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AN INTRODUCTION TO J. S. TAN

Ian Charles Stewart

I started coming to China in 2001, initially on cultural exchange and discovery trips organised in association with
London's ICA (Institute of Contemporary Arts), and the University of the Arts, London. As a Board Member / Trustee at each
institution I came seeking a source of new excitement for a European Art scene that had started to stagnate after a promising
resurgence associated with England's YBA generation. At first all seemed well in Beijing and Shanghai, as we flitted from
gallery opening to party to artist's studio. But as the years passed and my China trips became more frequent, I started to realise
that there was a problem in this brave new Art world; and the problem was money. Every new Chinese artist exposed to the
extraordinary sums being paid for the decorative cartoonesque images then sought by foreign (not yet local) collectors seemed
to freeze like the earth in a Beijing winter and be unable to progress. From that point of first outrageous purchase forward
each artist would then produce exactly the same image, with minor variants, over and over again, forgetting their original
intent, unable to shake the greed that easy money brings. By the time we moved here in 2006 I had already scaled back my
time in the Chinese Art world, disillusioned with what I saw, and started to concentrate on social entrepreneurial ventures.

Then I encountered the artist JS Tan. JS was an extremely talented student at the Western Academy of Beijing,
gifted both academically and artistically, and well liked by his peers. He is friendly, soft spoken and thoughtful and had
the respect of both teachers and fellow students. Never angry, often laughing, he is honest and open in conversation and
always had time for his friends; even with the heavy workload of his studies and the time he spent in the studio painting.

The first time I encountered one of his early works the influence of Lucian Freud was obvious, but so was the sensitivity to
his subjects and the quality of his draughtsmanship. Blessed with an intellectual curiosity that guides his choice of subjects his body of
work has grown to include challenging and probing topics. His work shows an optimism and depth of feeling that few contemporary
artists in China today exhibit. He has a willingness to explore and push himself through new genres and styles to test his own
boundaries. He feels no need to repeat something already conveyed, and yet there is a continuity to the spirit of the work he produces.

I'was drawn to his work by a notion of beauty too often missing in contemporary painting. As a collector or observer, I seek
representations of beauty in a complex, sometimes difficult world and I am interested in other people's views of what beauty is. And I
see this in JS's work. I was pleased to read in a recent interview that JS himself said he was “searching for a type of beauty” even as
he moves from the figurative into more abstract work. Long may that search continue and long may we enjoy the fruits of that labour.

Ian Charles Stewart is a well-known entrepreneur and co-founder of WiReD magazine and Artworld
Salon, a moderated blog for news and opinion on the international contemporary art scene.
Ian has taught on the entrepreneurship, venture capital and social venture capital programmes at London Business School, has been a
Trustee of the Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, for over ten years, and is a visiting professor at University of the Arts, London.
Ian has lived in Beijing, China with his family since 2006 and is currently the Executive Chairman of The PAE Group and the Chairman
of Khunu. He is also a keen sportsman, having been a member of the New Zealand Olympic volleyball team, Team Principal of
China's America's Cup Sailing Team between 2008 and 2011 and is currently active volleyball coach at the Western Academy of Beijing.
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"A CULTURE
OF ENTITLEMENT"

Emily de Wolfe Pettit

“Always go too far, because that’s where you'll find the truth.”
- Albert Camus (1913-1960)

Where lie rights when there are no
responsibilities? Has the social cradle that has swung
between Church to State over centuries led to an erosion of
personal and communal responsibility to now negligible
levels - while the ‘bonus’ corporate cradle just keeps
swinging? What future for swathes of our societies
where weakness is rewarded, passivity engendered, and
where a sense of entitlement to have material ownership,
however petty, by whatever means possible, proliferates,
just as spiritual entrapment in its many forms, persists?
Over the course of recent years, J. S. Tan, a young man
who has strived to place the world at his feet through
education, has explored such contemporary dilemmas of
man’s existentialism in relation to disempowering social
(amongst other) systems. The result has been a body of
predominantly large-scale work that intends to arrest,
provoke, and subtly unnerve the viewer in its open-
minded examination of such “hierarchies of entitlement’,
where the link between rights and responsibilities has
eroded. Beyond his works’ intensity, Tan’s range is also
impressive, be his focus religious (Children in White),
socio-economic (Four Figures in a Room) or gender-based
(The Seal and the Fish). A number of this artist’s works
indeed go “too far”, in the sense to which Camus once
alluded.1 Begun several years ago, his trajectory could not
be of more immediate and wider application today. On
entitlement as social policy, controversial debate wavers
(for reasons admittedly economic rather than social) on
its reform in the context of the massive, and growing,
debt of the United States.2 Elsewhere, in the UK, the
rioting without clear cause in the summer of 2011 has
prompted public outcry that a person’s entitlement should
be rescinded if convicted of such a criminal offence. In

recent years, another brand of entitlement rescindment
has gripped that part of the world, with the uncovering
of British MP’s fraudulent expense claims. What were
the beginnings of such a prolific sense of entitlement
(in its broadest meaning) in the West, where instant
gratification and a ‘want everything for nothing’ culture,
to the ultimate detriment of the individual as responsible,
free agent, and how could it proliferate in the East? How
did entitlement come to be a dirty word, synonymous
with an abdication of responsibilities, loyalties and
even ethics? And how all-pervasive is this malady, as
explored by Tan in other forms:- coveted by religious
missionaries (Tan’s Nun with Child), imposed by colonial
powers on weaker states (The Glutton), and even the
entitlement of the modern-day artist idol, Tan’s Kneeling
Man, symbolically seeped in non-vital yet noxious
amber orange, however underwhelming in talent and
overwhelming as ‘rebels without causes’, to celebrity and
over-indulgence - essentially further disempowerment of
the fawning masses?

1 A small number of works have been excluded from this exhibition by mutual agreement between the artist and myself, to avoid causing any offense to the victims of certain regimes

2 “FDR began the entitlement era with the New Deal and Social Security, but for decades it remained relatively limited. Spending fell dramatically after the end of World War Il and the U.S.
debt burden fell rapidly from 100% of GDP. That changed in the mid-1960s with LBJ's Great Society and the dawn of the health-care state. Medicare and Medicaid were launched in 1965
with fairy tale estimates of future costs”. - The Road to a Downgrade - A short history of the entitlement state, Wall Street Journal, opinion piece, July 28th 2011
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Entitlement as social policy has been a powerful
force in Western political history, with persuasive
arguments linking it to the first moves to centralize
particular Western governments. Some scholars cite
the 1818 American Pension Act, aimed at assisting
the veterans of the Continental Army, America’s first
National social policy, to the founding of the centralized
National American State - long before the Civil War
and its aftermath in the 1860’s.3 Far from a design to
engender passivity as current versions of social policy,
such benefits were originally intended to encourage
loyalty to government through active service. In its
earliest incarnation, the welfare state created by the
Liberal government of the United Kingdom in the early
twentieth century, paid pensions only to those considered
the "deserving poor", personified by Tan’s browbeaten Old
Man. This quickly fell by the wayside as welfare became
universal, based on needs-tested criteria, and often
neglectful of individual merit or system manipulation;
effectively contributing to a "dumbing up" of the
population (or worse), particularly amongst the young.

As Tan powerfully sums up in his Girl with Cigarette, we
have all seen the youth who care so much about looking
smart or strong that they actually act dumb. Beyond the
active discouragement of talented individuals in favour of
nurturing impudent ignoramuses, who have little stake in
society and whose only release is the kind of materially-
motivated rebellion witnessed in the United Kingdom
in 2011 (and alluded to in Tan’s Cornucopia works, the
psychological entrapment of youth portrayed in his
large diptych, Metamorphosis’ Prism)4, there are of course
further scales of inequality in relation to a more pervasive
entitlement culture that are just as frighteningly related
to ineffectiveness. At the other end of the spectrum, the
theorist and author of social studies, Malcolm Gladwell,
has undertaken recent research on the corporate culture
of entitlement and the over-compensation to its ‘talents’
over the past quarter century - not necessarily aligned to
experience, nor effectiveness - as poignantly highlighted
in 2008’s banking crisis and the related public backlash
to bonuses. Gladwell cites the beginning of this trend in
America of the 1970’s, with the abundance of capital that

3 “Patriots, Settlers and the Origins of American Social Policy”, by Laura Jensen; Cambridge University Press, 2003

4 When Hegel, as a professed architect of the modern state, made claim that the whole has a greater claim to reality than the individuals composing it, he did not envisage two central
legacies of the twentieth century, both polarizers and disenfranchisers of large sectors of society. Firstly, that the vast majority of worldly capital would be held in the hands of the few.
Secondly, the proliferation of the welfare state and its aggressive, anti-social sub-culture of non-conformity to the whole as a means to fit an ideological brand of individualism (that,

paradoxically, ultimately disempowers the individual)
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led prominent figures of almost all professions, be they
CEO’s, fashion models, or professional athletes who no
longer wanted to work winter jobs, to start demanding
exponentially higher salaries. It is indeed hard to imagine
how relatively little such professions of the 50’s and
60’s earned in our present age.5 In his 2002 paper The
Talent Myth, Gladwell questions the functionality of high
premiums placed on degrees from first-tier business
schools and the lavish compensation packages for top
executives as very dubious.6 As to what constitutes “talent’
in the competitive corporate, ditto political, arena, it is fair
to say that it may be a talent at avoiding difficult decisions,
a talent for plotting against ones rivals, or a talent for
narcissistic self-promotion.” The culture of entitlement that
has been bred in many modern era corporations, captured
succinctly in Tan’s Left on the Floor (which unabashedly
links the corporate titan to political despot, in the guise of
Lenin), thus also introduces questions of alliances based on
selfishness, over-inflated egotism and the over-feted few.
Such murkiness may be the inherited face of entitlement
that began with religious orders vesting such power in

missionaries who exert very worldly influence in the name
of another worldly One, to the contemporary celebrity
culture where the measure sticks of entitlement are general
conformity to superficial standards (cue Tan’s Three
Hundred Ninety Thousand Dollar Girl) in a world where
the vast potential of microblogging pays more immediate
heed to news of a celebrity’s pregnancy above a world-
changing tsunami hitting an economic superpower.s As
the song goes, “In a world full of people, only some want
to fly. Isn’t that crazy?”9 Or maybe it is our systems, social,
economic, gender-based - man-made fabrications after all -
that are prohibiting more of us to fly. Entitlement certainly
raises more paradoxes in the very inequality that it once
aimed to fight.

As an artist, and general blithe sybarite, Tan
enjoys sustaining paradoxes in his work, whether it be the
paradox of linear age or sanctimonious, yet disempowering
institutions; he is also a paradox on many levels himself.
Blessed with a prodigious painterly technique, he could
be forgiven for resting on his laurels in creating lighter
works of expression that would rival notable artists many,

5 These may be questions not exclusively pointed to the West for much longer as capital swirls in great volumes in China, labour costs rise exponentially, and just as great is the disparity
between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’. New, sedentary classes are also being created in an increasingly capitalistic China as property prices in urban areas rise and homeowners of older
buildings marked for demolition ‘wait it out’ for a compensation cheque from the government to buy ‘smarter’ homes. J. S. Tan, as an artist who happens to be Asian-born and American-
based, is perhaps well-placed to interpret from the dual perspective of insider and outsider of both Eastern and Western perspectives

6 In a pre-2008 world of banking crises, Gladwell pointedly refers to Enron as a warning example of performance evaluations not based on performance, with rewards assigned
disproportionately away from shareholders to those very employees who score well on such questionable tests

7 See ‘The Dark Side of Charisma’ by Robert Hogan, Robert Raskin and Dan Fazzini; Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2007

8 Online social communication site, Twitter, recorded 8,868 Tweets per second upon rockstar, Beyonce’s, news of her pregnancy in August 2011. 5,530 Tweets per second were recorded

upon the news of the Japanese tsunami in March 2011

9 “Crazy”, music and lyrics by English soul artist Seal (1991)
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many years his senior in their fleshy renderings of naked men (Metamorphosis’ Prism) or seeping washes over images of
rural outcasts (Boy Eating Corn). Moreover, with an Ivy League education, Tan has of course elected to step far beyond
his cosy empirical world (also afforded him by fine looks and demeanour) in his examination of racist regimes, the
devil of dogmatic religious servitude, and youth that use aggression as their means of empowerment. At turns, Tan’s
subjects are anti-social, indignant and provocative in their desperate search for a sense of self and of belonging, which,
ironically, ultimately takes the form of the subject’s further isolation. Paradoxes abound in Tan’s approach to his craft,
through his resistance of categorization of his highly suggestive works - to the point of not precluding judgement by
revealing his age. Instead he prefers to keep the viewer guessing, to interpret his works without prejudice of the subjects
and little preconception of the artist whose hand has painted them. He is consistent in his resistance of labeling and
ideological associations through his choice of predominantly elliptical titles that offer no clues. Indeed, as I learnt, Tan is
of few words, and it is with some reluctance that he reveals the motives behind his works. This distance, concealment or
reserve, call it what you will, is also partly the means by which Tan seeks to ‘capture’ the viewer psychologically (along
with his experimentation with, at turns, spatial domination, even oppression, and apparent distortion). Children and
juveniles therefore often appear as the unlikely faces of mature subjects, the not-so-innocent agents, brainwashed and
manipulative at a frighteningly early age, engrossing and repelling the viewer simultaneously. Elsewhere, Tan presents a
posture, which would be innocent or unassuming in itself, and infers something taboo which is not always immediately
apparent to the viewer until it is ‘too late” - and the viewer finds himself complicit, with illicit license. This is particularly
striking in Girl with Red Shoes and Girl Falling (Homage to Marlene Dumas), both capitulating to voyeurism made darker
due to the extreme innocence of its veneer. In this body of work such understatement actually affords the viewer himself
the all too easy, but uneasy, experience of a proscribed claim of entitlement.

Tan seeks to arrest the viewer not only through his selection of subjects, but also the dark, haunting chords
by which he gives them voices of expression. These may range from firm physicality to dream-like hue, but when he
finds one of his figurative works “too pretty” he keenly sets about to redress this:- lithe young male figures splattered
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with what appears to be blood in the Cornucopia works;
elsewhere an innocent-looking group of children in The
Glutton captioned with a haunting line, re-worked by Tan,
from a poem by Sylvia Plath; Tan has even been known
to destroy works that did not contain “enough grit”.
Other artists such as Francis Bacon notoriously destroyed
some of his canvases, for reasons deeply personal, whilst
Joan Miro slashed a body of his works in protest against
Franco’s regime. Whatever his motives, internal, external,
or both, Tan’s requisite treatment of his subjects, must, in
his eyes, be intense and abrasive, that is not to say devoid
of a certain kind of haunting beauty. In achieving this
emotional or psychological control over the viewer, Tan
is also interested in the possibility for the domination of
physical spaces over his figures, in his words “being eaten
up by space”, possible symbol of society consuming the
individual, notably in his works Kneeling Man, Woman in
Bath, and in Girl with Cigarette and Girl Falling (Homage
to Marlene Dumas), where the build up of vertical lines
almost consume the central figures. In the same vein,
Tan has shown a fascination with the possibilities for
application of forms of religious painting, and how they
can literally and metaphorically constrict a subject. The
Woman in Bath, for instance, is confined in an exaggerated
arch, traditionally utilized to symbolize the sacred or holy
in religious icon paintings and places of worship. Four
Figures in a Room most obviously draws on the Christian
triptych form, taken up by artists for non-religious
purposes from Hieronymus Bosch to Francis Bacon,
used by Tan here for “a kind of visual imprisonment”. In

Boy Eating Corn
Tz T KA 53 %
Oil on Canvas
TR R MLAT )
2009

70 x 58 cm

this work the artist also sought to question present-day
social hierarchy by creating a contemporary reference to
Chinese “ancestor” paintings. Whilst Tan retains their stiff
and rather listless characteristics, he entirely subverts
their hierarchical application to noteworthy families of
influence, and instead depicts the disempowered and
disenfranchised, the slashed clock in the background a
reference to legacies that will, or should, not be passed
on. In the same scantily furnished room, the disconnected
figures are only connected through the space they share.
Tan’s treatment of spatial fields for oppressive effect is also
related to one of his chief stylistic processes. Just as the
space “eats into the figure”, so too Tan’s process of overlay
of paint with a charged brush, his final undertaking upon
full rendering of the image. This device of simultaneous
haziness and subconscious reality with almost dream-like
effect is predominant in Four Figures in a Room, and further,
in Nun with Child and Kneeling Man, it implies a form of
control of dogma or environment over their respective
subjects. Further expressive tools of note are Tan’s
restrictive palette, and elongated, angular brushstrokes,
epitomized in, amongst others, The Glutton. This confident
application of the pigment is seen repeatedly, and in large
scale, through Metamorphosis’ Prism, The Janitor and Anna,
a large oil on canvas diptych, presenting two angles of a
friend of the artist in two poses, one that questions (at left),
and then seemingly turns to defiance.

It is testament to J.S. Tan’s artistic prowess that he is able
to produce works of such depth of expression without
artifice, fussiness nor cliché.
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INTERVIEW WITH ].S. TAN

Emily de Wolfe Pettit

The influences of artists Lucian Freud and Marlene Dumas are clear in your work. What first drew you to these artists and has your
relationship to their work shifted?

Initially I was drawn to Freud's work for aesthetic reasons. But that changed as I familiarized myself with his work. I became interested
not only with the seemingly distorted spaces that he created for his figures, but also with the emotional and psychological control he
had in his work. The relationship I had with Dumas's work was very different. Visually, her influence was not huge. But the blatantness
and power of the imagery she used made me think twice about what art can do.

Could you elaborate on other artistic influences and, of the major influences, in what ways they have affected your approach to subject
and/ or practice? And non-artistic influences?

Anselm Kiefer. Francis Bacon. Egon Schiele. Luc Tuyman. David Hockney. Some of the non-artistic influences are from books/poetry/
movies, my contact with religion, living in an international community in China and observing different family dynamics.

How important to you is a knowledge and/ or contact, that is a connection of some sort, with art history?

Very important. Back when I produced work in 2008-2010, I didn't think that a connection to art history was essential. But today, after
being immersed in constant art history discussions with friends and understanding the importance of art in context, I feel that all artists
should share an intimate connection with art history. Especially because we live in a post-modernist world where the parameters of
art have been redefined over and over again. Also, being able to appreciate and understand other artists' work is essential to finding
out one's own sensibilities and one's general knowledge on fine art. Without a solid background in art history, I think it is difficult to
engage and understand many of the great artists who lived during the modernist and post-modernist period. For example, without
understanding art history, one will not be able to appreciate how revolutionary Pollock's paintings are in using an all-over composition,
utilizing process as an essential part when viewing the work and exploring the materiality of paint. Art is an intellectual pursuit. And
it is the case with any intellectual subject that there are pre-requisites to being relevant in today's world. A scientist could not contribute
to the study of the String Theory if he didn't have the required knowledge in quantum physics and relativity. I think artists are, for the
most part, not so different.

This also raises the question of individuality. I recently heard a talk between young Chinese and German artists Qiu Xiaofei and
Christian Schoeler. One concern leveled during this talk was that where artists working in China once lived in communal arrangements
for one reason or another, and exchanged ideas, philosophies and techniques, feverishly and frequently, the vast majority now work
and live in isolation in large studios without a great deal of exchange with their fellow artists. Some of the younger artists with whom
I have discussed this claim that communal living and working might erode their individuality. Do you think communal versus solitary
artistic creation is a question of diminishing individuality versus increasing egocentricity? Do you have much contact with a community
of artists where you work in America and if so, how important is this to you? I know when you arrived in Beijing to create your new
body of work you spent days on end in total isolation without any human contact for the first time. Did you find your work changed
dramatically under such circumstances?

Communal living has nothing to do with diminished individuality. And besides, striving to be original, to have an individual voice, is
marketable but unnecessary. I think doing what you want to do is more important.

In terms of communal living versus isolation, I think that they both work at different times. Picasso and Matisse met constantly and
pushed each other's art throughout their lives. The Abstract Expressionist artists also frequently met each other, but retained this so
called 'individuality'. I personally find communal living a good thing. Having lived with friends who have similar views of art this past
year, I felt that my growth has been significant.

The days I spent this summer in isolation were only temporary. It wasn't even 'total isolation'. But even during this period, my work had
connections to ideas that my friends and I had talked about. This experience changed the process in which I worked. Intellectually, I was
still moving in the same direction. But because I lived alone and in a studio with walls filled with my own work, I worked in an almost
meditative, trance-like manner. Because I was completely surrounded by my work, I was forced to keep looking and thinking about it.

26

You have previously said to me that when you've found one of your figurative works "too beautiful" you have set about to redress this
- a lithe young male figures splattered with what appears to be blood in the Cornucopia works; elsewhere an innocent-looking group
of children in The Glutton captioned with a haunting line, re-worked by you, from a poem by Sylvia Plath. Do you think this apparent
rejection of beauty, sentimentality and vulnerability will become a signature of your approach?

No. I rarely do figurative work now. In fact, with the abstract work that I am currently working on, in some sense, I guess I am searching
for a type of beauty.

You've even been known to partially or completely destroy works. Francis Bacon was known to destroy some of his canvases, for
reasons deeply personal; and Joan Miro slashed some of his works in protest against [Franco’ s] regime. Do one or other of these
motives lie behind your part or whole destruction of your works?

I think the word 'destroy' may be pushing it a little. The work that I "destroyed" was only small pieces that I considered test work.

But suppose we call what I've done with some of my pieces "destroying art"; it is not for reasons similar to either Miro or Bacon. I guess
it was mainly because I just didn't like the piece. There was one point where I thought my work was too pretty, not enough grit.

With the world set to undergo unprecedented changes, some commentators suggesting "the new world order will be replaced with
no world order":, do you think there can be such a thing as an artist being 'before their time' in the context of great upheaval and
unpredictability? How do you think an artist stays 'relevant' and their work, for want of a better word, 'fresh', amidst such fast-paced
change?

I don't think that being relevant to a world-wide audience is necessarily important for artists in this time.

I've heard you have fairly pronounced views on the malaise of social inequality. Artists who set out to achieve in their craft toil, and I
know you yourself work very intensely, but many outside the industry would level that artists are generally over-indulged dilettantes,
disconnected from real issues. How would you reply to such criticism and would you like to see your work having wider social

implications in time? If so, how?

I would like to contest the idea that artists are 'over-indulged dilettantes, disconnected from real issues'. I think that often they are
connected to real issues and the work does create some kind of tangible change.

We had a conversation about Kantian transcendental idealism a few weeks back. As East-West relations become evermore a focal point
over the coming years, do you believe it is equally important for the architects of future Western states to be empiricists with first-hand
experience of the East (and China in particular) as much as they are a priori rationalists?

Should the West come to China and experience things first-hand? Definitely.

Do you think a prerequisite of a great artist is an ability to empathize?

It depends on the artist.

You followed a friend for a year to her place of worship, seeking to understand the impetus behind her faith, and it inspired you to paint
several intense works. What else did you take from this experience?

The main realization I had was that logic and reason is not the only way that people acquire knowledge. Religious people depend on
faith, which after this experience, became much more real to me.

Albert Camus once said that “...a work of art is a confession” . Do you see the process of creating art works as cathartic for yourself, in
this confessional sense?

Not really.

I think you mentioned once that you do not believe in the notion of an all-powerful deity. Lately you seem to have embraced study
of Buddhism and have spoken several times of the practical application of meditation. Are you equally drawn to the spiritual side of
Buddhism, or do you see yourself as a pure pragmatist? Has this study impacted your art practice in any way or do you envisage it

having an impact in the future?

I am unsure about Buddhism. I have trouble with anything that depends on having faith. However, Buddhism has impacted my art. I
think it is clearer in my newer work.
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You were born in Hong Kong, grew up in Beijing, and are now based in America, a dual degree at Brown University and the renowned
Rhode Island school of Design soon under your belt. Are you very conscious of the disparate peripheral worlds around each of these
places or would you say your daily life fairly insular to the point that these worlds seem to seamlessly blend into one another?

I am conscious of the differences between each of these places. But in terms of art making, I feel that my work is not culturally
dependent and is unaffected by where I am. In China, I would draw a Chinese chair. In America, I probably wouldn't only because it is
much harder to find.

Do you feel yourself gravitating to one or any of these places now? And in the future where do you see yourself based, if anywhere?

Art-wise, I am probably most drawn to America. Food-wise, probably China. So I could be based in either place.

You have mentioned misconceptions / prejudices you have encountered amongst a younger American demographic about / towards
China. What has surprised you most in this regard?

No comment.
Do you think that attitudes towards gender for instance in China are more deep-seated in cultural rather than economic reasons?
I don't know. I would guess cultural, but I could argue both sides.

You are from a family of very high achievers and have a great education behind you that allows you to pick and choose your career to
some extent. If you weren't an artist, what else might you have pursued?

I'have no idea. Maybe a bartender.

You seem to be equally comfortable with oils as a new body of substantial charcoal works that will be exhibited in a 2012 solo show. Do
you see yourself gravitating more to one medium over another, at least over the next five years?

I honestly have no idea what I will be doing even one year from today. But if I had to pick one, it would probably be painting.
There are very notable artists who eschew public attention, the British graffiti artist, Banksy, springs to mind for instance. Do you
associate yourself with such modus operandi in the artist's relationship with a public that can be sycophantic and fickle at turns? Do you

see privacy as a tool of survival in the art world which increasingly craves celebrity just as the film industry?

I don't see privacy as a tool of survival either. I think you just have to do what you have to do to make what you want to make.

Untitled
JCR
QOil on Canvas
IR I
2009
60 x 60 cm
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- FURTHER CATALOGUE OF WORKS -

Three Hundred Ninety Thousand Dollar Girl
= RERE%
QOil on Unprimed Canvas
JL A A i
2010
180 x 100 cm approx.
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Ltz
QOil on Canvas
R T I ]
2009
50 x 40 cm

Children in White
HA L3
Qil on Canvas
YR HUAT I ]
2010
200 x 150 cm
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Woman in Bath
AHANCELi RN
Oil on Unprimed Canvas
LA I 1]
2010

100 x 75 cm

Cornucopia 1
RFEMIT
Oil on Canvas
R I HLAT I ]
2009
60 x 50 cm
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Anna

LB

Oil on Canvas

AR SRR A S

2008

160 x 180 cm overall
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Fantasma
%118
Oil on Unprimed Canvas

JEL B TIRLA 4 8

2010
120 x 80 cm approx.

Left on the Floor
EAEHAR |
Oil on Canvas
TR HLAT I ]
2009
228 x 146 cm
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PUBLIC CO LLECTIONS

Untitled Installation
oM (ST )
Aluminium rods threaded with steel cable, calibrated
and weighted with glass plate
O EPRIRSUNRSS, RMERIBRARIAL
180 x 38 x 38 cm
2011
Chevron Corporate Collection,
Nanjing, China
S R, T

Study of Space 6

Wt as1A 6

Charcoal on Paper, Mounted on Canvas
KN/

140 x 115 cm

2011

Chevron Corporate Collection,

Nanjing, China

S R, T

Man with Cap
55 TR
Oil on Canvas
PRI WA I
120 x 80 cm
2009
Collection of the Western Academy of
Beijing, Beijing, China
FEAE SR,
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CATALOGUE ESSAY
"A CULTURE OF ENTITLEMENT"

Emily de Wolfe Pettit

“Always go too far, because that’s where you'll find the truth.” - Albert Camus (1913-1960)

Where lie rights when there are no responsibilities? Has the social cradle that has swung between Church
to State over centuries led to an erosion of personal and communal responsibility to now negligible levels - while the
“bonus’ corporate cradle just keeps swinging? What future for swathes of our societies where weakness is rewarded,
passivity engendered, and where a sense of entitlement to have material ownership, however petty, by whatever means
possible, proliferates, just as spiritual entrapment in its many forms, persists? Over the course of recent years, J. S.
Tan, a young man who has strived to place the world at his feet through education, has explored such contemporary
dilemmas of man’s existentialism in relation to disempowering social (amongst other) systems. The result has been
a body of predominantly large-scale work that intends to arrest, provoke, and subtly unnerve the viewer in its open-
minded examination of such ‘hierarchies of entitlement’, where the link between rights and responsibilities has eroded.
Beyond his works” intensity, Tan’s range is also impressive, be his focus religious (Children in White), socio-economic
(Four Figures in a Room) or gender-based (The Seal and the Fish). A number of this artist's works indeed go “too far”, in
the sense to which Camus once alluded.1 Begun several years ago, his trajectory could not be of more immediate and
wider application today. On entitlement as social policy, controversial debate wavers (for reasons admittedly economic
rather than social) on its reform in the context of the massive, and growing, debt of the United States.2 Elsewhere, in
the UK, the rioting without clear cause in the summer of 2011 has prompted public outcry that a person’s entitlement
should be rescinded if convicted of such a criminal offence. In recent years, another brand of entitlement rescindment has
gripped that part of the world, with the uncovering of British MP’s fraudulent expense claims. What were the beginnings
of such a prolific sense of entitlement (in its broadest meaning) in the West, where instant gratification and a ‘want
everything for nothing’ culture, to the ultimate detriment of the individual as responsible, free agent, and how could it
proliferate in the East? How did entitlement come to be a dirty word, synonymous with an abdication of responsibilities,
loyalties and even ethics? And how all-pervasive is this malady, as explored by Tan in other forms:- coveted by religious
missionaries (Tan’s Nun with Child), imposed by colonial powers on weaker states (The Glutton), and even the entitlement

1 A small number of works have been excluded from this exhibition by mutual agreement between the artist and myself, to avoid causing any offense to the victims of certain regimes.

2 “FDR began the entitlement era with the New Deal and Social Security, but for decades it remained relatively limited. Spending fell dramatically after the end of World War Il and the U.S.
debt burden fell rapidly from 100% of GDP. That changed in the mid-1960s with LBJ's Great Society and the dawn of the health-care state. Medicare and Medicaid were launched in 1965
with fairy tale estimates of future costs”. - The Road to a Downgrade - A short history of the entitiement state, Wall Street Journal, opinion piece, July 28th 2011.
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of the modern-day artist idol, Tan's Kneeling Man, symbolically seeped in non-vital yet noxious amber orange, however
underwhelming in talent and overwhelming as ‘rebels without causes’, to celebrity and over-indulgence - essentially
further disempowerment of the fawning masses?

Entitlement as social policy has been a powerful force in Western political history, with persuasive arguments
linking it to the first moves to centralize particular Western governments. Some scholars cite the 1818 American Pension
Act, aimed at assisting the veterans of the Continental Army, America’s first National social policy, to the founding of
the centralized National American State - long before the Civil War and its aftermath in the 1860’s.3 Far from a design
to engender passivity as current versions of social policy, such benefits were originally intended to encourage loyalty
to government through active service. In its earliest incarnation, the welfare state created by the Liberal government
of the United Kingdom in the early twentieth century, paid pensions only to those considered the "deserving poor",
personified by Tan’s browbeaten Old Man. This quickly fell by the wayside as welfare became universal, based on needs-
tested criteria, and often neglectful of individual merit or system manipulation; effectively contributing to a "dumbing
up" of the population (or worse), particularly amongst the young. As Tan powerfully sums up in his Girl with Cigarette,
we have all seen the youth who care so much about looking smart or strong that they actually act dumb. Beyond the
active discouragement of talented individuals in favour of nurturing impudent ignoramuses, who have little stake
in society and whose only release is the kind of materially-motivated rebellion witnessed in the United Kingdom in
2011 (and alluded to in Tan’s Cornucopia works, the psychological entrapment of youth portrayed in his large diptych,
Metamorphosis” Prism)4, there are of course further scales of inequality in relation to a more pervasive entitlement culture
that are just as frighteningly related to ineffectiveness. At the other end of the spectrum, the theorist and author of
social studies, Malcolm Gladwell, has undertaken recent research on the corporate culture of entitlement and the over-
compensation to its ‘talents” over the past quarter century - not necessarily aligned to experience, nor effectiveness
- as poignantly highlighted in 2008’s banking crisis and the related public backlash to bonuses. Gladwell cites the
beginning of this trend in America of the 1970’s, with the abundance of capital that led prominent figures of almost all
professions, be they CEO's, fashion models, or professional athletes who no longer wanted to work winter jobs, to start
demanding exponentially higher salaries. It is indeed hard to imagine how relatively little such professions of the 50’s
and 60’s earned in our present age.5 In his 2002 paper The Talent Myth, Gladwell questions the functionality of high
premiums placed on degrees from first-tier business schools and the lavish compensation packages for top executives
as very dubious.6 As to what constitutes “talent’ in the competitive corporate, ditto political, arena, it is fair to say that
it may be a talent at avoiding difficult decisions, a talent for plotting against ones rivals, or a talent for narcissistic self-
promotion.” The culture of entitlement that has been bred in many modern era corporations, captured succinctly in
Tan’s Left on the Floor (which unabashedly links the corporate titan to political despot, in the guise of Lenin), thus also
introduces questions of alliances based on selfishness, over-inflated egotism and the over-feted few. Such murkiness may
be the inherited face of entitlement that began with religious orders vesting such power in missionaries who exert very
worldly influence in the name of another worldly One, to the contemporary celebrity culture where the measure sticks
of entitlement are general conformity to superficial standards (cue Tan’s Three Hundred Ninety Thousand Dollar Girl) in a
world where the vast potential of microblogging pays more immediate heed to news of a celebrity’s pregnancy above
a world-changing tsunami hitting an economic superpower.s As the song goes, “In a world full of people, only some
want to fly. Isn’t that crazy?”9 Or maybe it is our systems, social, economic, gender-based - man-made fabrications after

3 “Patriots, Settlers and the Origins of American Social Policy”, by Laura Jensen; Cambridge University Press, 2003.

4 When Hegel, as a professed architect of the modern state, made claim that the whole has a greater claim to reality than the individuals composing it, he did not envisage two central
legacies of the twentieth century, both polarizers and disenfranchisers of large sectors of society. Firstly, that the vast majority of worldly capital would be held in the hands of the few.
Secondly, the proliferation of the welfare state and its aggressive, anti-social sub-culture of non-conformity to the whole as a means to fit an ideological brand of individualism (that,
paradoxically, ultimately disempowers the individual).

5 These may be questions not exclusively pointed to the West for much longer as capital swirls in great volumes in China, labour costs rise exponentially, and just as great is the disparity
between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’. New, sedentary classes are also being created in an increasingly capitalistic China as property prices in urban areas rise and homeowners of older
buildings marked for demolition ‘wait it out’ for a compensation cheque from the government to buy ‘smarter’ homes. J. S. Tan, as an artist who happens to be Asian-born and American-
based, is perhaps well-placed to interpret from the dual perspective of insider and outsider of both Eastern and Western perspectives.

6 In a pre-2008 world of banking crises, Gladwell pointedly refers to Enron as a warning example of performance evaluations not based on performance, with rewards assigned
disproportionately away from shareholders to those very employees who score well on such questionable tests.

7 See ‘The Dark Side of Charisma’ by Robert Hogan, Robert Raskin and Dan Fazzini; Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2007.

8 Online social communication site, Twitter, recorded 8,868 Tweets per second upon rockstar, Beyonce’s, news of her pregnancy in August 2011. 5,530 Tweets per second were recorded
upon the news of the Japanese tsunami in March 2011.

9 “Crazy”, music and lyrics by English soul artist Seal (1991).
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all - that are prohibiting more of us to fly. Entitlement certainly raises more paradoxes in the very inequality that it once
aimed to fight.

As an artist, and general blithe sybarite, Tan enjoys sustaining paradoxes in his work, whether it be the paradox
of linear age or sanctimonious, yet disempowering institutions; he is also a paradox on many levels himself. Blessed with
a prodigious painterly technique, he could be forgiven for resting on his laurels in creating lighter works of expression
that would rival notable artists many, many years his senior in their fleshy renderings of naked men (Metamorphosis’
Prism) or seeping washes over images of rural outcasts (Boy Eating Corn). Moreover, with an Ivy League education, Tan
has of course elected to step far beyond his cosy empirical world (also afforded him by fine looks and demeanour) in his
examination of racist regimes, the devil of dogmatic religious servitude, and youth that use aggression as their means of
empowerment. At turns, Tan’s subjects are anti-social, indignant and provocative in their desperate search for a sense of
self and of belonging, which, ironically, ultimately takes the form of the subject’s further isolation. Paradoxes abound in
Tan’s approach to his craft, through his resistance of categorization of his highly suggestive works - to the point of not
precluding judgement by revealing his age. Instead he prefers to keep the viewer guessing, to interpret his works without
prejudice of the subjects and little preconception of the artist whose hand has painted them. He is consistent in his
resistance of labeling and ideological associations through his choice of predominantly elliptical titles that offer no clues.
Indeed, as I learnt, Tan is of few words, and it is with some reluctance that he reveals the motives behind his works. This
distance, concealment or reserve, call it what you will, is also partly the means by which Tan seeks to ‘capture’ the viewer
psychologically (along with his experimentation with, at turns, spatial domination, even oppression, and apparent
distortion). Children and juveniles therefore often appear as the unlikely faces of mature subjects, the not-so-innocent
agents, brainwashed and manipulative at a frighteningly early age, engrossing and repelling the viewer simultaneously.
Elsewhere, Tan presents a posture, which would be innocent or unassuming in itself, and infers something taboo which
is not always immediately apparent to the viewer until it is ‘too late” - and the viewer finds himself complicit, with illicit
license. This is particularly striking in Girl with Red Shoes and Girl Falling, both capitulating to voyeurism made darker
due to the extreme innocence of its veneer. In this body of work such understatement actually affords the viewer himself
the all too easy, but uneasy, experience of a proscribed claim of entitlement.

Tan seeks to arrest the viewer not only through his selection of subjects, but also the dark, haunting chords
by which he gives them voices of expression. These may range from firm physicality to dream-like hue, but when he
finds one of his figurative works “too pretty” he keenly sets about to redress this:- lithe young male figures splattered
with what appears to be blood in the Cornucopia works; elsewhere an innocent-looking group of children in The Glutton
captioned with a haunting line, re-worked by Tan, from a poem by Sylvia Plath; Tan has even been known to destroy
works that did not contain “enough grit”. Other artists such as Francis Bacon notoriously destroyed some of his
canvases, for reasons deeply personal, whilst Joan Miro slashed a body of his works in protest against Franco’s regime.
Whatever his motives, internal, external, or both, Tan’s requisite treatment of his subjects, must, in his eyes, be intense
and abrasive, that is not to say devoid of a certain kind of haunting beauty. In achieving this emotional or psychological
control over the viewer, Tan is also interested in the possibility for the domination of physical spaces over his figures, in
his words “being eaten up by space”, possible symbol of society consuming the individual, notably in his works Kneeling
Man, Woman in Bath, and in Girl with Cigarette and Girl Falling, where the build up of vertical lines almost consume the
central figures. In the same vein, Tan has shown a fascination with the possibilities for application of forms of religious
painting, and how they can literally and metaphorically constrict a subject. The Woman in Bath, for instance, is confined
in an exaggerated arch, traditionally utilized to symbolize the sacred or holy in religious icon paintings and places
of worship. Four Figures in a Room most obviously draws on the Christian triptych form, taken up by artists for non-
religious purposes from Hieronymus Bosch to Francis Bacon, used by Tan here for “a kind of visual imprisonment”. In
this work the artist also sought to question present-day social hierarchy by creating a contemporary reference to Chinese
‘ancestor” paintings. Whilst Tan retains their stiff and rather listless characteristics, he entirely subverts their hierarchical
application to noteworthy families of influence, and instead depicts the disempowered and disenfranchised, the slashed
clock in the background a reference to legacies that will, or should, not be passed on. In the same scantily furnished
room, the disconnected figures are only connected through the space they share. Tan’s treatment of spatial fields for
oppressive effect is also related to one of his chief stylistic processes. Just as the space “eats into the figure”, so too Tan’s
process of overlay of paint with a charged brush, his final undertaking upon full rendering of the image. This device
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of simultaneous haziness and subconscious reality with almost dream-like effect is predominant in Four Figures in a
Room, and further, in Nun with Child and Kneeling Man, it implies a form of control of dogma or environment over their
respective subjects. Further expressive tools of note are Tan's restrictive palette, and elongated, angular brushstrokes,
epitomized in, amongst others, The Glutton. This confident application of the pigment is seen repeatedly, and in large
scale, through Metamorphosis’ Prism, The Janitor and Anna, a large oil on canvas diptych, presenting two angles of a friend
of the artist in two poses, one that questions (at left), and then seemingly turns to defiance.

It is testament to J.S. Tan's artistic prowess that he is able to produce works of such depth of expression without artifice,
fussiness nor cliché.

Old Man
N
Oil on Canvas
TR I HILAT I ]
2008
50 x 40 cm
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The Glutton
FEAPI— 5%
QOil on Canvas
TR I
2010
150 x 200 cm

J.S. Tan

Born in Hong Kong
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Island School of Design, USA

Living and Working Rhode Island, United States of America
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Western Academy Beijing, China

PUBLIC COLLECTIONS

Chevron Corporation Collection, Beijing and Nanjing, China
Western Academy of Beijing, China
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