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Statement of The Artist/ Upside Down
Text/ Sung-Chih Chen

Over the past six months, I visited the U.S. for the first time. When I lived there, the
fierceness and chaos of New York undoubtedly inspired many of my imaginations. In my past
creation, I always witness human beings’ abuse of matters from changing events in life, which
triggers my curiosity and observation of such mild things. New York 1s particularly a modern city of
high capital development, and everywhere is mixed with destruction and regeneration and conflicts
between humanity and material every day. As a foreign creator, I' ve explored a lot from the
1mages 1n life and breakage of content meanings. To me, New York subway 1s the entrance to this
city of madness, and only one city can be so crazy. The best, the ugliest, the most passionate, and the
most indifferent all are mixed in this city. New York is similar to a thin membrane challenging the

extremity of humanity in either “heaven” or “hell.” At present, it is 2 human world.

“Upside Down”  personal exhibition is originated from my creative imaginations about the
chaotic New York City. In this exhibition, “Upside Down” 1is the binary basis of cognitive logics
of rational perception. The “appearance of Upside Down” reflects the visual outline of recessive
meanings. The two sets of site specific installation on display are:  “Untitled 2016 and

“Untitled Room 3", used materials rich in collective memories, such as artificial plastic, liquid,
fabric, and printing paper, as the multiple metaphors of life. The shapes of concave and convex,
emptiness, aggregation, and escape create a “special time and space” that are different from those
in daily life, which triggers the senses of entanglement and rejection of audiences. In addition,
material combination and actions are used to form the abstract performance of low regulated
substances. The works not only reflect the imagination outline of material alienation, but also
connect the residues. The creative approach of coexistence of a large amount of construction and
destruction introduces meaning emptying and speed converted visual perception to audiences. The
mixture of shapes and meanings triggers audiences’  hidden perception energy, and creates a pure
life poetic realm. The works reflect the “pure” material world with which we all are familiar but
always ignore. Even though audiences put themselves in the exhibition site, their thoughts may be

outside 1mages.

There are many clear but difficult to define borders hidden in our life. My creations are

developed on this basis. I use residual life fragments to outline the border of upside down or even
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two faces of an object. During this development, as an installation artist, I repeatedly explore the
qualitative meanings of “artistic value” and “meaning value,” which leads to the formation of
many hidden borders from personal narratives to group awareness in identity, events (objects), and

time and place, as well as the construction of mystic poetic freedom in this disguised and absurd life.

I remember that when I arrived in New York in early April, it was the season of late winter
and early spring. One day, a strong wind blew away the garbage on the street. When these lost
materials became the slowly moving floating substances, the twigs of trees were scattered with
wastes. Such intertwining of disordered time and space created a different kind of humor and
absurdity. This scene simulated my life gesture 1n art, and reminded me of my dramatic imagination
about the film “American Beauty” (1999). After all these years, I sensed my own affective
projects right now right here in this script that seems to be a soap opera. I read the classic lines in the
play: *“

[ always heard the entire life flashes from your eyes
1n a second before you die

First of all, that one second 1sn't a second at all,

1t stretches on forever, like an ocean of time

For me, it was lying on my bag, a boys' scout camp, watching falling stars
and yellow leaves from the maple trees that lie under street

Or my grandmother's hands, and they wear skin, seemed like paper

and the first time 1 saw my cousin Tony's brand new Firebird

and Jenny -

and Carolyn

[ guess I could be pretty pissed off of what happened to me
But 1t's hard to stay mad when there's so much beauty in the world
Sometimes [ feel like I'm seeing 1t all at once, and 1t's too much

My heart feels like a balloon, 1t's about to burst

And I remember to relax, and stop trying to hold on to it
And that flows through me like rain
and [ can't feel anything but gratitude



for every single moment of my stupid little life
you have no 1dea what I'm talking about I'm sure

but don't worry, you will someday

Sometimes, 1maginations are more authentic than reality. Lies of people may be more
dreadful than reality. Haruki Murakami once said: “There’ s no such thing as perfect writing, just
like there’ s no such thing as perfect despair++ ” (Hear the Wind Sing, 1979), there are too much
unexpected things in the world in front of me. They all may be the accidents that I pursue.

Apparently, there are accidents everywhere --- .
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Essay/ Where Materialness Dwells
The Reduction by Sung-Chih Chen
Text/ Pin-Hua Wang

Translator/ Liang-Jung Huang

I was amazed again and again, and kept repeating "So that is what it 1s!" in my mind in Sung-Chih
Chen's exhibition. The objects on view appeared in ways different from their ordinary looks. After a
sudden realization, I discovered that they were ordinary objects with their "surfaces" removed: wood
peeled off its surface layer, flakes stripped off from bark-like materials, a surface created with black
trash bags and transparent adhesive tapes that might be misconceived as marble with its distinctive
pattern, a wall that showed efflorescence, and a landscape with balled-up pages and scattered masses
of threads. These materials, which no longer carried of their usual material appearances, occupied
the exhibition space, confronting their spectator with pure materialness in the most undisguised

manner.

The ambience and environment created 1n the exhibition compelled the spectator to carefully
examine this site of materialness that had undergone repeated processes of "reduction.” As a result,
we gradually observed and perceived how the artist had labored and manually reduced everything to
the minimum. The site, therefore, became a place filled solely with the materialness that surrounded
the spectator. It was precisely at this moment when materiality was laid bare that the artist and the
spectator had a chance to share a mutual feeling arose from different moments. The subtle warmth

and mutual understanding quietly overflowed in the site.

The Duchamp Conundrum

In the development of twentieth-century modern art, Fountain created by Marcel Duchamp
(1887-1968) in 1917 opened up the dialogue between art and its time. In his exhibition in 1964,
Andy Warhol (1928-1987) displayed cupboard boxes 1dentical to the ones used by common
department stores, reinforcing his statement to viewers that the boundary between art and commerce
was gone. A wide spectrum of artistic creations during the century-long development of Western art
had appropriated ready-mades from daily life, quotidian images, languages, and various techniques
of expression, and introduced them into the field of art. Moreover, Warhol's boxes displayed in 1964
had paved way for the theorization of "The End of Art," a discourse widely discussed during 1985 to
1995, proposed by the American art critic, Arthur C. Danto (1924-2013), who argued that the grand
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narrative of modern art had ended. It 13 obvious that the changes induced by the ready-made in
modern art history not only beckon at the intimate relationship between art and life. It also means
that as Danto has described "contemporary art" as an artistic practice that allows and accepts
anything, the art today faces a major crisis: it 1s difficult to define and characterize, and its value and

social position are ambiguous.

In my correspondence with Chen, he mentioned that he has seen himself as "an intermediator
between material and space." According to the artist, " many of the boundaries in life are 'invisible'
and 'transparent.' There 1s no force that could penetrate them, and the two worlds simply exist in
paralle] existences." Detecting the multiple boundaries and transparent barriers in life has led Chen
to perceive his work through "a concept of exposing 'membranes.' These spaces or forms that I have
created with materials represent my attempt to 'peel' or 'tear' to create an opening that links the
internal and external spaces." As a matter of fact, "it is the same with the formation of life. The
beginning of life in this world also starts with the penetration of the amniotic membrane." Therefore,
Chen has placed himself at a position of an intermediator. "I hope that I could provide these
materials, which are not related to one another previously, a chance to infiltrate each other and

interact."

Since Duchamp introduced the use of the ready-made into modern art, the scope of classical art
history has been broadened. However, he has also created a conundrum of artistic creation for the
development of modern art in the past century. How could we stop understanding the ready-made
only by its social implication and stop viewing it as merely a symbol of the consumerist world? How
could it escape its deconstructive implication to the classical art and become part of the value system
prescribed by art history? Or, 1s it sSimply a response to tackle the fundamental 1ssue of art being a
non-realistic existence? In terms of this conundrum, Chen's work has actually shattered this shackle

of art history, and expanded the field of making art with the ready-made.

He constructed the readymade objects in a space from the perspective of "an intermediator of
material and space." In the process of using the ready-made, the artist first converted the ready-made
into materials, and then, rendered them different from what they ordinarily appear to be through a
qualitative change. Whereas the former focused on removing the exterior of a ready-made object to
expose its inherent quality, the latter, however, emphasized on new materialness born from the

transformed material. The attributes of the new materialness and the ready-made co-exist. Through
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such transformation, the fixed role of the ready-made in the daily reality was transformed into new
objectiveness with handmade details that fell into a category of material that has not been named.
Being unable to categorize the interior and exterior of the ready-made, the spectator was faced with
an installation space that was converted into a non-socially defined space. However, through this
new objectiveness that could only be captured onsite by our perceptive powers, this space and the
spectator could achieve a kind of exchange. The site, at that moment, became a site of common
perception 1n that instant, where the spectator could only rely on his or her sensory and perceptive

powers to become aware of and glimpse into the site.

Regaining Temporal Fluidity in Reality

The " new objectiveness " completely revealed in the exhibition not only demonstrated the original,
a more fundamental look of the materialness, it also simultaneously manifested a sense of
temporality through peeling, uncovering, and exposing due to the handmade details. The spectator
could follow these details or traces to experience a sense of time previously undetected in the objects
that had been intact. According to Chen, in his work, "the beginning is also a journey towards the
end." Through his techniques, he was able to peel, uncover, empty, and destruct the ready-made and
reveal 1ts original temporality so that he had a chance to explore certain material's "fundamentality."
Such "fundamentality" allowed time to returned to an abstract, original state, of which the unrealistic
attributes were captured 1n the reality of the artwork. The sense of time marked the beginning as well

as the end. For the moment, there was no need to distinguish the two.

"My work is practical in a realistic way yet extremely detached. The creative process is actually
close to composing a 'poem." Poetry can express more imagination with succinct words. Less 1s
really harder than more." So said Chen. Because he represented and worked with the materialness in
a practical way, the spatial attribute and temporality of the materialness were all renewed during the
making. This delicate way of manipulation created the previously invisible or static quality of life
within and without the ready-made. By using a method of "reduction,” he subverted the systematic
naming of the ready-made as well as the confinement of consumerism. Furthermore, the new
objectiveness he achieved through reduction was shown through vocabularies of classical art in the
exhibition, such as water stains, ink coloring, linear sketches, and wrinkled forms. He successfully
surpassed the artistic mode that Duchamp had discontinued with the employment of the ready-made.
Without being confined by the definition of the ready-made, Chen was able to combine the

appearance of the ready-made with the visual vocabulary of a slowed temporality.
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"My experience of growing up and my artistic training were also 'molded' in a vessel very similar to
the idea of the 'membrane.' Our traditional art education actually employs a mode based on one
single standard, which forms the paradigm 1in arts. In fact, the approach of removing the mold" and
'tearing up the membrane' adopted in many of my works 1s a form of self-examining the
technique-based artistic training I have received." Chen stated that "I intentionally delved into the
questions inherent to artistic production and creation in graduate school. However, I did not possess
any 'technical training. It was when I started to study the concepts and thinking of contemporary art,
I began to create my own techniques." Chen was determined to break the confining mode of artistic
education. "When [ started to realize that, in pure art-making, I did not have a 'model' to look up to
or to imitate. So, I actually had much more freedom to discover and develop my own 'creative
methods' through a kind of self-awareness and spontaneous experiment. However, these methods
were not really extraordinary. As a matter of fact, they might be quite insignificant most of the time.
They have always been there, like a membrane concealed in our space." He has developed a fantastic

method to create a new world out of an existing one.

The world that is Upside Down

In the artist statement of Upside Down, Chen stated that the concept of the exhibition originated
from his imagination of New York, in which everything seemed upside down. In this solo exhibition
at [T Park in 2016, crumpled, balled-up paper took up spaces of walls with plastic bags filled with
water. Meanwhile, wrinkled, irregularly shaped masses, which the artist tied and produced in a
spontaneous manner, were arranged and displayed in a linear fashion. Taking a closer look, one
would notice there were subtle, indistinct sketching lines on the walls that visually connected the
objects to the walls. Printed materials largely used for the purposes of social communication and
consumption promotion retired from the battlefield of marketing and became disposables destined
for recycling plants. They were not read anymore; they were evidence of an operating consumption
mechanism. How could such a site constructed with materialness deliver the artist's creative
imagination of the city of New York? His artist statement provides a possible answer: Upside Down
tackles our rational perception, which is based on the dichotomous system that structures our
perceptive logic. "Appearances” in the exhibition aim to outline the visual contour that is implicit

and multi-faceted.

In my opinion, Chen proposed a creative logic and method that transcended the system of dichotomy,
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which has been the essential element to his creative making of the "new objectiveness."

From the viewpoint of the spectator, Upside Down ventured into a zone between the "right and
wrong," where things were upside down. It was through the artist's peeling off of the existing world
that a new world was exposed, liberated, and regenerated. Chen's approach allowed potentialities
beneath "appearances" to come out as multiple meanings. The ingenuity of his work lay in the fact
that the spectator was able to witness a certain "original quality" to emerge from the potentialities of
the ready-made objects. The reason why the spectator did not feel strange or unfamiliar to such

materialness was because it has been "embedded in the perceptive capacity shared by all of us."

This was how New York looked like 1n the eyes of the artist. "For me, the New York subway 1s the
gateway to really experience this crazy city. It is very rare that a city can possess such wildness as
all the most wonderful, hideous, passionate, and indifferent things are blended into the crowded
space. It is like a membrane that presents a challenge to humanity, which might lead to either

'paradise’ or 'hell.' It is an instantaneous depiction of the human condition."

During his days in New York, Chen continued to "perceive the discontinuities between exterior
appearances and their contents and meanings; it 1s indeed a rich exploration." The disparity between
appearance and reality, the discontinuity between form and content, and the contradiction that kept
impacting his perception have contributed to his creative imagination of this unique city, which

enabled him to penetrate through its appearances of dichotomy and reach the hidden abundance.

In the artist statement, Chen also stated the following: "I hope my work to serve as a kind of
translation, which involves issues of interpreting texts as well as materials. A good translator has the
ability to achieve a balance, converting the translated text into a version of another language without
losing the original meaning for readers. This is the most difficult part. Understanding my work from
an angle of translation, I would say that the author and the translator possess equal importance. In
this case, the author is the material (space), and I myself am a reader. I play the role of the translator,
and my audiences are the readers." Here, let us return to Duchamp's conundrum one more time.
Contemporary art is no longer the type of art that relies the subject of artists to inscribe a great era of
art; on the contrary, it invites audience to participate to acutely observe and perceive the fluidity and
1mpact of time and space. It aims to come close to a direct perception of the instant and create those

countless moments of our shared perception.

14



Chen has repeatedly mentioned 1n various interviews that he was "always intrigued by those 'spatial

"

specimen that were about to be erased." From my point of view, it is precisely through this
retrospective glance that certain hidden personal memories in life, those spatial-temporal traces of
our collective history, the soul-touching remnants that proved human existence were found and
collected by the artist, who, after the repeated process of reduction, has continued to reveal their

radiant inherent glow that were previously unseen.
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Essay/ Upside Down. It Is Where Art Resides
Text / Sean Wang

Translator/ Liang-Jung Huang

The space within space

The topic of space has always been an important subject to the making of art. In terms of philosophy,
from the empiricist discussion of spatial experience by the German philosopher, Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804), to the imaginative discussion of phenomenology and the language used in naming
spaces 1n La poétique de [espace by Gaston Bachelard (1884-1962), the question of space has
always fascinated people in the same way archaeology does. (A good example would be the famous
archaeological analogy of the "Shroud of Turin" in the West, which discusses how the remaining
material of the body, after the living body disappears, triggers rich imagination of what is more than
material.) For an artwork, the demonstration and interpretation of space is fundamental. For example,
in the works of the Mexican artist, Gabriel Orozco (1962-), the artist dissects and re-constructs
materials he has collected, revealing the internal space of an ordinary object and giving new
meanings to 1its fixed, existing exteriority through association. Another example would be painting,
which always starts with a two-dimensional plane. The painter "slices" (or paints on) a blank piece
of paper, canvas, or any other surface to create a new space. The fascination with the space within

space has always propelled the making of art.

Following the philosophical pursuit and context mentioned above, Sung-Chih Chen, an artist from
Taiwan in the East, has directly transformed space per se into a distinct feature in his work. Around
2005, Chen held a solo exhibition at Shin Leh Yuan Art Space in Taipei ( Vol 7-Sung-Chih Chen
Solo Exhibition). In the exhibition space, which was converted from an old apartment, the artist
simply treated materials such as wooden partitions and painted walls as his artworks. Upon entering
the exhibition space, no artworks seemed to be displayed. After a while, we discovered that many
spots of delicately processed details on the floor and the walls had constituted his so-called
works—Chen's exploration of the space lay in the site he used, and the exhibition space itself
embodied the spirit of art. If we examine his oeuvre from this perspective, the term "spatial
installation" might be insufficient to describe the works he has created. Contrarily, what he has
created is not objects within the space but rather the material that constitutes the space itself and
every area in the space that 1s perceived; and even the internal space of every small detail can be

seen as his installation. In 2016, Chen presented a solo exhibition at IT Park, in which he continued
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his exploration and discovery of the internal cosmos of material. In a series called Untitled
2016-drawing, he used fabric as the creative medium and cut a hole in the fabric. Then, he pulled out
the weaving threads from the unhemmed edges, creating new spaces on the flat textile surface. The
previously intact textile fabrication was re-woven and rec-structured with the threads and the hole. In
other words, the spatial characteristic of the fabric was amplified. Or, it evoked the meaning created
during the production process of the fabric material—the weaving density of the fabric production
determined the characteristics and texture of the piece of cloth. Chen has always excelled in subtly
and cleverly restoring such spatial quality, just like the technique of deconstructing and restoring
thin wooden planks he is known for. At the first glance of Chen's work, one 1s always puzzled and
surprised. What makes one feel puzzled is that these works always seem so ordinary in the world we
live 1n. What 1s surprising 1s that these ordinary materials can become so unique after his careful and
meticulous examination. Through peeling off parts of the materials by hand (such as his series of
Delicate Sensibilities, 2012, in which he peeled off layers from fragments of wooden planks), Chen's
work has often transformed an ordinary space into a unique, delicate site. In his spaces within space,
there 1s no redundant construction but only countless handmade details that transcend the ordinary
materials he uses. Through the sublimation of his manual work, the simple and often plain materials

become where an inner spiritual quality dwells.

Delicateness that is plain yet refined

The 1diom, "one can't create a fine product from inferior materials," is often used in a sarcastic way
nowadays. In contemporary life, we are no longer amazed by anything. The digital world surprises
us by keeping all things look new and fresh. Deterioration no longer possesses an element of
surprise or shock; nor is it captivating anymore. Because when we are surprised every single day,
everything seems to be tainted with a sense of banality, no matter how special the thing is.
Contemporary video art, for instance, has already become common and insipid. The truth is, even
surprise 1tself deteriorates eventually. As a result, in the contemporary world saturated with
reproductions, the importance of handmade production has become more and more essential. The
handmade details of Chen's work are attractive and mesmerizing under this circumstance. Whether
the material is new or old is not an important matter. Contrarily, it could be of an existence

equivalent to floating clouds.

We have seen too much glamorous clothing, exquisite interior decoration, and artworks that are

created to please us and cater to our tastes. In the artistic world, artworks that are produced to catch
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people's attention are excessively packaged most of the time. Moreover, some even attempt to pass a
style of dilapidation as false simplicity. It could be found in some pretentious antique furniture that
fakes its history (such as the fake bronze sculptures that are painted to make them look patinated). In
contemporary art, things that pretend to look dilapidated are everywhere. Such an approach to fake
plainness has made countless artworks of various materials look ridiculous. The more these works

attempt to look plain and simple, the more pretentious they actually are.

However, different from people who try to manipulate materials but end up looking pretentious,
Chen has found a meandering yet clearly successful way that allows him to capture the simple
quality and texture of the material. In 2016, Chen held a solo exhibition under the title, Upside
Down. The Chinese exhibition title, which directly translated as "the looks of right and wrong," got
us to think about how we have comprehended and faced the world we lived in. Before one could
conceive what art 1s, one would have to be able to acutely perceive the world. Chen gave his
audience an opportunity to discover the texture of life while they stood within his spatial
installations in the exhibition. Furthermore, Chen's questioning about what the right and wrong in
life look like, or the upside down world, allowed us to see a more delicate, undisguised relationship

between us and the material in our life through his work.

Industrial and aesthetic perception

The lives of most of us, that is, people who live in urban areas, are built upon a foundation consisted
of industrial products. Like languages that we must use daily, these industrial products, along with
their texture and characteristics, have clearly and unavoidably enveloped our lives in an
industrialized fashion. We express our ideas through using languages; similarly, we experience our

lives through industrial products.

For the artworks displayed in Upside Down, the materials used to produce industrial products were
represented as abstract forms of life. The artist used cloth, cotton threads, pieces of cloth, magazine
pages, and plastic bags to create his handmade works. Most of these materials are related to the oil
industry. A similar link to petroleum could be found in his recent installations. For example, in
Another Place Series - Unrelated Accident, 2014, the relationship between plastic material and oil
was restored through an oil fountain on a plastic bucket (the plastic bucket was a plastic fountain).
Another example would be Another Place Series - Sailing, 2014. (A natural and unnatural sailing in

life produced by the filling of modern artificial materials and the shifting signification by
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re-organizing materials.) From his early use of wooden material, dust, cement as well as his control
of fragmentedness and completeness in his early works, Chen has redirected his focus to the internal
cosmos of materials and a fantastic path that connects this cosmos and our life. Through this path,
his work has undergone a transformation—{from representing a sense of tranquility emerged from

industrial labor, his work has shifted to embody a fantastic narrative of modern industry.

One of the major artworks in Upside Down was a spatial installation constructed with magazine
pages, which were crumpled and pasted onto walls. The crumpled pages showed subtle curves and
became individual sculptural units. Each one was tied with a plastic bag filled with a small portion
of water. Next to each of the crumpled pages with bags of water, Chen scraped the walls with the
magazine pages to create colorful traces of ink. These units resembled a swarm of goldfish; one
looked a little different from another because the printed content on the pages was different.
Additionally, the entire space reminded us of a flowing pool as the walls were transformed into the
walls of a fish tank. It was as if the audience were standing in a concrete aquarium while observing

the fish of industrial civilization swimming and floating in water.

His entire creative project seemed to be built upon this industrial narrative. It possessed no ending
but only continuous discoveries; it surfaced as countless industrial products, repetitive artificial
materials, unending artificial reconstruction (the crumpled paper), and then, an infinite enveloping of
the space. Moreover, the water in the plastic bags could not be touched. The water kept in the shapes
of the plastic bags symbolized the drying up of the ink used to print the magazines. The space
became a poetic narrative about industrial production. However, the cold, rigid industrial elements
were softened. Upside Down showed us a contrast between the hard and the soft. The hard materials

represented the positive and certain whereas the soft material the ambiguous and fluid.

Civilization in an upside down situation, no conclusion needed.

These poetic installations made with industrial products have precisely presented the artist's
reflection upon the civilization. The materials he used to create his works were industrial. However,
after the refinement of artistic creation and a subtle balance achieved through meticulous selection of
the materials, they have transcended the original meanings of these materials in our society. The
printed pages that mimicked living creatures, the water in plastic bags as a metaphor for the body,
and the black holes drawn out by the thread of nylon fabric have all sublimated the meanings of

these materials; just like words were sublimated or refined into poetry.
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The form of poetry, like many other literary characteristics, 1s ambiguous and intriguing. In Chen's
work, he materials that used to possess a sense of certainty have revealed characteristics that are
difficult to described. This 1s precisely why art 1s essential: one must experience life to transcend life,

and this transcendence will be where unity of the spiritual and the material originates.

In his recent projects and in the upside down world, Chen's contemplation upon the spiritual quality
of the material has achieved a delicate balance between the glamorous and the dilapidated as well as
the macroscopic and the microscopic in space, and has perfectly integrated civilization and
simplicity. His work loosens our fixed perception of the material. Everything can be allegorical; the
whole 1s also a part. What we see in Upside Down 1s the most beautiful look of art as well as the

answer that 18 closest to art.
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