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ṗ̐ʡ˷ȯɴ͎�	



	
ɽȤƢ�C��ƌt8ʋȯ�ʡ˷�ʐƓ͢Ǥµʯʷ�áʋ�1̕͟ɣƍ͜Hubert	
Damisch͝ƟõɽȤȯɚˊ͜ brushstroke͝ĢìǾÿȔɽȤȯ��͑ĵ�
͜subjectivity͝�Ō¸�¸̕ɣƍȷ<͞��ƌ�˙ȯ˙̿͞ɽȤ͆ȔȯƖ̣ùȹȻ
ȯǧ{ŌȢ��ȫ˵͜traces͝͞ʌ̉�ƖɴȟɚˊȯʹȔ<̕Ň�ɢˋ�͞¸̕ɣ
ƍ̛ʾ͞ɽȤƖƲɑǧ{ȯȫ˵͞�̈̓Ǎȫ˵§˲ɽȤȯ�͑ĵ͡4Ɩ̉͞C�͑

ĵ��ƖȤë̈̓ɽȤŌÿȔŉêɒȯāƌʯʷëȯ�͑ĵ͞ʌƖ˛̉͞CɽȤȯ�

͑ĵƢāƌɽȤ�ʡ˷ȯ˟̃�ʤ�ʡ˷ȯƄ���̉ȣŕôdɽȤƢʡĆȯĽǤ�

˙ˋ�Cĵ͞�ýƖɽȤèÔƢȜ¡�^L�͑ĵȯˇ͚͞�ȷ8Ɩ�ɑ̪ƌɽȤȯ

�ǧv˟�͜Vitalism͝͞ʌ̉]ð�ƖˑËǤµʯʷ�áʋÔ˶Ɣƈ͌�͜Louis	
Martin͝ŉ̂̂―�1ƞ͜Georges	Didi-Huberman͝ɛ&�̝ƟŨ�ȯˇ͚�	
	
ȃʌ͞ɽȤʤʯʷë�̨ġǿȯ�ɬĜĵ�͜Indexicality̪͝@�ˢ�ɑʯʷÚƭ�
Ơ͞ňˆĪ̉ǈȯ̪@ǂǾɥÕ͞âʹȔdʯʷëǧ{ȯȫ˵͞��ƗŠ�ʯʷëȯ

ʀċ͞ʌǫ�ɽȤȯ�͑ĵȯȷǤƲƋ̾ǌ<ʡ̉Cʀċ�¸̮ĘǄȯ8£�͞ň˘

Ǿ̉ɑɬĜĵȍ˰ƖƜxġǿȯ͞â��ƖɽȤʤʯʷë�̨ȯ̪@͞¸̛ʾ͞ƭƇ

ȯɬĜĵŌĢŇȯˇĳƜƖ8£ȯƸİ�	
	
�ð�̪͞ƌɽȤȯ�ʡ�ĵ�͜autonomy͝¥͂�ËüűŪ�ĢĚ�ʆɽȤȯʘ
ɲ�țʢ��-˛͞¸ʫƯ1ƹ͜Clement	 Greenberg͝ȯ�Đ̾ĵ�͜Flatness̙͝
�͞-�͕�͟ĝĨį͜Michael	 Fried͝ù�u¿ĵ�͜theatricality͝ʤǂ̭�ʆʋ
ȯ̪ƌ�Ȍĵ�͜objecthood͝ȯ�ð¸�ʆ�͜literalism͝ȯŐi�̉͞!ȯĢĚ
�ʆɽȤ�͂͞ɽȤ�ȌĥǍȯ {�ʤȘÅȯ {ɛ̉͞ǔɴ_ȯɽȤ�[ƺŉˑ

Ɯʖ̏�ǎŇǾ�é͑ú�Ƭ͑˟�͜Object	 Oriented	 Ontology,	 OOO̪͝ƌ�̪@
ĵ�ȯǂ:c˅ù」�4̉��ƖùʫƯ1ƹ¢ĝĨįȯ`ƾȕ͞ƜƖ-�&�¢

�̽&��˅̡ʱȕ̪ƌ�Łˆ�Ȍ�͜Sensual	 Objects͝ʤ�Łˆȯ£˰�
͜Sensual	 Qualities͝ɛ�ŌƢȯSɫ̝�ƊȜŇāƌʡ˷ȯ�̎ɾȯʔƙ͞�ɑȁȳ
̪@ȯǇº͞�ɑŲÍ˾�̙ƢŲÍ˾ȯ�ȡˇ�	
	
Ȧȃ͞ŔɽȤ˅Ǿǧv˟ʋȯŕô͜vitalist	 projections͝͞ŉ�é͑ú�˟�ʋǥȴ
ȯ�͂͞�-ǾɽȤKǾ�ȌȯƭƇ�ʤKǾ�·OȯYì�ȯ�ʉ˜͂�̨͞IĪ

ȭ˲ȯ�¿̠°ʎ¹ȯ`ũƵʶ{�4Ɩ¸̉ʾ͞ňŏɝī��ɑˈĕ<ȕˉ·Oȯ

Ȝ¡͞�FyɣÏȉ͜W.	J.	T.	Mitchell͝ȯ�Ȝ¡―·O�͜bio-picture͝ˇ͚͞õȂ
͚īɽȤȯƬ͑˟˦͂̏�ǎʏȂ¸̮ĘǄʱȕ·OōǤȯ¥͂��	
	
·OeǀʤÛŪ 	
	



�Ȝ¡―·O�ƖɣÏȉ�Ģ」Ɍáȯ¯C¼ɇǃĳ��Ɔȯ�͂��͞�Ȝ¡―·
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øőȔŇȌ͞�Ɩ̛CȔŇȌ�ʖÌ̜eƖ·O�	
	
�ňɴč-ōǉ̱ǉśŽ͞�ʖ�ĩǵōǉƗˆĪ¨ǋ?ȭÿŇ8£�ňơȞ�öǁ

ȯ˹͑OƖ Instagram�ʞƝŉōǉYȯɢ?wʖBſ̧͞ÿ�ɑ《ĤOÎȸȯ̓
ɏ�âýơ〉Ň�CƉȯƮ˂��ʧŔ̮ĘǄȯɽȤ˅Ǿ·Ot̍œʯȯ�Ðʡňœ

ʷ͞ň˘Ǿ]t8ōǤȯƠǾ̪̦ʱ͞ŉʋĒ�Ɩ͍{]t8�Ƹȯ{vɧɳ͞�Ɩ

]ɽȤɻƖ̪ƌ·Oȯ·O�<ʡ*ʱȯ·O͞-�Ʋɑ̪ƌ·O¸��ȯÚ(�Ĺ

Å͞țʢƖ̱ǉȯŁˆŌŻ��ˀʿ�šȞɛ͞�Ɗ̀ŮʤǨ〉ȯ·OȜ¡��Ɨ͞

̮ĘǄ�ŭl��ƬǭǝŦȯƲ!8£ȯhɓ͞ĩ<¸Ɖȯˇȷˈĕ〉ĪƢ˳͞ƌƖ

̉!ījȯ8£ė2d<ȯǭǝȌ�<l�Ɖȯ8£���	



	
�-˛̮͞ĘǄȯɽȤ·O͞Ɩeǀ͞�Ɩ�ÛŪ�͜graft͝�ňŌŠȯÛŪ͞Ɩ·
O¸��ȯʘɲ��ƊÆǯʤȧx͜superimpositions͝ȯ�ɑǀȌºȜ¡ǘª͞·O
¸ȤĈ�ÿ̧]�\Ȝ�͜symbiosis͝ʤ�Ģ〉�͜metamorphosis͝ȯɰǅʖv�
¸ňȹ�̮͞ĘǄ8£�ȯ·OSɫ͞�ȔȯýƖỎǈȯ̪@͠�Ƌ̾͞·OÿȔ
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The	“Semi-forgotten”	Life	of	Picture	
—A	Few	Thoughts	on	Chen	Chien-Jung’s	Painting	
	
Text	/	Chen	Kuan-Yu	
	
During	a	conversation	in	his	studio	space,	which	was	filled	with	paint,	canvases,	drafts	of	
drawings	 and	 innumerous	model	 toys,	 Chen	 Chien-Jung	 stated	 that	 “I	 consider	myself	 a	
realist	painter,	 but	not	one	 that	paints	 traditional	 realist	painting,	which	deals	with	 light	
and	shadow.	 I	represent	what	 I	see	as	 is.”	 In	fact,	Chen	has	a	vivid	painting	style	posited	
between	the	figurative	and	the	abstract.	Be	it	the	large	number	of	geometric	architectural	
imageries	or	cityscapes	of	urban	corners,	these	are	all	what	come	to	mind	when	one	thinks	
of	Chen’s	work.	Based	on	my	dialogue	with	Chen,	I	try	to	ask	further:	By	calling	himself	“a	
realist	painter,”	what	is	it	that	he	sees?	What	is	the	underlying	meaning	of	“to	represent	as	
is”?		
	
Following	 the	 creative	 context	 of	 Chen’s	 three	 painting	 series	 –	 Landscape,	Aircraft	 and	
Finders	 Keepers	 –	 this	 essay	 can	 be	 generally	 divided	 into	 three	 aspects.	 First	 of	 all,	
although	 Chen	 primarily	 creates	 acrylic	 paintings	 on	 canvas,	 I	 attempt	 to	 expand	 the	
meaning	of	 “material”	 and	 see	 all	 objects	 and	pictures	 gathered	 and	assembled	 into	his	
paintings	 as	 painting	materials	 before	 examining	 the	 style	 formed	 by	 the	 effect	 of	 said	
materials	 to	 explore	 Chen’s	mindset	 in	 terms	 of	media	 selection	 as	well	 as	 his	 pictorial	
sensibility	that	informs	every	creative	moment	in	front	of	the	canvas.		
	
Meanwhile,	 as	 I	 contemplate	 on	 the	 ideas	 and	 procedures	 related	 to	 the	 formation	 of	
Chen’s	 work,	 I	 seem	 to	 have	 glimpsed	 the	 manifestation	 of	 “Genius”	 that	 Agamben	
describes	as	“our	life	insofar	as	it	does	not	belong	to	us.”	It	is	about	control	and	the	loss	of	
control,	the	expected	and	the	unexpected	as	well	as	the	many	interstices,	imperfect	details	
and	 the	 delicate	 power	 in	 Chen’s	 painting	 that	 allows	 him	 to	 hide.	 This	 is	 his	 way	 of	
traversing	and	destabilizing	the	type	of	image	expression	that	always	seeks	completeness	
and	precision.	The	existence	of	“Genius”	is	characterized	by	antithetical	poles—one	end	is	
“Genius”	 that	 is	associated	with	 inspiration,	and	 the	other	end	 is	“Ego”	 that	 individuates	
oneself	 as	 the	 author.	 Artistic	 creation	 consequently	 arises	 from	 the	 tension	 between	
evoking	 Genius	 and	 moving	 away	 from	 it;	 it	 is	 the	 contention	 and	 quietude	 between	
Genius	and	Ego	in	terms	of	signing	in	one’s	name	for	being	“creative”;	and	 it	is	still	more	
about	the	revelation,	transformation	and	concealment	of	the	artist.	
	
Furthermore,	while	the	essay	discusses	the	 issue	of	“painting—material”	and	“material—
painting”	 in	Chen’s	work,	 it	also	 touches	upon	 the	 issue	of	“the	subjectivity	of	painting.”	
The	 third	 aspect	 examines	 contemporary	 pictures	 based	 on	 botanical	 imageries	 –	 from	
cloning,	grafting	to	its	changing	life	–	and	investigates	Chen’s	attitude	towards	pictures	and	



his	approaches	to	convert	them	into	his	works	of	art	to	view	painted	pictures	as	the	“bio-
picture”	embodied	by	the	cloning	of	pictures	in	the	contemporary	era.			
	
Dissolving	the	Void	
	
When	 the	 novelist	 Italo	 Calvino	 visited	 the	 sculpture	 exhibition	 of	 Fausto	 Melotti	 at	 a	
fortification	 in	 Florence,	 he	 saw	 a	 swarm	 of	 day-flies	 flying	 into	 the	 fortress;	 he	 later	
created	an	allegorical	dialogue	between	 the	fortress	and	the	day-flies.	The	day-flies	said,	
“We	live	in	the	space	of	air,	we	beat	time	with	the	vibrations	of	our	wings.	What	else	does	
living	mean?”	 “Time	 passes	 over	me:	 I	 remain,”	 replied	 the	 fortress.	 The	 day-flies	 then	
said,	“Without	us,	there	remains	nothing	but	an	almighty	and	omnipresent	void…	complete	
void	that	can	only	be	dissolved	by	that	which	is	light	and	rapid	and	subtle.”	
	
In	“Day-flies	 in	the	Fortress,”	Calvino	quoted	 the	words	from	Melotti’s	book	Lines	 (Linee)	
that	 described	 the	 collaboration	 and	 tensional	 relationship	 between	 an	 artist	 and	 the	
material:	“There	is	love	and	there	is	respect	for	the	material…	Love	is	a	passion,	it	can	turn	
into	hate:	this	is	a	revitalizing	drama	for	an	artisan-artist.	Respect	is	like	a	legal	separation:	
the	material	 demands	 its	 rights	and	everything	 finishes	 in	 a	 frosty	 relationship.	The	 true	
artist	 does	not	 love	or	 respect	 his	material:	 it	 is	 always	 ‘on	 trial’	 and	everything	 can	 go	
completely	 wrong	 (Leonardo,	 Michelangelo	 and	 his	 works	 in	 marble).”	 Through	 the	
allegory,	 Calvino	 discusses	 the	 delicateness	 of	 artworks,	 and	 also	 touches	 upon	 the	
selection	and	use	of	creative	materials.	Melotti	often	used	 inexpensive,	fragile	materials,	
such	 as	 strings,	 carboard	 paper,	 plaster,	 rags,	 copper	 rods	 and	 organza.	 These	materials	
utter	 a	 delicate,	 soft,	 mutable	 language	 that	 can	 be	 used	 to	 quickly	 construct	 a	 visual	
world;	 but	 it	 also	 indicates	 that	 sculptures	 made	 of	 such	 materials	 are	 temporary	 and	
perishable.	
	
It	is	clear	that	Chen’s	main	creative	approach	is	acrylic	painting	on	canvas;	therefore,	the	
abovesaid	example	is	not	to	address	the	similarity	between	Chen’s	choice	of	material	and	
that	 of	 Melotti.	 As	 painting	 is	 an	 intellectual	 process,	 here,	 I	 attempt	 to	 expand	 the	
viewpoint	 of	 “material”	 to	 further	 combine	 the	 moments	 of	 thinking	 before	 the	 artist	
wields	his	brush	and	views	his	selection	of	material	and	the	process	of	composing	images	
as	 a	 way	 to	 understand	 the	 elements	 that	 constitute	 the	 artist’s	 work.	 Chen’s	 creative	
material	 comes	 from	 variegated	 sources,	 which,	 despite	 their	 different	 extent	 of	
randomness,	 subtle	 perception,	 surprise,	 sentimentality,	 misunderstanding,	 playfulness	
and	 transience,	 often	 carry	 lines,	 diagrams,	 grid	 images,	 hard-edge	 formats	 and	 sharp	
borders	that	are	usually	deemed	symbolic	of	rationality.	In	the	world	of	painting	unfurled	
by	Chen,	there	are	flatly	applied	colors	and	stains,	color	rendering	and	black	straight	lines,	
geometry	 and	 seepage,	 construction	 and	 flaking,	 grid	 and	 explosion,	 text	 and	 imprint,	
contingency	 and	 control	 as	 well	 as	 pressure	 and	 blankness—it	 suggests	 an	 event	 of	



painting	 with	 multiple	 situations	 taking	 place	 simultaneously,	 a	 state	 of	 energy	 with	
constantly	flowing	and	exchanging	coldness	and	warmth.	
	
Tricks	and	Genius	
	
“The	 small	 fun	 things,	 like	 incorporating	 folding	 lines	 of	 drafts	 on	 copier	 paper	 into	my	
painting,	are	also	my	 tricks.”	Chen	has	many	 tricks	of	playing	with	material	and	 resisting	
the	idea	of	“one	should	be	painting	serious	subject	matters.”	These	tricks	are	experiments,	
fun	as	well	as	effects.	For	example,	he	mentions	the	indeterminate	state	of	using	crayon	as	
a	material,	which	is	always	in	an	undried	state	created	by	the	sticky,	powdery	texture,	or	
the	damaging	of	texture	by	producing	folds	or	cracks.	Chen	tries	to	preserve	these	states	
with	 acid-free	 white	 glue.	 This	 reminds	 me	 of	 what	 Giorgio	 Agamben	 says	 when	 he	
comments	 on	 Robert	 Walser’s	 extremely	 delicate	 handwriting	 that	 comprises	 Walser’s	
rich,	dense	and	incomprehensible	text—“this	childlike	excitement	is	the	source	of…Robert	
Walser’s	 voluptuous	 pleasure	 in	 securing	 the	 condition	 of	 his	 illegibility.”	 For	 Agamben,	
such	 self-concealing	 approach	 brings	 something	 similar	 to	 the	 special	 pleasure	 that	
children	experience	 in	playing	hide	and	seek—whether	one	is	found	at	the	end	is	not	the	
point	here;	the	pleasure	enjoyed	by	children	comes	from	the	action	of	hiding.	“There	is	an	
incomparable	joy,	a	special	excitement…	this	pleasure	and	this	desire	are	the	guardians	of	
the	solitary	glory	revealed	to	children	in	their	secret	lairs.”	(Agamben’s	italicization)	
	
Genius	is	highly	associated	with	the	activity	of	artistic	creation.	In	Agamben’s	discussion,	it	
adopts	a	specific	gesture	of	“bringing	the	hand	to	the	forehead	–	which	we	enact	almost	
without	 realizing	 in	 the	 moments	 of	 confusion	 and	 disorientation…	 –	 recalls	 the	 ritual	
gestures	of	 the	 cult	of	Genius.”	 In	 terms	of	 the	 creative	 subject,	we	should	consider	 the	
subject	as	a	force	field	of	tensions	whose	antithetical	poles	are	Genius	and	Ego.	Genius	is	
what	 resides	 in	 us	 but	 does	 not	 belong	 to	 us,	 a	 consistent	 process	 of	 negotiations	 and	
compromises.	 Therefore,	 it	 is	 not	 Genius	 that	 undergoes	 a	 changing	 process,	 but	 our	
relationship	with	him—this	relationship	turns	from	“luminous	and	clear”	to	“shadowy	and	
opaque.”	Genius	 is	 not	 only	 the	personification	of	 sexual	 energy.	 (For	 example,	 a	man’s	
Genius	 and	 a	 woman’s	 Juno	 both	manifest	 the	 fertility	 that	 generates	 and	 perpetuates	
life.)	In	a	certain	way,	Genius	is	the	divinization	of	the	person	(artist).	
	
As	 a	 matter	 of	 fact,	 Chen’s	 work	 is	 also	 continuous	 merging	 and	 separating	 in	 hiding,	
illegibility	 and	 the	 force	 field	 between	 the	 tensions	 of	 “the	 self	 and	 the	 non-self.”	 The	
architectural	 figures,	 instruction	manuals,	 layout	prints	 and	 assemble	 charts,	 from	which	
he	often	extracts	his	elements	to	constitute	images,	represent	the	space	of	rationality	that	
permits	 no	 errors.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 however,	 this	 space	 also	 includes	 a	wide	 range	 of	
blankness	that	is	to	be	filled	and	allows	one	to	hide.	In	the	series	of	Aircraft,	layouts,	toys,	
manuals	 and	 component	breakdown	 diagrams	 of	 aircrafts,	 along	with	 fluid	brushstrokes	



that	 appear	 hazily	 poetic	 due	 to	 their	 blurriness,	 keep	 surfacing	 in	 an	 ambiguous	 yet	
conspicuous	manner.	These	toys	are	images	closely	related	to	the	artist’s	life	experiences.	
One	 can	 also	 say	 that	 they	 form	 a	 motif	 with	 the	 trinity	 of	 “life—creation—memory.”	
Moreover,	 taking	 a	 general	 view	 of	 Chen’s	 other	 series,	 the	 approaches	 of	 making	
silhouette,	 collage,	 wiping	 and	 smearing,	 reconstruction,	 appropriation,	 transferring,	
retouching	and	printing	all	seem	to	be	part	of	his	hide-and-seek—an	action	of	waiting	to	
be	found	without	acknowledging	of	being	found,	a	way	of	manifesting	his	existence	in	the	
process	 of	 “avoid	 being	 recognized”	 and	 “being	 allegedly	 recognized,”	 trying	 to	 conceal	
while	revealing,	successfully	manifesting	oneself	while	in	hiding.	
	
The	Subjectivity	of	Painting	
	
Those	 small,	 assistive	objects	 used	 in	 painting,	 ranging	 from	masking	 tapes,	wood	 sticks	
and	photocopies,	have	all	become	his	painting	subjects.	For	him,	what	he	seeks	to	question	
through	painting	 is	 the	process	of	 creating	“a	painting	 that	can	be	declared	 completed”;	
that	is,	what	is	the	moment	that	can	be	defined	as	the	beginning	of	a	painting,	and	when	is	
a	painting	considered	finished?	Furthermore,	regarding	the	various	actions	and	procedures	
taking	 place	 during	 the	 painting	 process	 –	 the	 different	 states	 and	 stages	 of	 seeking	
inspiration,	layering,	cleaning,	removing,	setting	aside,	as	well	as	those	moments	of	being	
serious,	feeling	unfocused,	exhausted	and	concentrating	–	which	of	them	can	be	counted	
as	procedures	of	artistic	 creation,	 and	which	are	 just	 part	 of	 the	everyday	 life?	Can	one	
really	tell	them	apart?	
	
What	Chen	terms	as	“tricks”	that	make	hiding	oneself	possible,	in	this	case,	can	be	found	in	
Chang	Yu-Ying’s	description	of	Chen’s	canvas	surface,	on	which,	according	to	the	art	critic,	
there	 are	 many	 “creative	 ‘misunderstandings,’”	 such	 as	 stains,	 misplacement,	 ruptured	
fiber	of	over-rubbed	paper,	 inverted	 images,	 indentations	from	leftover	timber,	mistaken	
brushstrokes,	 etc.	 In	 a	 certain	 way,	 they	 might	 be	 the	 reason	 why	 “Chen	 Chien-Jung’s	
painting”	 is	 able	 to	be	 freed	 from	 the	name	of	 the	artist	and	gain	 its	 “subjectivity.”	This	
idea	 of	 bestowing	 painting	 its	 personality	 and	 thinking	 is	 in	 fact	 a	 kind	 of	 projection;	
however,	it	not	merely	allows	the	work	to	“renege	on	its	definition”	(Chang’s	words),	but	
also	 enables	 the	 artist	 to	 escape	 from	 the	 authorial	 authority.	 “I	 used	 to	 paint	 without	
making	 sketch	drafts,	and	directly	created	 images	 through	accumulating	 formations.	The	
problem	of	the	approach	was	that	it	became	difficult	to	describe	what	the	subject	matter	
was.”	I	think	Chen	must	have	had	the	experience	of	being	eluded	by	his	own	works	right	in	
front	of	his	eyes.	
	
Could	 painting	 make	 “its	 own”	 statement	 different	 from	 that	 intended	 by	 its	 creator?	
French	art	historian	Hubert	Damisch	 argues	 that	 the	 “subjectivity”	of	 painting	 lies	 in	 the	
brushstroke.	For	Damisch,	what	painting	reveals,	different	from	verbal	sounds,	are	traces	



of	visual	activities,	which	are	expressed	through	brushstrokes.	 In	short,	Damisch	believes	
painting	 to	 be	 the	 traces	of	 a	 certain	 activity,	 and	 its	 subjectivity	 is	manifested	 through	
these	 traces.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 subjectivity	 in	 this	 respect	 is	 not	 the	 subjectivity	 of	 the	
artist,	which	a	painter	demonstrates	or	claims	through	his	painting;	instead,	the	painterly	
subjectivity	 carries	 “its	 own	 discourse”	 and	 “its	 own	 narrative.”	 Such	 point	 of	 view	 that	
presumes	painting	has	its	thoughts,	languages	and	personalities	–	that	is,	painting	has	a	life	
of	 its	 own	 and	 its	 subjectivity	 –	 can	 be	 categorized	 as	 the	 “vitalism”	 of	 painting;	 a	
viewpoint	shared	by	many	French	art	historians,	including	Louis	Martin	and	Georges	Didi-
Huberman.	
	
On	the	other	hand,	the	strong	“indexicality”	between	painters	and	their	painting	is	perhaps	
the	 most	 compelling	 among	 all	 art	 media.	 I	 find	 such	 a	 relationship	 rather	 incredible	
because	 it	 simultaneously	 visualizes	 traces	of	 an	 artist’s	 activity	 and	points	 to	his	 or	 her	
absence;	 and	 to	 a	 certain	 extent,	 the	 subjectivity	 of	 painting	 originates	 from	 the	 artist’s	
absence.	In	my	opinion,	the	indexical	quality	is	more	distinct	in	Chen’s	work	for	it	does	not	
simply	beckon	at	the	artist-painting	relationship—in	this	case,	the	concept	formed	by	the	
indexicality	of	Chen’s	chosen	material	is	integral	is	the	core	of	his	work.	
	
As	a	matter	of	fact,	the	subject	of	painting’s	autonomy	can	more	or	less	be	discussed	from	
the	perspective	of	formalism	in	painting.	One	can	even	extend	this	statement	further:	from	
Clement	Greenberg’s	restoration	of	“flatness,”	to	Michael	Fried’s	and	minimalists’	critiques	
of	the	 literalism	of	objecthood,	these	subject	matters	of	formalist	painting	have	revolved	
around	 the	 interaction	between	 the	subjects	of	painting	as	well	as	 their	 interaction	with	
the	environment.	This	classic	case	of	painting	history	can	perhaps	be	extended	as	an	ideal	
subject	 for	 contemplating	 on	 the	 issue	 of	 “relationality”	 in	 “Object-oriented	 Ontology”	
(OOO).	This	 is	not	mere	a	 re-examination	of	Greenberg’s	and	Fried’s	 ideologies,	but	also	
indicates	 the	different	 approaches	 to	deal	with	“sensual	 objects”	and	“sensual	 qualities”	
from	 the	 “human”	 and	 “non-human”	 perspectives.	 As	 all	 elements	 consistently	 produce	
non-continuous	 background	 of	 their	 own	 existences,	 a	 model	 of	 infinite	 relations	 is	
revealed,	a	worldview	that	reminds	us	of	the	nesting	Russian	dolls.		
	
Surely,	to	view	painting	as	vitalist	projections	or	subjects	examined	by	advocates	of	OOO	
can	 be	 a	 way	 to	 launch	 a	 worthy	 re-investigation	 of	 the	 ancient	 topic	 of	 painting	 as	
“material	of	object”	and	“content	of	picture.”	However,	in	this	article,	I	approach	the	life	of	
picture	from	a	different	angle,	borrowing	W.J.T.	Mitchell’s	viewpoint	of	“bio-picture,”	and	
shift	the	focus	from	the	ontological	issues	of	painting	to	how	Chen	handles	pictures.	
	
Picture	Cloning	and	Grafting	
	



“Bio-picture”	 is	 one	 of	 the	 main	 topics	 discussed	 in	 Mitchell’s	 essay,	 titled	 “Four	
Fundamental	Concepts	of	Image	Science.”	As	the	“pictorial	turn”	in	the	contemporary	era,	
the	concept	of	“bio-picture”	arises	 from	the	“cloning”	of	pictures.	Examining	 the	original	
Greek	meaning	of	“clone,”	which	means	“slip	or	twig”	that	indicates	a	botanical	process	of	
grafting	 or	 transplanting,	 Mitchell	 extends	 the	 implication	 of	 biological	 cellular	
reproduction	 and	 views	 “cloning”	 as	 a	 powerful	 metaphor	 beckons	 “a	 biological	 reality	
with	profound	ethical	and	political	implications.”	
	
“You	can	hang	a	picture,	but	you	can't	hang	an	image.”	Beginning	with	Mitchell’s	aphorism,	
the	 pictorial	 turn	 indicates	 the	 relation	 between	 words	 and	 images;	 and	 the	 relation	
between	a	picture	and	an	image	indicates	the	 loop	of	objecthood.	That	is,	an	 image	is	an	
abstract	 existence	 that	 can	 be	 easily	 evoked.	 It	 is	 a	 paradoxical	 “absent	 presence.”	
Furthermore,	 the	 relation	 between	 an	 image	 and	 a	 picture	 embodies	 precisely	 the	
meaning	of	cloning.	Every	reproduced	picture	is	a	clone;	and	the	similarities	shared	by	an	
entire	 series	of	 images	 and	 their	 resemblances	also	 suggest	 the	 relation	between	clones	
rather	than	mere	physical	entities	of	a	certain	picture.		
	
In	a	 roundtable,	Mitchell	has	explained	 that	 the	 technologically	produced	pictures	 in	 the	
present	 time	are	what	he	calls	 “bio-pictures.”	These	pictures	possess	a	certain	 liveliness,	
which	does	not	only	 come	 from	 the	 verisimilitude	 and	 lifelikeness	of	 the	picture	 images	
but	also	their	metastatic	quality	and	the	way	they	are	circulated.	This	comment,	I	believe,	
is	rather	helpful	in	thinking	about	the	diverse	context	of	Chen’s	pictorial	materials	as	well	
as	the	pictorial	meaning	of	the	rich	layers	on	his	canvas.	
	
To	study	Chen’s	painting	from	the	viewpoint	of	his	use	of	pictures,	one	can	get	a	string	of	
keywords	 related	 to	 the	 circulating	 and	 mutating	 state	 of	 images	 found	 on	 various	
contemporary	viewing	interfaces,	such	as	pictorial	conversion,	pixilation	difference,	failed	
images,	distortion,	 appropriation,	 photocopying,	 retouched	print,	 simulating	 readymades	
(instead	 of	 directly	 using	 them,	 the	 artist	 depicts	 them).	 They	 are	 expressed	 through	
Chen’s	 numerous	 interests	 in	 objects	 that	 “feel	 a	 bit	 off	 the	 mark”	 –	 designer	 poster	
simulations,	 glossy	 folds	 on	 paper	 drafts,	 dirty	 printheads	 of	 inkjet	 printers,	 carbon	
transferring	by	photocopy	machines,	the	black	areas	on	 the	 top	and	bottom	of	canvases	
inspired	by	captured	images	on	smartphones,	etc.	Chen	retains	these	pictorial	defects	and	
imperfections	occurred	throughout	the	process	of	conversion	and	reproduction,	placing	his	
emphasis	 on	 imprecisions,	 misplacements	 and	 distortions	 resulting	 from	 the	 inherent	
differences	of	varying	image	interfaces.	In	his	earlier	work,	Chen	used	to	look	for	paint	or	
objects	 left	 by	others,	 from	which	he	 then	 selected	 the	parts	 his	wanted	 to	preserve	or	
remove.	In	comparison,	in	his	work	from	recent	years,	he	tends	to	search	for	readymades,	
which,	in	his	case,	have	been	pictures	mostly.		
	



“I	often	take	random	photos	with	my	phone.	 If	 I	 find	 images	 I	 like	when	reviewing	them	
later,	 I	 develop	 them	 into	 works.	 I	 use	 non-professional	 software	 apps,	 like	 Instagram,	
Facebook	or	built-in	functions	that	come	with	the	phone	to	modify	the	images,	initiating	a	
process	of	distorting	them	in	various	ways.	Then,	they	turn	into	something	new.”	If	we	are	
to	 view	 Chen’s	 painting	 as	 the	 technologies	 of	 the	 self	 for	 creating	 pictures,	 the	 most	
crucial	aspect	of	this	creative	method	–	or	the	power	system	that	drives	his	art-making	–	is	
that	his	painting	is	always	about	the	pictures	of	pictures,	the	pictures	from	elsewhere,	and	
even	 the	 randomly	 captured,	 reproduced	 and	 appropriated	 the	 life	 of	 pictures	 that	
constantly	transforms	and	changes	in	different	media	or	situations.	At	the	same	time,	Chen	
has	also	mentioned	that	“drafts	of	some	works	that	have	been	previously	cast	away	might	
become	 interesting	 from	 a	 new	 perspective	 later.	 So,	 these	 eliminations	 derived	 from	
other	works	are	again	used	in	new	works.”	
	
One	 could	 say	 that	 Chen’s	 painted	 pictures	 are	 a	 form	 of	 cloning	 as	 well	 as	 “grafting.”	
Here,	 the	 term	 “graft”	 serves	 as	 a	metaphor	 stemming	 from	botanical	 life	 that	 denotes	
unending	additions	and	superimpositions	 in	varying	context.	 It	 refers	 to	 the	constructing	
ability	 of	 “symbiosis”	 and	 “metamorphosis”	 that	 pictures	 unveil	 on	 canvases.	 From	my	
perspective,	 the	 pictorial	 elements	 in	 Chen’s	work	 display	 the	 following	 relation:	 on	 the	
one	 hand,	 pictures	 demonstrate	 their	 cloned	 life,	 changing	 in	 different	 interfaces	 while	
continuously	 being	 gathered	 or	 combined	 on	 canvases	 through	 the	 artist’s	 slight	
modification	or	arbitrary	cropping.	These	pictorial	elements	that	 land	on	Chen’s	canvases	
one	 after	 another	 soon	 engage	 in	 the	 process	 of	 grafting	 with	 each	 other.	 Be	 it	
architectural	 drawings,	 model	 diagrams,	 smartphone	 snapshots,	 carbon	 transfer	 prints,	
plants	or	MRT	 lightboxes,	 these	pictures,	 though	 removed	of	 their	previous	 context,	 still	
preserve	 their	 original	 characteristics,	 rendering	 their	 previous	 context	 semi-forgotten	
while	 opening	 up	 themselves	 to	 other	 pictorial	 elements.	 As	 painting	 traces	 and	 their	
fundamental	differences	become	blurry	or	even	disappear,	the	layers	that	carry	a	temporal	
implication	in	Chen’s	painting	will	synchronously	awaken	the	unlimited	potentiality	of	the	
bio-picture.	
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