
 

   
 
  

  

 «Spirituality that can no longer be conventional, bodiless, religious, perfection of the soul, but 
approached in a dimension of responsibility for the ‘contract’ of general balance of society and 
of nature […] Future reality will certainly be an artificial nature, but how can we achieve ‘natural 
artifice’ without losing the nature of human beings? These points, forming the essential principles 
of the new mentality of the man of the future, are linked as the focus of reflection in my work»
reflections about modern society, consumption, spirituality, future and his work 

«In my work, the absence of images of the human body is a ‘visual trap’ as the very strong 
presence of the spirit of man through the invisibility of the materials is omnipresent if you 
don’t stop at the form» 
the human body in his oeuvre

«It seems to me that no forces and influences are more important than personal experience. 
All the complexity of my work comes indeed from the complexity of my experience.” 
importance of personal experience 

Extracts from Objects of Nature. Interview between Jérôme Sans and Chen Zhen (1992), published in Jérôme Sans (ed.), 
“Chen Zhen. The Discussions”, (Dijon: les presses du réel, and Paris: Palais de Tokyo, 2003)

«We cannot but admit that this concept of ‘contemporary art’ is a foreign import as far as China 
or Chinese artists are concerned. Playing the “Western card” in China and the “Chinese card” 
in the West have always been considered to be the two most effective strategies when creating 
under different contexts. However, when we are placed in the state of a movement – in other 
words, engaging in on-site creations across continents – any superficial interpretations and moves 
in relation to this strategy will likewise lose their own significance, since with the background 
factors of multiple displacements, these coordinates will at any moment lose their power. Hence 
the question of ‘identity’ will ultimately be confirmed by being constructed through making one’s 
stance absolute, rather than simply relying on the peculiarities of one’s cultural background under 
the conditions of displacement. The idea of cultural interreference is a personal matrix of thought 
forced gradually by many years of nomadic creative experience» 
how multiculturalism affects and is affected by contemporary art

«One should let the subconscious become the internal connective thread of an artist’s entire 
oeuvre. And not the opposite. Many people have always thought that the inspiration for each work 
comes from a subconscious impulse, using the conscious ideals, and logic to control one’s style and 
continuity. They have never ever thought of how this control by the “logic of ego” ends up subtly 
suppressing numerous ‘micro-subconsciouses’»
inspiration and practice 

«Artists can take part in all sorts of games in this machinery, grasp all kinds of game rules, 
and finally drive the mystery within. But they must be diseased or mad, because their brains are 
actually the most awake, they are constantly in their “ultimate state”. They survive on the threshold 
of death, the edge of madness. Such states stem not from their wisdom or linguistic abilities, 

CHEN ZHEN
A selection of quotes by Chen Zhen, in occasion of the show “Short-circuits” 
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their thoughts and ideas, but rather from their instincts and psychological state. These 
psychological states are certainly abnormal. Creativity can only be connected with the abnormal»
the artist (curiously related to Schopenhauer’s view of the artistic genius) 

Extracts from My Diary in a Shaker Village (1996), published in Association des Amis de Chen Zhen (ed.), “Chen Zhen. 
Catalogue raisonné 1977-2000”, Vol.1, 1977-1996, (Milan: Skira, 2014)

«Transexperiences also represents a concept of art. This is not a pure conceptual concept; 
rather, it is an impure experiential concept, a mode of thinking and method of artistic creation 
that is capable of connecting the preceding with the following, adapting itself to changing 
circumstances, accumulating year-in-year-out experiences, and being triggered at any instant. 
Furthermore, this type of experiential concept relates to an extremely important matter, 
that is, to immerse oneself in life, to blend and identify oneself with others» 
transexperiences 

«What I mean by leaving your studio is going to the real world, plunging deep into the inner 
layers of life. A site is not simply a space to work in, but it is a type of life» 
method, context, study 

«Once a friend of mine asked me what was it like when I reach the most exciting moment 
and status in my creative process? I said it was like the ‘short circuit’ phenomenon in electricity. 
Two opposite electrodes meet: irrelevant, yet from the same electrical circuit. What I am really 
interested in is the shocking and destructive power triggered by a short circuit. That is creation. 
That is the most stimulating moment»
short-circuit 

«The ‘short circuit’ phenomenon in the creative process indicates the conception of the work, 
and the triggering of the thinking process. The moment of its occurrence is very much like the 
conditions and moments of a new baby bursting out from the womb. Dialoguing with the inside/
invisible context of the place reflects the true concept and will of leaving the studio. 
This practice breaks away from the artist’s tradition of monotonous thinking and closed-
door studios by relying on occasional, temporary, uncertain, topsy-turvy, jumpy, and mixed 
experiences. This new method is concerned with how to disintegrate the mechanic nature 
of an artist doing creative work by himself. As for what to do with the work after exhibitions, 
that is the issue of reinterpretation» 
short circuit, method of creation, and relationships 

«Who was the first to define the concept of ‘Others’? Of course, it was done in the West. 
This definition paradoxically proves the deep-rootedness of ‘Western-centralism’.
‘Others’ represents a concept of grouping beyond the scope of the relationships between
‘me (us), you, and him (them).’ It is interesting to note that when all of the non-western artists 
appear as ‘Others’ at the call of this definition, the question never occurs to any of them how 
they should name those who have given them this definition. Hence the problem here» 
the concept of ‘others’ and Western hegemony 

«Once viruses invade the human body, they will cause the active response of the human 
immune system: the viruses from outside will engage in battles against the antibodies from 
inside. The aggressive viruses will destroy the immune system. You see, all of this seems to be 
describing an artist’s posture towards the so-called mainstream culture or the central culture, 
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and his contributions to ‘multicultural exchanges’. We could say that cultural exchange is the 
process and symptom of virus infection» 
the artist as virus

Extracts from Transexperiences. A Conversation Between Chen Zhen and Zhu Xian (1998), published in Jérôme Sans (ed.), 
“Chen Zhen. The Discussions”, (Dijon: les presses du réel, and Paris: Palais de Tokyo, 2003)

«One of the greatest problems in artistic creation today is that of excessive segmentation, 
which leads to self-elimination and to a lack of shared empathy. In my view the word ‘synergy’ 
does not just denote a real ‘common capacity’ in the material sense, but also a way of thinking. 
What is more, another meaning of this word is that of thinking about anything in an interconnected 
context, which is to say the inclusion of one thing in the context of the Other. […] Artistic creation 
is ultimately a process of gathering energy»
synergy and artistic creation

Extract from From Energy to Sinergy. A Conversaion Between Chen Zhen and Zhu Xian (2000), published in Jérôme Sans 
(ed.), “Chen Zhen. The Discussions”, (Dijon: les presses du réel, and Paris: Palais de Tokyo, 2003)

«Yes, in this case transposition – cultural transfer throughout the world – is an interesting and 
almost irreversible phenomenon: different cultures will come together. I find this is key to talking 
about the notion of ‘contemporary art’. I believe that the creation of a ‘second tradition’ will be a 
great event in all non-Western countries. I believe there are so many mutations and movements, 
transpositions and interferences in the world that it is hard to say right now that the issue of the 
identity of contemporary art is still linked to the Western world» 
the relationship between globalisation and contemporary art 

Extract from Daniel Buren (ed.), The Destiny of a work after its creation and especially after the death of the artist: people 
interpret it any old how (1999) published in Jérôme Sans (ed.), “Chen Zhen. The Discussions”, (Dijon: les presses du réel, and 
Paris: Palais de Tokyo, 2003)


