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In the past decade, Wang Haichuan has created a
rich and complicated oeuvre of works that included
painting, installation, photography, videos and on-site
performances. Up until today, the artist is involved
into one of the on-site art projects that went on for
several years and mainly evolved around some of the
pressing socials issues in China. In this exhibition, we
present Wang Haichuan’s unique and meaningful art
creation through his paintings. Continued on page 2...
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There are three distinctive features that
characterize Wang Haichuan’s latest
works:

The first, and also the most evident
one, manifests in the artist’s use of a
‘compound image’. Based on certain
aesthetics of the painting, the story being
told and individual sensory preferences,
the artist combines disparate imagery
in the same work. This relates to the
central principal of Wang Haichuan’s
painting construction that evolves
around the idea of images stripped of
their original meanings in order to obtain
a kind of liberating power. Images, that
escaped previously imposed meanings,
may either acquire different identities in
a new picture organization, or turn into a
pure shape and become an indispensable
part of the painting themselves.

The second characteristic feature of
Wang Haichuan’s paintings is the unique
spectrum of colors that became possible
because of the rare, coarse and water
absorbent qualities of handmade Tibetan
paper. Wang Haichuan first applies
pure colors to render the background.
By applying several layers of paint he
enhances the aged effect and builds up
the depth and thickness of an image.
The use of imagery from history and old
photography also helps to sustain the
impression of antiquity that his artworks
possess.

The third feature that describes his
paintings is the incomprehensible
content. Incomprehensible became a
distinctive feature of today’s artworks

or a standard one of modernist art.

Although we could try to decipher some
of Wang Haichuan’s imagery, at the end
of the day, | am afraid we will never really
comprehend what exactly each of them
is saying or how exactly each one

of them was generated.We are left with
no choice but to contemplate separate
fragments of Wang Haichuan’s imagery.
The fragments and the distance between
the fragments make it difficult for us to
grasp the meaning of the imagery.This is
why this exhibition borrows its title from
Lautréamont’s poem “The Fortuitous
Encounter of a Sewing Machine and an
Umbrella on a Dissecting Table”.

We will never really know why the
chance encounter of an umbrella and
a sewing machine took place on a
dissecting table, nevertheless, two of
these objects, captured on a painting,
create a perfect and complete picture.
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THE FORTUITOUS ENCOUNTER
OF A SEWING MACHINE
AND AN UMBRELLA ONA
DISSECTING TABLE

Kang Xueru
Curcator, Artist

Painting consists of images. Undoubtedly, almost all
painters are taking efforts, constantly, attempting to
create unique images of personal characteristics. This
is to define painting in terms of symbolic production
rather than material practice. Anti-image painting has
taken place throughout the history of painting, however,
the result of every anti-painting attempt is the creation
of another sort of image. Malevich provides the
exemplary case, where he reduces image to its lowest
and weakest, almost close to zero degree. However, his
‘Black Square’ is without doubt one of the most classic
images in art history. In this regard, painting incessantly
produces images, produces highly personal and original
images.According to the common understanding of art
amongAncient Greek, creation is bringing the non-being
into being, which is the core tenet of originality. Thus,
to create unique images that have not existed before
is the destiny of almost all painters. Wang Haichuan
has been in the same situation. In 2008, he painted a

series of ‘Residential Community Architecture’, which
possesses a distinctive personal style. Of course, the
production of these paintings pertain much to his
understanding of and attitude towards art back then.

2008 was surely the moment when China, which
had been rapidly advancing, underwent significant
transformations.The achievements of economic reform
that had lasted for decades reached the climax during
the Olympic frenzy, whilst various social issues that had
been incubating were also shaken to the surface amid
the earthquake in Wenchuan. Shortly after that, the
birth of Weibo, the social networking platform, further
uncovers blatantly events that touched the nerves
of the general public. Under such conditions, many
artists voluntarily extended their artistic sensibilities
towards the social. Wang Haichuan’s ‘Residential
Community Architecture’ is the reflection upon
various architectural constructions pervasively found
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Photo of Tongyuanju Dormitory Interior by Wang Haichuan, part of the photography “16.9 m2 lllusion of Ruin” project carried out in Tongyuanju
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1. The birds eye view of Tongyuanju workers’ dormitories
70 R TAEN B 4 S B
2. Photograph taken by Wang Haichuan at Tongyuanju
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throughout the country, which, despite their posh
names, such as ‘Venice Town’, ‘Mediterranean Garden’,
‘lardin de Provence’, are fundamentally underpinned
by cultural poverty. An extension of this is the art
project ‘Tongyuanju’ (Copper Cash Manufactory) in
Chonggqing, which has been ongoing for years but not
yet completed. He joins in one of the most drastic
urban transformations, and experiences how the
once glorious ‘Third-Line’ factory comes to its demise
during the urbanization and marketization of today. In
this process, he does not simply take the critical stance.
Instead, the incompetence of directly transforming the
social in the name of art, as well as the complexity
behind, prompts him to reconsider the relationship
between art and society, as well as the political
potential in art.

The reason to talk about his ‘Residential Community
Architecture’ paintings and ‘Tongyuanju’ project
is to allow us to see clearly how Wang Haichuan
has evolved from the pursuit of original images to
today’s morphology. In other words, despite the
apparent disparity between his current works and
the previous ones, as well as the significant shift in the
art conceptions, it is built upon these practices and
accumulation, that the entirely personal art language of
his has been established. For instance, the grey shades,
by mixing together black and white, consistently
constitute the main tonality of his paintings. The
installations derived from ‘Tongyuanju’ project — the
vintage furniture collected from the old households in
the area, by means of rebuilding and collaging, becomes
another absolutely functional furniture (indeed, among
people there is also a practice of disassembling old
furniture pieces and putting the usable parts into a new
piece. But this is done more for the purpose of saving
materials rather than taking an artistic perspective
on the practice of disassembling). Thereafter, collage
becomes the most crucial method in his paintings,
hence there is an intimate correspondence between
his installations and his paintings. Such correspondence
is not solely the proximity in the form and method, but

more importantly the reference in the concept — that
is, how an outdated, obsolete and obviated piece of
furniture escapes from the destiny of demise and seeks
to continue its life in the new combination, just like
the organ from a deceasing body, through donation and
transplant, gets reborn in the body of another person.
Indeed, substantial materials can be re-activated.As for
images in being, can they be re-deployed and obtain
new mythologies and significances?

The change took place in 2010.When Wang Haichuan
travelled to Tibet, he discovered old and handmade
Tibetan sutra paper. The paper presents the pristine
quality of manual work. Its coarse and uneven texture
makes it thick and highly absorbent, and therefore
perfect for repeated brushstroke application. After a
series of experiments, Wang Haichuan gradually came

Photo of ancient murals taken in Tibet by Wang Haichuan
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to realize that the most crucial function of Tibetan sutra
paper is daily recording — of sutra or Buddhist stories.
The invention of paper was undoubtedly intended for
the need of keeping records. Can painting become
a form of daily recording — not an instant capturing
of photography, but the consecutive visual text, like
diary, news, and film, which is possible to watch and
read. Secondly, just like everyday reality recorded and
referred to in diary, news and film, it contains highlights,
emotions, cultural symbols, memorable imageries,
familiar stories, exotic customs, prominent events,
but is more of a mixture of daily fragments. What we
have accessed is only bits and parts of life, the tip of
an iceberg. If we wish to unravel the world behind the
veil, we probably will only find endless frustration and
incompetence, which is exactly what Wang Haichuan
and his paintings are about to confront, and what his
images can provide to us.

Now let’s focus our vision onto Wang Haichuan’s
images: a golf player standing on the top of the city
tower, a newspaper reader emerging from a painting
of Chinese flowers, a pair of parrots seemingly
gazing at a running man diagonally, an exclaiming guy
reaching for a flying dragon, a woman in conversation
with Buddhist fresco above her head, a deforming
plane crashing towards a naked women jumping up, a
character hung on the cross standing in solitude on a
branch of green leaves. All of these images are aligned
together according to one aesthetic principle similar
to the one in photography of residential community,
classic architecture, postcard, Chinese painting,
Ukiyo-e, theatric character, news picture, erotic
picture, historical painting, celebrity statue, flower and
plant, auspicious animals, abstract symbols, decorative
patterns, graffiti, flowing paints and willful brushstrokes,
and the result is a compound image. How should we
enter and interpret such an image?

Possibly the viewers are able to discern some of the
images, spot a few familiar elements and even relate
them to something else. But when trying to make a
judgment of the painting as an entirety, you will find
the effort futile. It is a maze of images. You can enter

15

from any familiar image (entrance), but when you make
several attempts but still fail to find the exit, the only
option is to go back to the start, the most familiar
place. Viewing Wang Haichuan’s painting is exactly
the same experience. When you see from a distance
a familiar image and walk closer to ponder carefully,
you eventually fail to comprehend it and leave, you will
realize that your perception of the painting still remains
on the level of recognizing only the familiar image. But
the question is whether the image that you perceive is
still the image that was stored in your memory from
long ago?

For Par f& 1
Acrylic on Tibetan paper # 47 #
50 x50 em

2017

Maybe yes. Maybe not. For image is by nature
ambivalent: on the one hand image is merely a symbol
to be perceived, on the other, these imagery symbols
may evoke or be imbued with certain conceptions and
meanings. It is exactly due to the latter feature of an
image that makes mass media serve the same function
of painters in history and produce enormous amount
of images endlessly and incessantly. Devouring us at
all time are also these images that have been imbued
with all sorts of concepts and meanings. But Wang
Haichuan’s paintings are intended to reduce, weaken

Weight Loss % ETTX]
Acrylic on Tibetan paper B 47 /&

50 x 5o em

2017

and dissolve these meanings and significances that have
been forcefully addressed onto images.

These are emancipated images, but also images that
create additional obstacles. Wang Haichuan, based on
his own interests, picks certain images (mostly from
social networking platforms, snapshots from films, art
history, catalog, newspaper, folk art, travel photos, etc.)
to formulate the subject. The reason for selecting one
specific image might be random, and what intrigues him
might be simply the particular format of the image, or
an image that has gone viral among the public, or the
fact that image at hand can formulate a connection
with another image. In sum, the selection of images is
entirely based on his own interests or for the purpose
of the imagery. At first, the imagery has the atmosphere
from the past, but as the image unfolds, the information
of the subject image diminishes, but the heterogeneous
(or alien?) power keeps growing. For instance, that
man in black with seeming a gun in the one hand and
the other hand pointing towards the sky. This hysteric
man in black might come from one shot in the film,
more specifically, a murder scene. Apparently trying to
figure out and depict the origin of the man in black
is a rather classicist complex. As for Wang Haichuan,
what is interesting is what should appear above the
hand reaching to the sky, and naturally there comes the
flying dragon. In the lower right corner, the women in
intercourse seems to have provided the evidence that
the man in black is holding a gun in the hand. But are
there any clear causal relations between them? If the
causality is not strong enough, rather it is among the
man in black holding a gun, the woman in intercourse
and the fresco and Buddhist statue next to her there
exist causal relations. But at the same time this is the
most paradoxical combination, for no matter what, no
one would like to make love to a Buddhist statue. If we
keep going further this way, there will be more and more
leads, and details become more and more complicated.
Just as the novelist Calvino puts it: if allowed to grow
in all different directions, it will eventually devour the
entire cosmos.

Exhibition & %
Acrylic on Tibetan paper 47 #

~ ~
20 X 00 cm

2017

The same can be said about Wang Haichuan’s painting.
It is an image that consists of numerous images — a
compound image. Every image is the pre-condition of
other images, and is conditioned on other images. In his
painting, every image is proliferating incessantly. From
one image there grows another image, or something
else, for instance, the dark green on the left has a

purple shade grown on its right, and a floral pattern
in the bottom has a few flowers grown on its top.The
representation of them in this way does not undermine
the complexity, or put more exactly, the representation
of the most disparate image symbols that co-exist
along each other, which converge to balance every
single painting. They converge — umbrella encounters
sewing machine; and balance — the separating force
of modern aesthetic institution. In other words, it
is dissecting the image that extracts the image out
from representation, the carrier of a meaning, and the
prototype of a story. This is a modernist enterprise.
In purifying image that has long been attached to too
many meanings and significances into one symbol, one
purest form, image obtains extensive freedom. The
umbrella of Lautreamont cannot only run into sewing
machine, but also stand by any other alien image,
symbol and being in the world. Art thus becomes the
being beyond imagination. Wang Haichuan is not the
only one to make the exploration, nor is he the first
one. But we can see the efforts he is making.

August, 2017
Dingbang Residence, Beijing
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Acrylic on Tibetan paper iRZ5RJE
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2017
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1. During the artist residency program in Germany, Dusseldorf
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2. Working on “175” installation in Germany, Dusseldorf, 2017
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. Wang Haichuan

Longmen Grottoes #.17
Oil on canvas i H # &
250 x 1080 em

2010

WANG HAICHUAN:
THE STORYTELLER

Liya Prilipko
Exhibition Director at Art+ Shanghai Gallery

Borrowing inspiration from everyday life, history and religion, film and photography,
advertising and internet, Wang Haichuan lets his works speak an eloquent and
expressive language that unites them in the exhibition under a peculiar title “The
Fortuitous Encounter of a Sewing Machine and an Umbrella on a Dissecting Table.”

The works on show are engrossing and complex, executed in various forms, sizes
and media but unified in their eclectic imagery, irregular visual structures and in their
defiance of the normal and conventional.

At first glance, the viewer might think they lack logical coherence one might be
accustomed to seeing in his or her everyday life. They actively challenge the viewer’s
preconditioned perception of reality. Wang Haichuan’s works do not depict scenes
from daily life, nor do they place us in any concrete setting or identifiable physical
space. They do not expressively convey the artist’s judgment or commentary on
contemporaneity, politics or society, nor do they reflect on any historical times,
despite occasionally linking to some important historical figures.

What we see are flowers and animals, as well as birds and fish next to the depictions
of ancient murals, scenes from religious stories and legends from the western and
eastern worlds. Alongside portions of architecture, we notice silent and extensive
smears of paint, peculiar graphic patterns besides disjointed forms and floating
landscapes, and, of course, mysterious figures of people of various backgrounds,
professions and nationalities. Some of them occupy a central position in the paintings,
whereas others are deliberately camouflaged by the artist.

Image Sourcing and New Visual Structures

Painting allows Wang Haichuan to construct a kind of atmosphere that lets the
viewer escape the chaos of reality and enter a perfectly ordered world within a work
of art. Indeed, his works posses a “fable” character that uses descriptions of non-
words to hush the clamour of spoken language. His works are comprised of disparate
depictions of the objects that were taken out of the original context, liberated of
its original meaning, processed and reorganized by the artist into new visual orders.
Sometimes, completely alien realities find themselves side-by-side, objects may be
blurred and the backgrounds lack the dimensions of time and space.

The word “surrealist” is on the tip of the tongue when one is looking for the word to
describe his works that do remind us of dreams. Such description would suggest that the
artist, bypassing reason and rationality, applies a sort of collaging method that offers the
use of free association to reflect the workings of the unconscious mind. It is impossible to
discard the thought completely that the artist forges a conscious thought and embraces
a chance when creating his art. Nonetheless, much of what appears in his works as purely
impulsive or unconscious is actually strenuously revised and thought through. Image-
elements that appear in Wang Haichuan’s paintings are diligently filtered and selected to
narrate the story that the artist intends to share with the viewer.

Wang Haichuan navigates, sources and compiles a vast collection of imagery from
high and mass culture, from figurative and abstract, to the most mundane, religious
and out-of-the-ordinary. The artist realizes that he lives in an extremely image-
driven society. Never ever has the world been so overloaded with images as today.
Every day images are being produced, commoditized, stored and circulated on an
unprecedented scale. Some of them remain private, while others are made public and
even have the potential to change the course of global events. But with such a high
rate of image production in the internet and social networks, like in any other kind of
manufacturing, the waste of materials is unavoidable. People cannot help but create
ephemeral images that are soon to be forgotten and discarded.

The artist begins from individual sensory experiences to record and expand on
minute details, individual emotions, and memories of the everyday. He interweaves
reality, dreams, and metaphors into discourse of his painting. But what he also sees as
an essential part of his image-sourcing practice is the collection of discarded images
that he picks up and utilizes for his visual narration. Forgotten, unwanted, ‘deleted’,
they acquire a new life, identity and purpose once they enter the frame of Wang
Haichuan’s work.

Such practice of artistic upcycling of images in many ways resonates with one of
the major projects, previously completed by the artist, part of which was selected
for the program of the |Ith Shanghai Biennale “Why not Ask Again: Arguments,
Counter-arguments, and Stories” in 2017.Wang Haichuan’s work “Tongyuanju: Seven
Days” features an installation of assembled furniture pieces that were discarded
by the former workers of a Chongging Copper Cash Manufactory. In 2001, the

Seven Days, 2013, installation view at the 1ith Shanghai Biennale

“Why not Ask Again: Arguments, Counter-arguments, and Stories” 2017 .

Image courtesy: Power Station of Art
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manufacturing work has been stopped terminally, but a large community of people
previously employed at the factory was left behind.

What became known as the Tongyuanju project, that has significantly influenced
the course of Wang Haichuan’s artistic career, initially started in 2010 as an art
educational program.

Emptiness behind the Walls

To understand the complexity and the significances of the project on Wang Haichuan
consequent artistic practice, however, one needs to rewind two years back and look
at the year of 2007 when Wang Haichuan had closed his architectural and landscape
design company and taken up painting again after many years of running his creative
business.

At that time Wang Haichuan started to focus his artistic exploration on architectural
forms of residential compounds and building fagades, portions of courtyards, polished
up gardens, areas of constrained landscapes meticulously designed by people. His
paintings were executed in oil in subdued cold shades of greys and blues.The settings
that Wang Haichuan used to portray were devoid of any human presence; his
architectural compounds appeared as perfectly taken care of but at the same time
looked like completely abandoned ghost residencies. The architectural style of the
buildings reminds the viewer of villas in the Mediterranean and expensive compounds
in North America or Japan. In truth, many of those buildings that appeared on his
paintings were much like the requests he used to receive from the clients when
working in the field of architecture and landscape design. In the artist’s own words,
they were “rootless structures”, alienated from the traditions of Chinese living. Those
series of works reflected Wang Haichuan’s criticism of the new foreign looking
urban landscapes that sprouted in the country after the introduction of the market
economy, but more importantly they have expressed the artist’s resentment of a new
lifestyle that many Chinese people adopted after thoughtlessly and instantaneously
casting away their own cultural origins. In an absence of a better way to express their
newly acquired wealth and influence, the nouveau riche demonstrated their new
status with outlandish real-estate properties that borrowed identities from western
prototypes but lacked their own authenticity. Wang Haichuan’s refined depictions of
soulless and deserted structures that resembled stage decorations contained artist’s
protest against superficiality, ignorance and lack of cultural judgment.

Encounter with Tongyuanju

In 2009,Wang Haichuan introduced a new subject matter to his works that presented
a vivid juxtaposition to the perfect villas and polished up gardens of his previous series.
Wang Haichuan now turned to portraying deteriorating residences that were bound
to be demolished as a part of an ambitious urbanization process. Those were the
typical building structures that mushroomed during the active industrialization process
in the 1960-70s around China. That was when old staff dormitories of Tongyuanju
were captured in Wang Haichuan’s paintings for the first time. The lifestyle of the
former factory’s employees that did not change despite the rapid transformations in
the country, the communal style of living that was still exercised, and the sheer bits of
history and collective memory that the walls of Tongyuaniju have preserved, contained
great value and interest for Wang Haichuan and had subsequently stimulated the
artist to engage into a deeper conversation with the local population.

Wang Haichuan admits that on the preliminary steps his interest to Tongyuanju
mainly stemmed out of concern for the poor and marginalized group of people that
populated it.Therefore, at the very beginning it took a form of art educational tutorials
that welcomed everyone from the local community to participate, create and exhibit
their works of art in various media. However, the short-term art workshop series
represented by the project of Tongyuanju turned into an ongoing and profound
conversation through different activities between the residents and local Chonggqing
artists as well as foreign artists. For Wang Haichuan, it particularly took a form of a
social intervention that examined how social systems and certain living environments
had the potential to structure people’s entire nature and prefabricate their behaviors
and responses to certain situations.

Expanding Horizons

Wang Haichuan’s artistic interest in the Tongyuanju encouraged him to experiment
with new media as he saw numerous limitations in painting to express new ideas
and experiences that he had acquired during his work with Tongyuanju. He was

particularly drawn to working with installation as an alternative artistic dimension,
“an upgraded version of painting” that he could relate more to architecture.

Wang Haichuan’s engagement with Tongyuanju also resulted in a number of exhibitions
that eventually led to his installation “Tongyuaniju: Seven Days” being selected for the
aforementioned | Ith Shanghai Biennale in 2017.

It feels like Wang Haichuan’s idea of “unwanted” images that he has collected for the
creation of numerous of his recent paintings is deeply rooted in the idea of unwanted
furniture that he has collected for his installation, but more importantly, in the idea
of ‘unwanted’ people that were left behind once priorities changed. In fact, one of the
stimulus to create the installation “Seven Days” was of a deeply spiritual nature, as the
artist wanted to provide the local residents with a space, a ‘shrine’ where they can
complain, reflect and pour out their concerns and disappointments in utter privacy.

Wang Haichuan’s practice of collecting “discarded items” gives them a new identity,
purpose and life. This way the artist is able to create a new alternative ending to the
stories that otherwise could pass into oblivion.

A brief summary onWang Haichuan’s professional and artistic life might indeed shed
light on comprehending many elements of his paintings presented in his solo show
“The Fortuitous Encounter of a Sewing Machine and an Umbrella on a Dissecting
Table” The knowledge about his numerous trips around China and the world during
the course of his career, including Russia, Japan, Iran, Germany provides more insight
into the decoding of his artworks. However, each separate piece of biography can
only help with decoding a single piece of a painting, not the whole picture.

The artist is not concerned with drowning himself into an excessive interpretation
of each element he includes in the painting, but instead he engages in the creative
practice of storytelling that continues to stay connected, yet distant, from the reality.
Similarly, by trying hard to make sense of every single element we risk to get lost
ourselves in the fragments and fail to see a bigger picture. Perhaps, sometimes some
things are meant to be left unencrypted, so that a new unique and unprecedented
idea can arise for a story or even a novel.
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Tongyuanju 4 76 &
Oil on canvas 7  # &
180 X 200 cm
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Painting on iron sheet during Wang Haichuan’s artist residency
in Iran, Teheran, 2013
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“We will never really know why the
chance encounter of an umbrella and
a sewing machine took place on a
dissecting table, nevertheless, two of
these objects, captured on a painting,

’

create a perfect and complete picture’
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