered, regimented, dehumanized society, it taunts with a passage to freedom but finally clamps
down with an impenetrable top. And although ordered, Tan’s hypnotic compositions such as Study of Space 2 and Study
of Space 3 (pages 20 and 21) form a visual entrapment that arrests the viewer in contradictory states of inevitable escape
and inevitable imprisonment. The paradox sustained in these works is a little like Schrodinger’s cat, the enduring icon of
quantum mechanics which presents the scenario of a cat in a black box that is alive and dead based on a quantum truth
but alive and dead when we look into the box. We step into the twilight zone again in the works Study of Chair in Space,
where the world of qualities (the chair) eats into the dimension of abstract space as if the former belonged to a mightier,
immutable substratum. But the illusion of security does not hold. Isolated and austere, the chair sits reminiscent of Andy
Warhol’s 1964 Electric Chair, suspended in a wash of still mist with its arms pinned down by two dark ominous bars.
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We are left wondering, with a mixture of attraction and fear that borders on the sublime, whether an alternative order is
really being presented here.

Certainly the tumultuous decades of modernity, from its global wars and totalitarian regimes to systemic
financial meltdowns, have proven society’s ability to forge new myths out of moments of despair. And so what began
as an urge to escape has the power to transcend into a revitalization movement, not least of which is China’s opening-
and-reform in the 1970s. Chinese artists likewise burst through the socialist representational tradition and its remarkably
constrained but fertile environment to give birth to some of the most significant Chinese contemporary art movements
such as Cynical Realism in the 1990s. Today, Tan’s work represents not only that of a generation standing at the tail end
of disenchantment but at the intersection between art and mankind’s greatest creative power yet: technology.

The Hong Kong-born, Beijing-raised Tan these days straddles computer science, design and art theory as both
a student and a practitioner in Rhode Island, U.S. And with digital design guru John Maeda as a major influence, Tan
has embraced a new world of “magic”, programming vast, sprawling digital universes. The fascination and creative
play revived by technology represents a crucial counter tendency in modern culture that has emerged to fill the void of
departed beliefs. The longing for other worlds, once satisfied by religion and visions of heaven, is now being answered
by virtual universes with new social architecture and identities, and their own rules of life and death.

As the modernist project delegitimizes, another response that has emerged is a re-enchantment with the
spiritual or primordial. Indeed, recent years have seen the spiritualities and philosophies of the East migrate into the
West, sometimes arriving whole, but more often cut up and customised. In Tan’s large-scale work Menhirs (pages 32 - 33),
towering blocks rise like caged ominous symbols, silent but expectant and guarding a light whose origin is obscure. By
drawing on the image of Menbhirs, ancient stones thought to have been used by druids for human sacrifice or remnants of
a complex ideological system, Tan no longer portrays an individual or collective body struggling against a system, but a
more mysterious primitive force awaiting liberation. In his ink works on rice paper, the impression of captive fences (Study
of Lines 6 and 7, page 16) are challenged by a more playful rediscovery of lines and looser, calligraphic brushwork that
call up a traditional Chinese artistic sensibility more intimate with the spirit of things than rigid outward form or realistic
reenactment (Study of Lines 1 and 2, page 4).

As Chinese philosopher and writer Lin Yutang (1895 - 1976) remarked in Art of Living, “man is, as it were,
sandwiched between heaven and earth, between idealism and realism, between lofty thoughts and the baser passions,”
which could account for the inescapable fate of all man-made institutions to eventually cave-in because of the flaws
inherited by its imperfect creator. Like the magical monkey we had enough power to knock on the gates of heaven but
were not good enough, at least not on our own, to remain in the company of the immortals. Indeed none of the counter
values, counter utopias or systems - not technology, not the new spiritualities - that man has come up with in the last
few decades have proven worthy to uphold a new world order. The works of ] S Tan and Chi Ming, in radically different
ways, harbour the stirrings of a complex adaptive reaction to the decentering of our modern institutions. The honesty of
their felt experience and their ability to explore dialectics in their art are a testimony of their talent as artists and as bold
forerunners of a generation in transition.
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Chi Ming R I
Past Lovers
AEHTER
Oil on Wooden Panel
A 8]
2011
20 x 20 cm
Collected through The Minsheng Bank Art Museum,
Exhibited & Published Minsheng Bank Art Museum,
Shanghai: 'Face' A Survey of Chinese Portraiture, 2012,
pp. 258 - 259
CAEBUREAMRRAENY |, RABUCEAIE R
MR, L OFHATHR - P EBBRERLE |, 2012 4,
4 258 TU - 53 259 TT

Chi Ming iK1
Intimacy IV

FhEZ Y

Oil on Wooden Panel
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2011

50 x 50 cm

Central Academy of Fine Art Museum Collection, Beijing
RFAFBEA B, A

RECENT PUBLI

Chi Ming iR
Intimacy VII
[N dw
Oil on Wooden Panel
A ]
2011
50 x 50 cm
Collection of Professor Liu Xiaodong, Beijing
X NAR B, LR
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]S Tan BREEF

The Janitor
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Oil on Canvas

R IEUAT I ]

2009

180 x 100 cm

Standard Chartered Bank Corporate Collection,
New York, USA

EFTARIT A TR, 42y,

JS Tan FREETH
Study of Lines 1
SesIE
Ink on Chinese Rice Paper
Mounted on Wooden Panel
B KR B AR
60 x 81 cm
2011
Chevron China,
President, Mr Steve Wilson's Office Collection
A FMOE, TP
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All Works Exhibited: CafaM Future, ;
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Central Academy of Fine Art Museum, Beijing, 2012
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Study of Space 4
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Charcoal on Paper Mounted on Wooden Panel =
2011
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60 x 60 cm Exhibited: CafaM Future, Report of Young Chinese Artists, Central Academy of Fine Art Museum, Beijing, 2012



AL A
PEKINGART ASSOCIATES

W] - BT R
SULIEENEEINRENER

HEPEAIT R
AR (Michelle Ho)
WIS
FAKH (Emily de Wolfe Pettit)



