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Chen Zhen, Transcultural
Dialogues under Construction

Critical Reception of His
First Exhibition in Spain

Laia Manonelles Moner

Introduction

Lorsque je suts arnivé en France en 1986, je suis toumée cette fois, sur une
réflexion profonde de la culture chinoise et sur les effets de la sociéeé de
consommation occidentale, Je deviens en fait un homme hybride, un
amphibie pourquoi pas. [When | arrived in France in 1986, | turned at
this time, following deep reflection on Chinese culture and the effects of
Western consumerist society, | actually became a hybrid man, an amphi-
bian, even!].'

Chen Zhen (Shanghai, 1955 - Paris, 2000) was part of the first generation
of artists who began to experiment with avant-garde art in China after the
death of Mao Zedong in 1976, In 1986, he emigrated to Paris, where he
continued to study art and to develop his artistic carcer. He coined the
word ‘transexperience’ (rongehao jingyan) to refer to new ways of think-
ing and the rranscendental feelings related to the ephemeral nature of
existence as well as to the experiences of those who emigrate and learn
to establish bridges between different cultural traditions. Chen Zhen
explains how, from these experiences, he became a hybrnid man, a kind
of amphibian, and it is from this singular perspective that he analyses
the points of contact and misalliances between ancestral Chinese
customs and present-day consumerist society, exploring the space ‘in-
between’, understood as a cross-cultural dialogue.

The work of Chen Zhen has been exhibited at various international
venues, such as the ICA (Boston, 2002), MoMA PS1 (New York,
2003}, the Tokyo Palace (Paris, 2003), the Kunsthalle (Vienna, 2007),
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the Museo di Arte Moderna ¢ Contemporanea di Trento ¢ Rovereto
(2008), the Musée Guimet (Paris, 2010), the Faurschou Foundation
1Bciiin§. 2012) and the Blueproject Foundation (Barcelona, 2014-
2015).° This article analyses the receprion of the exhibition ‘Chen
Zhen: In-Between® (22 November 2014-22 February 2015), the firse
show by the artist in Spain. The exhibition, organised by the Blueproject
Foundation and the gallery Continua (San Gimignano, ltaly), was com-
missioned by Chen Zhen's widow, Xu Min, and drew on five projects
that had been conceived the vear of the artist’s death after a long
illness. These installations explore the body and its organs, conflict man-
agement, suffering, healing and self-care. Ulumately, these areworks are
concerned with vital cycles and the fragility of existence,

With regard to the enitical reception of the exhibition one can observe
the recurrence of certain ideas in the local and national media. The con-
cepts reiterated by art critics, articles and newspapers allude to the
relationship between East and West, the various ways of understanding
medical practice in different cultural frameworks and the individual-
alterity relationship. This article examines the receprion of the artist in
the local and national context, from the discourse of his first exhibinion
in Spain to the impact of this show in the media. It considers whether
exhibition clichés of international Chinese artists that perpetrate certain
post-orientalist political and cultural dynamics which stress the *Chinese-
ness' of the artst are either reproduced or transcended.

Transexperience; an ‘Amphibian Man'

“Transexperience’ does not mean the outward signs of an individual who
has travelled all over the world and has thereby become extremely experi-
enced and knowledgeable; rather, ‘transexperience’ indicates a type of
internal ‘loneliness of spirituality and the overlapping of life experiences’,
a type of *cultural homelessness’: you do not belong to anybody, vet you
are in possession of everything. This type of experience itself constitutes a
world of its own,’

Chen Zhen coins the term ‘transexperience” in relation to his own
transnational experience as an immigrant who makes contact with his
host = French - society and develops an internanonal arnistic career.
The prefix ‘trans” alludes to the experience of being in transit, understood
as a continuous state of metamorphosis that Chen Zhen relates to a
nomadic lifestyle: it ‘summarizes vividly and profoundly the complex
life experience of leaving one's native place and going from one place
to another in one’s life’.' Chen Zhen notes his hybrid condition and
calls himself an amphibian man; in so doing, he stresses the dynamic
aspect of the noton of ‘transexperience’, which encapsulates past and
present as well as distinet cultural spaces. He relates the concept of *trans-
experience’ to three ideas: residence, resonance and resistance. The artise
explains that when one travels one has to immerse oneself in a context to
understand local culture (residence), From within this enclave, the subject
has to synchronise with thar particular cultural environment (rcsonanccz
and also combart and resist the influence of Western culture (resistance).
The artist explores the interactions that are gencrated in the different
ways he engages with a host society and his country of onigin, locating
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himself in the ‘in-between’, that is, as an observer and a partaker who is
situated between spaces |espace entre| where two cultures converge and
are transformed into a virgin territory that opens up to the possibility
of new connections.” In artworks such as Rowund Table (1995) and
Round Table - Side by Side (1997), in particular, he examines the chal-
lenges and difficulties posited by transcultural dialogues. Round Table
(1995) was shown art the ‘Dialogues of Peace’ exhibition to commemorate
the fiftieth anniversary of the United Natons. The installation consists of
a round table, which symbolises a point of encounter, surrounded by
rwenty-nine chairs of different eras, societies and cultures. The chairs
come from the five continents and refer to the different social strata of
humankind. This work deals with the relationships between individuals
and focuses on the role of the institutions’ polincal power. Round
tables are common in Chinese restaurants and their circular shape is con-
sidered an impediment to any diner adopting a dominant position, which
is key to encouraging dialogue. The engraving at the centre of the table is
an excerpt from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in Chinese.
Lorenzo Fiaschi, the co-founder of the Galleria Continua, stresses that
Chen Zhen wanted to create a meeting point for all cultures and he
posits that the position of the chairs — elevated from the floor - refer to
spirituality and che bringing of levity to problems, thereby facilitating
processes of understanding berween cultures, ” However, can negotiation
and dialogue take place around such a table? The artist noted thar the
table became a symbol of power and that the relations suggested by
this installation are ambiguous, given the fact that while the round
table harks back to harmony, dialogue and the festive nature of a
Chinese meal, it is also evocative of meetings at international conferences,
where political negotiations and power conflicts take place.” Despite the
fact that the installation proposes the ideal of a universal democracy
based on dialogue, this is a paradoxical work of art. The chairs are sus-
pended; they are not connected to the floor and one of them is placed
with its back to the table, showcasing a carved Christian cross on its
splat, This symbol evokes the role of religion in dialogue between cul-
tures, from the ideological colonisation of the missionaries to its hand
in the mediation of conflicts. Morcover, the chairs appear to be an inte-
gral part of the rable, preventing the public from sitting on them. In so
doing, the piece highlights injustices and inequalites, the difficulties of
communicating, and of ‘eternal misunderstandings’. As the arnst
pointed out himself:

However, the chairs were all level with the table and antached 1o it, None
could be used. This turned the utopian scene of harmony between nations,
the ideal of the UN as a kind of international government, into an ironic
symbol of its impossibility, One has to accept the fact of *erernal misunder-
standing’, and negotiate within limitations.”

This installation is linked to Round Table - Side by Side (1997), which
is composed of two joined tables with chairs (associated with different
cultures), where the public cannor take a seat. This work also engages
with the impossibilities of intercultural dialogue, *eternal misunderstand-
ings’ and the desire to interact, despite cultural and ideological differ-



10 Art Map, Chen Zhen,
hips=fartsip cony
perrotinfexhibion/chen-
shen-2014, accewed 20
Aggaast 2020

11 Hanrw, “Tramsexpenences
ol a Sparitual Runaway’, op
ot

12 Chen Zhen, Chewn Zben,
MoMA PSt, New York,
2003, p 1K1

13 Fiotr Piotrowsks notes:
Just as o horeontal an
histary, or histaries, should
critigoe the vertical,
cemralized mexdel, a world
art history should critsgque
the wuniversal one, the
histary of imperial an i
the liserul sense of the term,
which smposed on the
cobonses the hicrarchies, the
epstemologacal categories
arsl the vabue system of the
metropodic. In other words:
the world art hastory that
has been my subgect matter
on this occasion should be
boaxomal cather than
verowal”, Pioer Ploerowsks,
"On the Spatial Tuen, or
Honzontal Art History”,
it Art, vol LVL no §,
2008, pp I82-383,

14 Jonathan Hay, ‘Double
Madernity, Para-
Madernity', ia Teery Smith,
Okwul Eawezor and
Nancy Comdoe, ods,
Aretimerrmeies of Art awid
Cwltvere: Madermity,
Postmodernity
Cromtemporaneiry, Duke
University Press, Durham
arwd London, 2008, p 114

ences. Rowund table — Side by Side (1997) draws on the aforementioned
concept of resonance between cultures — as noted by the artise: “how
the desire to interact is frequently faced with the impossibility of truly
reaching across differences in cultures and ideologies'.'” The culrural
intersection-space is narrower, and the chairs, which come from distince
places and are of different sizes (adults and children), no longer share the
same space. Instead, in the later installation, one table is arranged with
Western chairs and the other with Chinese ones. Indeed, there is far
less interaction in Rowund Table — Side by Side: the chairs cannot be
used and, again, one of them is placed with its back ro the table. As
Hou Hanru notes, the table becomes ‘an ironic symbol of the impossi-
bility of dialogue’ and an acknowledgement of the ‘eternal misunder-
standing’.'" Having said this, the artist focuses on the links between
utopia and dystopia by encouraging the spectator to reflect on the need
to establish collaborative dialogue. Needless to say, Chen Zhen's propo-
sal is absolutely in line with the current geopolitical scenario. These
nomadic experiences alongside those emerging from inhabiting distinctly
different contexts (such as the Cultural Revolution, the period of reform
in China and the years he lived outside his motherland), have determined
his artistic path:

The first rable was based on the sense of the *around’: a meeting, a dialo-
gue, a negotiation, perhaps even a transaction, The second table will be
based on the concept of the *side by side’: a metaphor of the eternal mis-
understanding’ which is bom out of how the desire to interact is frequently
faced with the impossibility of truly reaching across differences in cultures
and ideologies, The third table will be tied to the idea of *face to face': the
insinuation of opposing clements, the arguments, the political and cultural
conflicts around the world, and the confrontation between wealth and
poverty, etc. This project will be realized in South America, This project
of these three tables is my metaphorical vision of the world seen though
my personal expeniences, which have been very nomadic and decontextua-
lized for almost 30 years: 10 years during the Cultural Revolution, 10
years of Chinese Reform, and 10 years in The West',

Chen Zhen reflects on the different ways of inhabiting a place and of
relating to one another, be it *around’, *side by side” or ‘face to face’.
The artist not only exposes the points of encounter, the disagreements
and misunderstandings between different cultures and ideologies, but
also focuses on the confrontation between a ‘supposedly developed
world" and those undergoing ‘development’,

With the term ‘transexperience’ Chen Zhen sketches our a concept to
define a state of transformation and focuses on the areas that exist outside
the ngidity of the system. He juxtaposes centre and periphery and, in so
doing, he questions the location of the construction of the dialogue
between East and West, a dynamic that has been at the core of postcolo-
nialist and postmodernist inquiry, In contrast to the construction of the
asymmetric and vertical art history that continues to perpetuate a coloni-
alist relationship with the *Other’, the historian Piotr Piotrowski proposes
a horizontal art history that brings together multiple narratives.'* In the
same vein, the historian jonathan Hay, whose enunciation “The West and
the Rest' describes international relations,' explicitly illustrates the
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dynamics of power - political, economic and cultural — of the self-
nominared “first world' in relation to ‘second and third worlds’
which are situated outside *western® geopolitical coordinates’."” Simi-
larly, Zhu Qi in his article *Two Histories of Art: What Arts Represent
China?* (2011), notes that there are two art histories, one written by
Chinese historians and the other written by Western ones and warns
of the risks of homogenising what is known as ‘contemporary
Chinese art” and the fascination with its exoric, dissident and subver-
sive aspects,'® The Euro-American hegemony in the construction of
the historical narratives of art implies a conditioned perspective on
non-Western artistic production. Chen Zhen exposes this in relation
to the notion of the ‘Other’:

Zhen: First look at the global structural set-up of multiculturalism
under this definition of ‘Others’. Now imagine a picture in frone of
you; at the center of the picture is a big circle with lines connecting
its perimeter and radiating outwardly m all directions. At the end of
each of the radiating lines is a small circle. The big ciecle in the
middle is of course where the concept of 'Others’ was defined: i.c.
the western world, All the surrounding small circles represent the
‘Others’ group: Asians, Africans, Latunos, middle casterners... Things
couldn't be simpler here: cach small circle on the outskirts is interested
only in the big circle in the center. For many decades, you have heard
such things as: China-West artistic exchanges, East-West cultural con-
flicts, black-white integration, white-black clashes, anti-West, challen-
ging the West, anti-American, etc... But how many artists, if any at
all, I mean non-western artists, move among the small ciecles on the
penphery? How many of them, if any at all, have taken an interest
in the outer circle formed by the cluster of small circles? Why do we
hear so rarely or see so rarely in the art world such things as ‘inter-per-
meation between yellow and yellow”, ‘yellow-black exchange’, or
‘South-South dialogue’? In reality, the more you step on a piece of
ground, the more solid that ground becomes. That is the law: ‘whatever
it 15, the more you are opposed to i, the greater it becomes’, and ‘the
more you criticize it, the more popular it becomes.” We therefore
should often change our courses.

Zhu: Therefore, your strategy is to avoid the center?

Zhen: No. | want 1o change the picture entirely in my inner world, |
want o climinate the big circle, so thar all are *Others’, and all cultures
are ‘Other cultures’, including the white culture. Therefore we will
have a ‘multi-other world’. This s called ‘among the colors’, The
center will be left totally blank, This is my revision of the definiton
of ‘Others’."”

Chen Zhen revisits the definition of the ‘Other’, noting thar all
cultures are ‘Other cultures’ and removing the hierarchies and asymme-
tries of these polarised relations. The artist stresses the need to avoid
mhabiting the ‘centre’, breaking the dynamic between ‘centre’ and ‘per-
iphery’, favouring spaces of transit and drawing on the cultural misun-
derstandings that emerge in the artempts at dialogue.'® Chen Zhen
assumes the challenge of circulating through a space ‘in-between’ and,
within these parameters, he proposes a journey to corporeal and inti-
mate landscapes.
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Chen Zhen: In-between, Landscape of Inner Body

The term ‘in-between’ was coined by theorist Homi K Bhabha, in his
book The Location of Culture (1994). This noton has been linked to
specific concepts, such as the *Third Space’, the ‘No Space’, or even the
condition of ‘Homelessness’. Following these connections, and Chen
Zhen's exploration of this intermediare space,'” the ‘in-between’ can
also be linked to his notion of ‘transexperience’. This association has
been noted by the curator Aurélien Le Genissel, who explains the rel-
evance of these notions explored in Chen Zhen's exhibition:

For us, the title of this exhibition seemed almost obvious: “‘Chen Zhen: In-
Berween', After all, the place where Chen Zhen (and perhaps all artists?)
created was always somewhere in between, where instability offers us a
new perspective; that place ‘between two places’ which can be both
painful and fruitful, Some of the most innovative aesthetic concepts that
Chen Zhen proposed, like synergy, ‘transexpenences’ or his ‘double
exile’, are fuclled precisely by that space that we could call *halfway™.*

These are the concepts that the exhibition *Chen Zhen: In-Between’,
curated by Xu Min, draws on to present a series of projects conceived
by the artist in the year of his death. Chen Zhen's death was caused by
haemolytic anaemia, from which he had been suffering since he was
twenty-five years old. In 1983, he spent three months in Tibet to treat
his illness and study Q4, universal energy.”' In 1986, the artist emigrated
to Paris, where he continued to develop his artwork.

The exhibition includes a series of works in which Chen Zhen re-
appropriates his body and his illness and explores creative process as a
form of therapy. In this way, the artst transcends the personal sphere
and becomes actively involved in the social domain. Chen Zhen's instal-
lations dwell on the fragility of existence, and engage with birth, child-
hood, memory, suffering and death. While the exhibition ‘Chen Zhen:
In-Between’ (2000) consists of five art works, | have chosen to explore
three of them, because these are representative of the artist's ideas
about the different ways in which Chinese and Western medicine deal
with healing and care. The powerful and poetic artworks, Lumiére ino-
cente, Zen Garden and Crystal Landscape of Inner Body deal with
topics such as inner balance (physical and mental) and the cultural
relations berween the East and the West, These intimately entwined
works of art were produced the year the arust died and engage with his
own experience and reflecions abour how art becomes an effective
means to channel unease. Aurélien Le Genissel explains that the show
should not be regarded as a retrospective because: ‘It could be seen as a
kind of educational journey, an emotional and emotive stroll, meandering
through the inside of the human body.,'*

The frst installation shown is Lioniere inocente (2000), in which a cot
hangs from the ceiling, wrapped in transparent tubes used for blood
transfusion, drains or drips. The shape of Lumiére inocente, evocative
of a chrysalis, is also connected to his other work Cocon du vide
(2000), buile from Buddhist rosaries,”” With these works, the artist
reminds us of the ephemeral nature of existence and focuses on the
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continuous connection between life and death. While in this installation
the light that emerges from the cor, which is hanging in an empty
space, is suggestive of both the innocence and the energy of birth, the
medical tubes around it hark back to the deathbed. Beds (Chinese beds,
Western beds and/or cots) = understood as symbols of regeneration in
sleep, love as well as places of death — are recurrent objects in his installa-
tions berween 1998 and 2000.%* Chen Zhen explains how beds are linked
to the human body in the different stages of life: ‘la naissance, la vie, la
mort; et il nous montre la lumiére, la guérison et la spuriﬁca(ion' [ birth,
life, death; and show light, healing and purification]**. The tension gener-
ated by Chen Zhen from the combination of elements of the cot and hos-
pital tubes can also be linked to the vulnerability of existence and the
connection between beauty, danger, life and death.

Lumiére inocente enters into a dialogue with Zen Garden (2000) - a
garden of white sand, in which translucent organic volumes of alabaster,
cut through by surgical instruments, appear to be floating.”® Lorenzo
Fiaschi notes the contrast between the beaury of the alabaster organs
and the aggressiveness conveyed by the surgical instruments, and
exposes the links between micro and macro in the singular temple of med-
itation built by Chen Zhen.”” In Zen Garden, landscape merges with the
human body, with the sculptural representations of the gurs, heart and
lungs which, in a manner similar to the chrysalis in Lumiére inocente,
radiate light and therefore hope bur are also suggestive of human fragility,
Crystal Landscape of Inner Body stresses the interaction berween body
and spirit, and the elements that form this installation refer to both the
nature of Qi and Western medicine. By referring to distinct medical treat-
ments, this installation examines the synergies between his culture of
origin and his host culture. The nstallation is also suggestive of the
artist's desire to become a doctor and take on a more active role in the
management of his own illness.

This work was exhibited alongside Etude pour ‘Zen Garden' (2000),
which consists of a glass and a metal frame on which Western surgical
instruments are hung next to Tibetan ones.*™ The later piece is con-
nected to the installation Crystal Landscape of Inner Body (2000), in
which the artist lays a liver, lungs, a stomach, kidneys and other
organs made of glass on a glass table, The marerial used stresses both
the fragility and purity of existence and the piece is part of a series of
twelve tables used in clinical observation. Each table represents one of
the dozen signs of the zodiac, symbolising, therefore, the plurality of
bodies.”® Chen Zhen made cleven crystal organs and arranged this
‘interior landscape’ on a surgical bed, the surface of the crystal reflecting
the external landscape, and in so doing connecting the human body to
society (the inner and outer spaces). The delicacy of the crystal is remi-
niscent of his failing organs as well as the purification of the body. In
deploying different strategies, be it with organs made of translucent ala-
baster thar radiate light or organs made of crystal, the artist explores the
human body, and medicine and creative process becomes a lab of exper-
imentation and meditation: “The work Crystal Landscape of Inner Body
evokes the centuries-old Daoist concept of “Internal Alchemy™ a prac-
tice of visualizing the human body as a form of healing, In order to
mitiate a process of purification in the body, one meditates on each
internal organ and body part,"*



Chen Zhen, Zen Garden, mstallation, (detsil), 2000, photo: courtesy Bluepeoject Foundation



Chen Zhen, Cnistal landscape of moer body, mstallation, 2000, photo: courtesy Blueprogect Foundanon



Chen Zhen, Crostal landscape of inmer bady, mstallanon, (detail), 2000, photo: courtesy Blueproject Foundation
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doctor’, Chew Zhon, op cit,
2005, p 15, Jeffrey Dench
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This awareness and acceptance of illness and his own body stress the
relationship between body and community, Crystal Landscape of Inner
Body focuses on this inner landscape. External and internal conflict
surface in the works of Chen Zhen, insofar as these deparr from his per-
sonal experience. Chen Zhen builds imaginary landscapes. He notes thar
in Chinese tradition the hody is not conceived as a machine bur as a land-
scape where organs cxxs( in synergy in order for that landscape to func-
tion harmomously Understood in such way, the landscapes become
allegories of mood. As the art historian and curator Maxwell K Hearn
explains: ‘Landscape imagery long served as a metaphor for the political
world and the individual’s place within it - either prussaermg in a summer
scene or living as a recluse through a desolate winter.”* In Crystal Land-
scapre of Inner Body, the artist poetically links his failing organs with the
exterior, establishing in this manner a clear relationship between micro-
and macrocosmos. He presents an affective and embodied landscape o
represent illness and the various therapeutic processes that he is subject
to, be it the surgical wols of Zen Garden or the Daoist mediation of
Imternal Alchemy. He also stresses his active role in self-examination
and self-care. In works such as Zen Garden and Crystal Landscape of
Inner Body, Chen Zhen models his own body symbolically, and this cor-
poreal and affective landscape becomes a process of therapeutic self-con-
sciousness. As the artist notes: *Quand notre propre corps devient une
sorte de laboratoire, une source d'imagination et d’expérimentation, le pro-
cessus de vie se transforme en art’ lwhen our body becomes a Iaboraror}/
source of imagination and ewpenmenmnon, life is transformed into art].”’
The artist understands art as an instrument to reflect on existence and links
the corporeal with the immaterial. In this exhibition one can clearly see
how life and creation feed on one another. In the words of the artise:

For many years, my personal illness has influenced my professional life.
My daily battle against illness has given me such energy that the whole
experience has been transformed into a positive creative foree, Treatment,
cure, therapy, punﬁcumm. and meditation: these daily prcuccupmmm
have become the universe in which art and life feed on cach other, ™

Chen Zhen came from a famll) of doctors and he used art as a means to
self-heal, showing an intention to manage illness and share the process.*
He ttled one of his last exhibitions ‘Between Therapy and Meditation”
{1999}, and in it he examined the relationship between the docror, the
patient and illness by offering a holistic, artistic and philosophical investi-
gation, and establishing links berween Western medicine and Buddhise
practices. Chen became an active agent by managing - through art - his
own illness, and transforming the personal into the collective. With
regards to this, Hou Hanru notes: “Therapy is central to his thought and
work. His belief in the curative function of art relates to his own phymal
state, and his spiritual reflection on it,”* In the same vein, in a conversation
between Chen Zhen and Hans-Ulrich Obrist, the artist explains:

Now I'm developing this project of becoming a doctor because | am a
patient, And 1 ask myself, Why not make the process of healing a creative
one? I'm going to take advantage of all these trips 1o see doctors, sorcerers,
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ete.; 'm making my treatment part of an artistic process. The project of
becoming a doctor would be a synthesis of my journey - my way of
making arr, and of living.*”

In this process, the body becomes the inner landscape in transit, and both
Zen Garden and Crystal Landscape of Inner Body are suggestive of how
the artist transforms his uncase and shares it with society, understanding
artistic creation as a means to manage suffering, but also as a way of
mﬂccnn§ on medical and therapeutic processes from different cultural
realms.’® By drawing on his own transcultural experiences and various
approaches to medicine, he creates artworks where the internal organs
shape the interior landscape and reflect both beauty and vulnerability,
Life rhythms are embodied in the Chinese landscape and ancient artists
expressed their feelings through landscape, as Maxwell K Hearn says:
‘and while the transience of individual lives is mirrored in the cycle of
seasons or in the growth, maturity, and decay of a tree, the mountains
and rivers represent the eternal face of nature to which humankind also
belongs’.'” Chen Zhen's experience therefore transcends the personal to
connect with the collective and understands this relationship from a
transcultural perspective. In fact, Chen notes how individuals are
capable of turning into a kind of ‘virus’ and uses this metaphor to
affirm thar cultural cxchan%c can be related to the process and the symp-
toms of a viral infection.” Creative process can be contagious; it can
bring feelings our and affect the spectator by generating a space for think-
ing about life, transcultural experience and the sites between spaces, The
domain of the individual and the collective are interwoven by this connec-
tive tissue,

The ‘Eternal Misunderstanding’ and
Final Considerations

It is tempting to define his work as a dialogue between two cultures; to say
that it shows the conflict between two ways of understanding medicine,
life, and art... However, confining ourselves 1o this level of pcru:puon
would mean reducing his creation to a conflict between nationalities.*'

Irene Pomar, in her article *The Erernal Misunderstanding', explores one
of the main problems in relation to critical reception of so-called ‘contem-
porary Chinese art’ that is exhibited in the Euro-American context: sim-
plification and over-interpretation. This analysis of the ‘Other' sull
stresses exoticism, the construction of clichés, stereotypes and *Chinese-
ness' from a Euro-American perspective that perpetuates alterity, Chen
Zhen explains, in precise terms, how he would like to get rid of the
dynamic of ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ by reflecting on the ‘multi-other
world’, revising the defimtion of ‘Others' and cx?lormg new terms and
cancepts related to hybrid or “in-between' spaces,” beyvond the confron-
tation between East and \X’cst that should have been alrﬁdy overcome
in the twenty-first century.*® Chen Zhen theorises about his own trans-

cultural experience and christens it ‘rransexperience’, a concept he
describes as:
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un concept empirique impur, un mode de pensée et une méthode de cré-
ation artistique, ., Elle consiste en une double intersection. La premiére,
entre mes expériences passées et présentes ; la seconde, entre le réseaun de
mes expériences personnelles er celles des aurres, de tous les aurres, par
exemple des Occidentaux. Rien n'est indépendant, rien n'est fixé.
Plonger dans la vie, s"adaprer a Pévolution des circonstances, se mélanger,
s'idennfier avec les autres... Clest la stratégie de l'ean. Transparente, chan-
geante, mouvante, pénétrante; clle rassemble les expériences, les conti-
nents, les hommes. .. L'intéressant, c'est d'étre en mouvement. En Chine,
nous disons : « Les arbres meurent quant on les déplace ; les hommes sur-
vivent en se déplagant. [an impure empincal concept, a way of thinking
and a method of artistic creation... It consists of a double intersection.
The first, between my past and present experiences; the second, between
the network of my personal experiences and those of others = all the
others, for example, Westerners, Nothing is independent, nothing is
fixed. Diving into life, adapung 1o the evolution of circumstances,
mixing with, identifying with others... It is the strategy of water, Trans-
parent, changeable, in flux, penesrating; it [water] resembles experiences,
continents, mankind... The interesting thing is to be in movement. In
China, we say: "Trees die when we displace them; men survive when
they move'].*

This fluid and evolving reality is linked to other concepts, which the
artist terms ‘voyages', and which have to do with encounters and the reci-
procity between various cultural frameworks in a global context, that is,
*double exil® [double exile] as a process of ‘constant recontextualisation’
and the notion of ‘entre’ [between| thar alludes o the virgin space across
wWo cultures and that can be opened up to new connections and encoun-
ters.” Despite Chen Zhen's theoretical and practlcal exploration of the
notion of ‘transexperience’, critical reception remains largely oblivious
to this concept. Articles in various newspapers and culrural publications
that discussed the exhibition *Chen Zhen: In-Between® repeat the same
sentence: ‘(The exhibition) is a reflection on the balance of inner life,
the relationshi P with Western culture and the fragility of the individual’s
inner world."** But these brief articles do not explore how the works of
Chen Zhen address these relations, when cop mg the expression provided
by the Blueproject Foundation press dossier.”” This exemplifies the gener-
alised absence of art criticism, but also the ways in which media repro-
duces the discourses of the institutions that programme the exhibitions.
This is a problem that transcends the Spanish context and is true of the
global milieu. Similarly, it is worrying to realise that - from the infor-
mation provided by the foundation = the sentences that are reproduced
are those that evoke the dichotomy between East and West, avoiding
the inclusion of the fragments that allude to concepts - such as rransex-
perience - that attempt to transcend the stereotyped gaze to the ‘Other’
and open new spaces in transcultural communication,

There are only three reviews by professional art critics that actually
engage wuh Zhen Chen's work on display: thnsc of Roberta Bosco in
El Pais,"® Teresa Sesé in La Vanguardm. and Laia Antdnez in
Qm'/cm *" The headings of the three critiques note the relevance of the
artist and the presence of Chen Zhen for the fiest time in Spanish territory,
Similarly, Roberta Bosco and Teresa Sesé both quote directly the words of
Xu Min, who curated the exhibition at the Blueproject, and Laia Antinez
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mentions the words of Aurélien Le Genissel, the artistic director of the
toundation thar hosted the show. Laia Antiinez emphasises — using her
own words — the cultural shock as a point of departure in the work of
Chen Zhen, and Roberta Bosco, in her brief critique, also mentions the
relationship berween East and Wesr:

Chen Zhen estaba débil y cansado y tuvo varias premoniciones de que su
fin estaba cerca, asi que su natural interés por ¢l cuerpo humano y su
ritmos, la fragilidad de la vida, su equilibrio y sos limites se incremento
aun mas’, recuerda Xu Min, que debido a los estrictos controles de la inmi-
gracion de su pais, pudo reunirse con su marido en Paris solo tres anos
después de su sahda... Las obras, en muestra hasta ¢l 22 de febrero,
revelan una profunda reflexion sobre las diferencias culturales entre
Onente y Occidente, sobretodo por lo que concierne la espiritualidad, la
relacion con ¢l cuerpo y la practica de la medicina. [Chen Zhen was
weak, tired and had many premonitions about the end of hs life, There-
fore, his natural interest in the human body and its rhythms, the fragilicy
of life, balance and its limits was more heightened, recollects Xu Min, who
could only join her husband in Paris three years afrer his departure due to
the strict immigration controls in her country.., The works, shown until
22 February, reveal a profound reflection of culrural differences between
East and West, especially with regards to spirituality and the relationship
berween the body and medical pracrice. |

Teresa Sesé is the only one who introduces the concept of ‘transexperien-
cia’. In the words of the art critic:

= la transexperiencia = que consistia en bucear en la vida, en fluir, en
dejarse llevar por sus propias experiencias v las de los demis, abierto
siempre al cambio, a crear relaciones dindmicas con el otro, a reformular
su compromiso con su cultura original al dempo que construia otra en
Occidente’ |- transexperience — which consisted in embracing life, in
flowing, in living fully one’s own experiences and those of others, reconh-
guring one’s relationship with the country of origin and constructing a
new one in the Wese).*

Moreover, despite cining curators and articulatung their own discourse,
the conceprs stressed in the texts quoted above by Roberta Bosco, Laia
Antinez and Teresa Sesé focus on the East=West dynamic (as in the
press) without exploring this relationship in depth. Only Sesé uses the
concept ‘transexperience’ and transcends this dichotomy to analyse its
nuances,

In conclusion, in the critical reception of the exhibition ‘Chen Zhen:
In-Between’ - apart from the general absence of professional art criticism
engaging with it = only one text uses the rerm ‘transexperience’. None of
the critiques analyse the space of the ‘in-between’, a concept that is
directly linked to the notion of ‘transexperience’, as noted by Aurchien
Le Genissel, Similarly, direct or indirect references to the condition of
the ‘hybrid man' or *amphibian man’, as the artist referred to himself,
or even his determination to go beyond the definition of the ‘Other’, is
missing. Art critics have not engaged fully with the curatonial proposals
of Xu Min, Chen Zhen's widow, who has lived the same transcultural
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experience. Her curatorial work 1s highly personal, that is, it builds on
complicity, love and care. Curation for Xu Min is a transcultural
process insofar as it establishes a dialogue berween herself, the team ar
the Blueproject Foundartion in Barcelona, and that of the Galleria Conri-
nua in San Gimignano. The spectator was invited to an introspective
reading, an intimate space for reflection where s/he could get close to
the works. The visual poetry and world of affects of Chen Zben: In
Between, encourages the emancipated spectator to explore different
avenues, to appropriate them and think about how these experiences
can resonate in his or her own life,

Chen Zhen maintains that all cultures are *Other’ and questions
openly the dynamics between ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’, drawing on cul-
tural misunderstandings as a productive force and investigating spaces
of transit or ‘in-betweenness’. Within these parameters, the artist
explores the relationships that are established by transcultural artistic
exchange alongside those that occur in the inner world. In so doing,
he contextualises and links his vital experience with the arustic or
more general aesthetic spheres, “The Eternal Misunderstanding', that
is, the reductionist tempration, is to define the work of Chen Zhen as
‘¢l conflicto entre dos formas de entender la medicina, la vida, el arte’
|[the conflict berween two ways of understanding medicine, life and
art},*” stressing how the reception of his work is simplified as a ‘una
pugna de pasaportes’ [conflict of passports]. As observed previously,
over-interpretations, reductionisms and the heightening of alterity and
difference are recurrent in the reception of contemporary Chinese art
in Euro-American contexts,

Another matter worthy of mention is the role of art criticism and its
responsibility in a context where only one discourse is repeated by the
media. Frequently, art criticism is substituted by the informative notes
from the press dossiers prepared by the programming institutions,
which avoid a critical positioning. In order to open a polyphonous
space in this context the words of the art critic and curator Hou Hanru
{who develops his work in a transnational context) need to be revisited,
Hanru reminds us of the need to go beyond stercotypes: ‘the challenge
lies in reorienting Western expectations of the oriental towards the unex-
pected”.* In the face of the homogenisation of reception it is important to
leave space for that which is unexpected to construct a history articulared
by plural and multiple narratives.

As suggested by Chen Zhen, clichés can only be transcended by
drawing on cultural misunderstandings in order to transform them into
a fertile terrain, an inspiration and tool o examine spaces of transit
and rethink new hybrid spaces:

Misunderstanding s a most tantalizing state of communication, It is an
effective ‘medium’ through which cross-cultural exchanges and the very
co-existence of the various cultures are made possible.., Misunderstanding
is predicated on mecting cach other. It occurs only when you are trying to
know and to understand the other party, Things obvious and superficial
will not cause misunderstanding, which takes place only in certain deep
layers of communication... Today, one of the major ments of art is 1o
stimulate the true desire 1o study ‘Others™ and *other cultures’ by creating
misunderstanding.’*
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The artwork of Chen Zhen encourages the spectator to think about mis-
understandings, the spaces in-berween and transexperiences. These con-
cepts need contextualising in relation to the migration of many artists
during the 1980s and 1990s, The art historian and curator Wu Hung
uses the expression ‘a craze for going abroad® (chuguo re) to indicare
the longing of those youngsters who emigrated to the US, Europe and
Australia, noting the process of re-invention they underwent while reflect-
ing on transcultural identity.”® Other historians, such as Gao Minglu.
Hou Hanru, Melissa Chiu, Kaue Hill, Paul Gladston and Chen Zhen
used the terms diaspora, exile, double exile, in-berween and Third
Space in relation to the works produced during these migration processes.
As Melissa Chiu explains, from the beginning of the new millennium ‘the
art communities inside and outside China have grown more connected
than ever’,”” She also stresses the creative potential of transexperiences
and links it to globalisation and transnationalism, Likewise, she warns
us of the risks of processes of acculturation due to the fact that young
people in present-day ‘liquid society’ (Bauman, 1999) transit through
or inhabit more mobile environments which are affected by globalisa-
tion’s dynamics of homogenisation.*

To conclude, I should like to stress the need for attentive reflection on
transexperience and transcultural processes to  avoid epidermic
approaches to other cultural environments and to open up new,
organic, flexible and non-static spaces for thinking and debate - spaces
that go bevond the prevailing dichotomic relationships and transcend
the still present ‘gaze of the Other’.
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