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Examining the Life-World of Tseng Chien-ying through His Mime Theatre

Chia Chi Jason Wang (Curator)

The form of Tseng Chien-ying’s early paintings is related to the tradition of Taoist and Buddhist Figure
Painting, especially the traditional style of Buddhist statues. Even as he uses a meticulous and detailed
style of realistic brushwork to draw the outline, he also uses ink-wash painting techniques to bleed the
image, creating a stereoscopic visual effect similar to what is called “the concave-convex method” in
traditional painting. He has a preference for bright, contrasting colors which highlight the unique shape of
his own creations. At first glance, it looks as though he is creating Buddhist images, but his work is actually
more of a caricature of that style--though it must be noted that the artist is not attempting to be
profane or insulting toward religious beliefs here. During the process of appropriating and stylizing these
Buddhist images, he personalizes the images, endowing them with a first-person narrative perspective
and incorporating his own real context into the piece. In his early period, he tended to use a fun manga
style which was light and satirical, reducing the seriousness of these sacred images and shaping a
charades-like situational atmosphere filled with riddles. From this it is easy to see that in the face of

artistic tradition, Tseng Chien-ying has utilized a postmodern strategy.

2010's One Thousand Hands Project: The First One Hundred series is the earliest of his important works.
The size of each picture is larger than B5 and made up of 100 items. Working from the mudra gestures
of Buddhism, Tseng Chien-ying freely appropriates and adapts from tradition, creating a hundred
gestures of his own with an intriguing lifelike yet performative quality. There are small functional
objects, for example: tinted glasses, mirrors, ear picks, utility knives, syringes, rope and thread, rubber
bands, and so on. There are also a variety of toys imbued with a certain childish amusement that make
one stop and think. And there are some bizarre bodies which are the product of his own imagination,
including: human bodies dressed in the appearance of animals, as well as various senses and parts of
the body such as eyes, ears, mouths, noses, hands, feet, and so on. To increase the visual richness of these
scenes, he has given a three-dimensionality to the image by using the technique of relief and an impasto

paint style, layering on each layer of paint thickly.

Tseng Chien-ying’s painting presents human figures and objects which in the main reference or obliquely
hint at all sorts of activities associated with the body. Those human bodies mixed with the appearance of
animals appear at first glance to be bizarre shapes. However, they in fact are more akin to people
existing in the real world who intentionally wear strange costumes to display, protect, conceal, and even
arm themselves. Tseng Chien-ying in a recent artist’s note describes it thusly, “The body is a flow state of

power; it is the interface of consciousness and matter.”*

The relationship of clothing to people can be
viewed as that of a second layer of skin upon the body. People utilize dressing up as a way to reflect,
express, and even boldly declare their self-identity, subjectivity, concept of the body, and aesthetic

consciousness. The extension between the body and clothing or costume, as well as their dialectical

relationship, thus become Tseng Chien-ying’s core creative concept and form.

By 2012, the characters in his artwork had started to get closer to his own youthful state, possessing
the realism of everyday life. The caricature of the Buddhist mudra images turned into a muddled youth’s
expectation of enlightenment. These youthful bodies with shy and hesitant eyes are each immersed

in their own life-world. He has given these not particularly large pieces evocative titles such as Petty
Mind, Reflection, Petal Divination, Explorers, Initiation, and so on. Additionally, to create an evocative
connection between the youths and the title of each painting, there are sometimes placed within the
painting playful objects of a paradoxical nature, such as: goggles, ear plugs, flowers, compasses,
telescopes, ruyi (backscratchers), and so on. What one immediately finds very interesting is that,
although they are youths in the midst of growing up, they appear as marked seals or stuck in the

stillness of space-time, giving one the impression of mummy portraits.

Tseng Chien-ying continues to create an environment of maturation for those apparently young and
inexperienced youths in his paintings. One usually discovers that in what appears to be beautiful scenes
or moments there almost always lurks an ambiguous sense of dissonance. The main characters of
these pieces use their bodies and expressions to send a silent riddle. The naive children and youths,

as yet unfamiliar with the world, have a sense of apprehension within which their discomfort toward
their surroundings lies; they may never be innocent again. Their depressed aspect, as if filled

with a sense of deep loss, reveals their disappointment with the world, their frustrations, their spirit of
resistance. Although not necessarily every portrait is Tseng Chien-ying’s personal portrait, there is little

doubt he has melded his own personal perceptions and social observations into each piece.

Traditional painting mainly uses characters to express a judgement or uses them to set off other
elements, the goal then being to commend a concept, allegory, or symbol. Tseng Chien-ying
appropriates some traditional motives with an entirely different intention. In the artist statement for
his 2017 solo exhibition The Daydream of Delusions, he points out “I want to use a personal viewpoint
in order to address society and the era and attempt to show the appearance of human existence.”? He
also states, “The context which shows itself during my creative process reflects the extension of my
own sensory systems. This is a phenomenon where I'm using the body to interpret the sensory world.”

Pulling away from the formal framework where characters are nothing more than visual elements or

1 Tseng Chien-ying, "I Use My Body to Read Art History, ” as provided by Tseng Chien-ying.
Tseng Chien-ying, “Artist Statement,” in The Daydream of Delusions: TSENG Chien-ying Solo Exhibition (Taipei:
Red Gold Fine Art, 2017), p. 4.

3 Ibid.



semantic symbols, he intuitively takes people as his main subject, allowing their bodies to speak, to

shock perceptions to life, infusing them with real breath, thus expressing emotions true and deep.

It is likely no coincidence that Tseng Chien-ying’s use of the body as a form of expression, that his
borrowing of the body to express a creative line of thought, is strikingly similar to the viewpoints
expounded by Maurice Merelau-Ponty (1908-1961) in his Phenomenology of Perception.* Particularly
when raising the issue of “anger” and how this inner emotion passes through the human body and
exposes itself as a kind of posture or gesture, as well as just how bystanders understand this to be

the case. Merleau-Ponty describes the occurrence of anger in the body as something like a mime
performance.” In fact, this kind of mime theatre of bodily expression pointed out by Merleau-Ponty also
greatly interests Tseng Chien-ying, who has attempted to use concretely visible visual forms in order to

develop a unique form of performance.®

Merleau-Ponty points out that “It is through my body that I understand other people, just as it is

7

through my body that I perceive ‘things.”” In comparison with this, Tseng Chien-ying’s practice of his
art is an obvious manifestation of Merleau-Ponty’s unique ideas--to the point that it becomes a specific
proof of them. He has taken his perceptual experience garnered from his own experience of the world
and concretely exposed and transformed it, establishing his very own “mime theatre.” Facing the real
issues of our current times, Tseng Chien-ying reflects on personal observations of both himself and
others, and then reconstructs situations, working from real life objects and events, metamorphizing
them into something new and other upon the canvas. Characters even subvert reality; their getup is
extravagant, exaggerated, and even fantastic or surreal. The effect is to make the viewer feel as if they

are experiencing a dreamlike drama which transcends time and space.

During the years of 2018 and 2019, Tseng Chien-ying had chances to visit New York, Yogyakarta in
Indonesia, to go on a solo-trip to northern China, experience the traditional Silk Road, and personally visit the
great Buddhist grottoes, such as the Longmen Grottoes at Luoyang, the Maijishan Grottoes at Tianshui, the
Mogao Caves at Dunhuang, and the Yungang Grottoes at Datong, etc.® During this period of time, the world
was in great turmoil. The fight for gender equality in America eventually expanded into a violent confrontation

over the issue of racial prejudice. The conflict between China and America over global hegemony worsened

4 M. Merleau-Ponty, “The Body as Expression, and Speech,” in Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith
(London and New York: Routledge, 1962), pp. 174-99. Once during conversation with Tseng Chien-ying, he
told me that during the preparation and writing of his master’s thesis, he had previously worked with Merleau-
Ponty’s ideas about perception.

5 The exact wording used by Merleau-Ponty is “the mime of anger.” Ibid., pp. 184-85.

There are already signs of Tseng Chien-ying’s imitation of mime performance in paintings from his The One
Thousand Hands Project: The First One Hundred series; this trend is even more obvious in recent pieces such
from the Cacatopias exhibition, for instance, Observer (2020), Siltation (2020), and Deceit (2020) and so on.

7 M. Merleau-Ponty, “"The Body as Expression, and Speech,” in Phenomenology of Perception, p. 186.

8 During the years 2018 and 2019, Tseng Chien-ying was recommended and funded by the Asian Cultural
Council’s Taipei Branch in order to travel and reside in far off lands.

into a tense cold war. Hong Kong’s fight against extradition to China exploded into a bloody battle between

the people and city officials. Starting from the beginning of 2020, the novel corona virus slunk its way out of

Wuhan and soon sunk its tendrils into the entire world in only a short two months; no country was spared.
Shrouded in bleak misfortune with no sign of the light, all human events and activity abruptly came to a
crashing halt. There is a negative energy which is ever increasing, ever expanding, and, without a doubt,
this darkness is already written into the bodies of artists. Though taking people as his theme, the ordinary

daily life that springs from Tseng Chien-ying’s brush is no longer ordinary at all.

Cacatopias is the name of Tseng Chien-ying’s 2020 solo exhibit, and it faithfully reflects the
landscape of his recent works. In contrast with the glorious beauty promised by a “utopia”, which
is an unapproachable space which cannot possibly exist, being purely a thing of imagination and
invention, the Cacatopia is closer to the idea of a heterogeneous space or a heterotopia as suggested
by Michel Foucault (1926-1984). It is something that truly exists certain corners of the real world,
moreover, it is deeply rooted in every culture and the marginalized corners of those cultures.® The
scenes found within Tseng Chien-ying’s new works often take place within forests shrouded in
darkness. The flickering phantoms and creepy doomsday atmosphere are eminently palpable to the

viewer.1°

Themes of enlightenment or adulthood have gradually faded out of Tseng Chien-ying’s life-world.**

In the end, the youth must grow up and face that which he knows to be less than perfect: a
contemporary world that is more and more disturbing, anxious, uneasy, and overflowing with the
everchanging variables of additional crises. Using the body as a medium to perceive the world, Tseng
Chien-ying has always had a deep sensitivity and understanding of gender, race, physical identity, and
issues of the authoritarian patriarchy (and even the matriarchy).'? Represented as narrative scenes,
he appears to be indirectly using the theatre and its costuming to express these things. Yet it is not

particularly reserved and directly points out the evil that lurks within the depths of human nature.

Tseng Chien-ying’s mime theatre continues to be staged as usual, but the playbill is changing as his
life experiences continue to broaden and grow. Through the gazing eyes, lifting hands, and kicking
feet of the people in this drama, the viewer can begin to realize what they have encountered and mull

over the human heart--and understand this world.

9 Michel Foucault, “"Of Other Spaces (1967), Heterotopias,” trans. Jay Miskowiec, <http://foucault.info/
documents/heteroTopia/foucault.heteroTopia.en.html>.

10 For example: Suspense (2020), Siltation (2020), Bodysuit XX (2020), Bodysuit XY (2020), Foehn (2020), etc.

11 Teenage Dream (2014-2019) depicts the playfulness of youth; of Tseng Chien-ying’s most important recent
works, it is one of the few that tackles themes related to enlightenment.

12 For example: Eclipse (2020), Reed/Water Lily (2020), Midnight (2020), Pedophile (2020), Addict (2020),
Mommy Issue (2020), etc.
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