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Punctuated Scavenger and Everyday Affirmations:
Chen Chien-Jung’s Quiet Resistance

Text | Chang Yu-Yin

“When a painter is working he is aware of the means which are available to him — these include his materials, the style he inherits, the conventions he must
obey, his prescribed or freely chosen subject matter — as constituting both an opportunity and a restraint. These limits challenge him, at either an artisanal, a

magical or an imaginative level. He pushes against one or several of them.” - John Berger,“The Work of Art” in The Sense of Sight
Restrictions for Determining the New World

How an artist chooses which restrictions they are willing to challenge, or their mentality when faced with those restrictions often becomes the key
distinction in their art practice. Chen Chien-Jung’s frank expressions are a rare exception among an excess of limitless freedom. Contrarily, freedom
can hinder an artist’s creative process, whereas when the ‘rules of the game’, or a framework and restrictions exist, the artist can often produce
greater creativity, as Chen states, “this seems to be my creative trait”. These seemingly self-imposed restrictions are precisely what lies at the edge
of creative development. John Berger quotes German Marxist art historian Max Raphael’s observation ‘on the margin of what man can do’, where
he states, “there appears that which he cannot or cannot yet do — but which lies at the root of all creativeness” (Berger, 1985, 203). It is only when

we possess these reactionary coordinates that can allow us to lift up and determine the next new world.
Off-track Displacement

A clear document folder is filled with a collection of image material that forms the preparation for artist Chen Chien-Jung’s work.The images are
marked with the details of his creative process through an accumulation of draft sketches, creases, stains and brush marks, that contrast with his
rational, immaculate, shop-window like creative expressions.A common thread throughout his work is the seemingly random, nomadic collection of
imagery, derived from the scavenged traces that punctuate our everyday life. Chen habitually detects and collects the beauty of everyday objects as
part of his creative process. If a photocopier prints out the wrong document, or a street casts a momentary color hue, a typeface that fits perfectly
to its sign, or a poster by a renowned designer hung on a wall, this assembly of objects, whether or not they were selected by Chen, nevertheless
are placed within the meaning of everyday life. Chen’s sensitivity to aesthetics, color, composition etc., through the analysis of personal systems of
aesthetics and the artist’s application, simple daily objects become imbued with an intangible quality, further affirming the meaning underlying the

existence of art and painting.
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The starting point for Chen’s works contain an immediacy devoid of pre-determined design or generalized political judgment. His work mostly
originates from his fine-tuned intuition developed over time. Chen clearly differentiates that what he pursues is not a ‘reproduction’, nor are
his works ‘projections’ of his subjects, but rather a reflection towards the testament of painting. At first glace Chen’s choice of imagery, such as
anonymous modern architectural blueprints or cross-sections of model vehicles from science-fiction, these technical drawings that emphasize
proportion, accuracy and seek to project an idealized reality, gradually become displaced as they are transposed within Chen’s work. However
when we attempt to analyze the architectural elements prevalent within his work, Chen explicitly responds;“my work deals with the painting ‘plane’,

not an architectural fagade.”

Chen deliberately keeps the ‘misunderstandings’ from his creative process, such as misprints, errors in measurements, or printing stains. He
chooses to keep these ‘misplacements’ that have deviated from a correct trajectory, “my work has never strived for sublimity, it is more impromptu,
serendipitously realized. The composition retains a sense of inaccuracy, the painted shape of a circle could be from the lid of a cup from my
everyday surroundings, used as a template that over time could even become distorted.” This seemingly playful and casual attitude towards
the creative process also implies Chen’s critique towards middle class consciousness, “painting is often labeled as catering to the tastes of the
bourgeoisie, however | attempt to use my works to deviate from ideal models of beauty, forming part of my own small reaction towards the

bourgeois.”

Upside Down, Is Good

A thorough look into Chen Chien-Jung’s image material and creative process reveals his experience as a teacher of architectural drafting, where
textbook drawings by passing, anonymous authors become the subject for reinterpretation. Chen always uses standard stock canvases rather than
customized sizes, making use of the material from his surroundings, he scavenges the discarded corners of wood left behind from his students’
model making, reusing these as a measuring device to create his distinctive line work. Sometimes the interpretation of an image does not have
a set direction, perspectives can be fabricated, and images can be enlarged, changing certain settings according to Chen’s own perceptions. "Of
course, before | begin a work, | will know exactly which material I'm going to work on, what creases and details | want to keep, but sometimes the
outcome differs from what | originally planned. Sometimes it even occurs to me that | have painted the image upside down without realizing it."

Then on second thought he would say, “upside down, is good,” reflecting his long-held trait of taking all things in stride.



Behind Chen’s light-hearted attitude, what he enjoys most is the process of construction, to confront materials as they are and finding
the pure unfettered joy of automatism in his creative process. Sometimes Chen will restrict himself not to mix colors, when working
with a color such as cobalt blue, he will purchase all the paint brands that stock cobalt blue and return to his studio to compare and
coordinate the different tones, assigning each color in his palette to the various front and side elevations in his work. The elements
that Chen uses to depict an image, whether it is color blocking, a hard edge, or the masking tape used in the process, in turn become
part of what is reproduced on the picture plane, “curiously what was designed to reproduce something, has now become one of the
protagonists”. Through each work Chen repeatedly includes subtle subversions of material, color and object, where physicality, technique
and meaning accumulate and converge, “this return to a reflection on painting, though seemingly trivial, in fact form an important part of

my work.”

Defection from Definition

Compared to Chen’s previous focus on creating something from scratch, in recent years he places more emphasis towards considering
how to reproduce the traces of everyday life and objects. The collections of image material that he is drawn to largely consist of
technical drawings of cross sections and plan elevations. He explains that whenever he sees these technical replicas, he imagines filling
them in. In the process of reinterpreting an image, the difficult choice is whether or not to preserve the traces of everyday life inherent
to the physical object. The discrepancies between painting and object is where Chen can find enjoyment in his own articulation, “if the
image is perfect, it is rather boring, because it is already perfect, so it does not seem necessary to reproduce it”. Chen’s works enquire
into the essence of painting, and at times are filled with a defiant challenge. Painting at its height and most rare uses its medium to evoke
influence and an energy that transcends its materiality. WWhile people usually cultivate, presume or construct meaning within themselves,
when viewing a painting, it is a moment when the material space and the viewer’s internal space overlap each other, this experience
constitutes the uniqueness of painting and its appreciation. This sense of familiarity also becomes what people always hope to find within
painting. However, Chen tries to resist these pleasant conditions of comfort, appreciation and unity, he attempts to open up another
dialogue of painting, the use of materials, and the definition of classical forms. Finding the gaps in re-understanding painting and detecting
the possibility of reinterpreting the established rules of real and imagined, reveals a hidden facet of understanding Chen’s work, one of a

nomadic figure constantly defecting from definition.





