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Several years ago, I went to Fuzhou. Fellow artists there kept mentioning to me the other name of 

the province "min(閩)", a character formed by placing the character for insects, "chong (蟲)," 

inside the character for door, "men (門)". I understood what they were driving at: they were 

saying that local artistic atmosphere was relatively closed and repressive, lacking the fresh air and 

nourishment of contemporary art, without which it is hard for an artist to stand out among his 

peers. I raised several examples to counter this point: Cai Guoqiang, Huang Yongyong and the 

much younger Qiu Zhijie, all of whom are top artists in Chinese even world contemporary art 

scene. The "door" of Fujian failed to shut them in. Now, Chen Wenling from Xiamen, a city in 

Fujian, is beginning his rise to fame and in a completely different way. 

 

Chen Wenling was in the spotlight in the first Chinese Art Triennial planned by Peng De and me. 

The press regarded his Red Memory Series as the hallmark of the exhibition. A curious contrast 

could be observed then: on the one hand, those who involved in the art circle kept their usual 

indifference to a newcomer; one the other hand, the enthusiasm of the media and audience kept 

soaring. I have the least intention to claim that Chen’s work is impeccable. As an artist, a sculptor 

who is devoted to his cause, he has much space to improve. However, this is just a cliché. I just 

want to point out that this series is a complete system, the fruit of his years of exploration. I have 

not met an artist who also has a legendary past like Chen yet, who has experienced dire poverty 

and had close encounter with death. All the incidents we witnessed in a fictional TV series have 

happened to him. I have found a strong will, a desire to win and fighting spirit long to stand out 

among his peers in him. More than often, I have witnessed the eagerness for a quick success and 

the unscrupulousness of those climbing up the social ladder. Their so-called success is closely 

tied with ruthlessness and a decline in morality.  Chen’s escape from these behaviours is because 

of his true understanding of art and the nourishing effect of art.  

 



With the current vogue of pompousness, restlessness and mammonism, it is a pity that the 

standard to measure a sculptor’s success has been oversimplified into fame and money, which has 

brought terrible consequences for the artists. I seldom talk with artist about art now, for most 

artists are not interested in it at all. A sad fact, which makes one at loss whether to cry or laugh, 

exists in China now: the businessmen are talking about art, pretending to be artistic while the 

artists are in high spirits to talk about money. It has never been my idea that an artist should 

discard all worldly cares and feel ashamed to talk about money. What I am trying to say is just 

that the relation between artistic pursuit and money-making should be balanced. Maybe, because 

Chen Wenling is still young and on the rise, he puts his art before anything else. However, youth 

is like a kind of capital that is easily spent, and when Chen Wenling has become as tactful and 

well-versed in the ways of the world as the so-called successful people, I will just keep my mouth 

shut. 

 

The salient visual impact in Chen Wenling’s Red Memory Series proves the enormity of his 

psychological field as well as a no-one-but-myself-can-do-it spirit. I overheard some one dub the 

series as "spectacular", a word not only denoting the large "quantity" of the series and the tension 

in their "quality" but also reveals a surprised sense of novelty, without which nothing is able to 

attract the people’s attention in this glamorous world, whose endless tricks has rendered the 

people insensitive. Unless there is something capable of endowing the people with a sudden new 

vision in a trick, it will pass unnoticed. The Red Memory Series impresses the people with its size 

and combination because Chen Wenling emphasises the integration and interaction between the 

environment and the art work itself, which is also a feature of contemporary art, especially 

contemporary sculpture. Leaving a relatively-closed showroom and entering the public space thus 

giving a higher degree of public participation to the sculpture is stressed by contemporary 

sculpture. In this way, the sculpture ceases to be a mere existence, and turns into an organic part 

of the environment as a whole. The mutual responding between the artwork and the participants 

produce a "presence" that may be poetic or conceptual. The Red Memory Series lies in the 

overlapping area of poetry and conception. Walter Benjamin’s "poet temperament" can not be 

ascribed to Chen Wenling, nor is he a Milan Kundera’s "philosophical artist". To me, he is an 

artist that searches for inspiration in life and turns it into the source of his creation. In other words, 

a primitive force of life is what behind him, which has nothing to do with metaphysical thoughts 

or abstract ideas. He closely follows the experience of his feelings or the feeling of his experience, 

which is exactly what he repeatedly states: life itself teaches him every thing. 



 

The "door" failed to shut him in; instead, it instils the passion and power to rebel to him. 

Obviously, no artist is able to produce good works if his or her channel of information and ways 

of communication is totally blocked; no artist who follows every trend in vogue is able to earn 

respect from the people. Despite his so-called "marginal" status and his distancing from the main 

stream art circle, Chen Wenling does not ignore the positive influence the latest information has 

on creation. The contemporariness demanded by the diversification of the contemporary art is in 

accord with the contemporariness required by pluralism. Unless a visionary artist with great 

potentials is standing on the platform of contemporary art, his or her development will be 

handicapped. Sculpture is what Chen Wenling uses to express all his feelings about life. His 

understand of the sculpture language is "post-modern", which differs from Academicism or 

Modernism and places "language" at a second place. The sensational red colour, the continuous 

copying and the combination of various shapes of different sizes all indicates a special expressive 

force. A state of isolation is broken by the artist’s action. It may be said that his individual 

sculpture is not exceptional; many artists could have accomplished it or done better. However, 

this means nothing. The Red Memory Series is a whole, and as Aristotle maintains that the whole 

is greater than the simple combination of its component parts. I still want to point out that because 

Chen Wenling stands at the overlapping area of poetry and conception, the Red Memory Series is 

more than visual forms but also the primitive life scene and the summarised space of imagination 

behind it. 

 

During the interview, Chen Wenling stated that the Red Memory Series represents the past tense 

of his creation and his feeling and experience are waiting for further exploration; in his words, so 

many things are competing against each other in his mind, craving for an appropriate means of 

release. Despite how individualised and well-received it is, the Red Memory Series is only the 

symbol of his current stage in artistic creation, a first stage. It is hard to be an artist and much 

harder to be an exceptional artist! 

 


