Painting in the Time of Technophoria

- On Zhou Siwei's art practice and his latest solo exhibition “New Phone for Every Week”

By Fiona He
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What does an ordinary day look like for most us nowadays? You are likely to reach
for your mobile phone before your mind is fully turned on. Your home screen,
filled with notifications from last night while you slept, shines brighter than your
serenading alarm. You get ready, and rush to the nearest subway station. With
a swipe of your e-wallet on your phone, you hop on the subway while the transit
fare is instantly deducted from your bank account. For that matter, you can hardly
remember the last time you saw paper money. On your commute to work, you
shuffle between the multiple messenger apps and social media platforms to catch
up with the “world.” If time allows, you indulge in a few video clips on YouTube
or even try to level up with your teammates in the “Honor of Kings.” Meanwhile,
infomercials moving along subway cart windows with a few occasional glitches,
as if the underground tunnels have built-in screens that stretch from one station
to the next, compete for your attention. But you have long been indifferent, or even
desensitized to advertisements, be they in motion, looped, or still. Once you get to
work, whatever your job may be, it's likely you operate on some kind of monitor, if
not on multiples. Your proficiency in all of the devices at work is has become your
second nature, which does not require any forethought. And, by the time you get
off work, the city’s nocturnal atmosphere revels on with artificial stimuli that keep
all of your sensory responses alive. Although you might not be able to identify the
great dipper, but the night sky lusters with a constellation of hundreds of drones
into silhouettes of images, glyph, or even propaganda slogans that are easier for
you to recognize than the stars. The high-rise buildings and menacing towers,
key players of the urban jungle in the daytime, contending for a city’s skyline,
have now turned into plugged monoliths, on which infomercials roll on in endless
syncopation. Well, you get the picture. In fact, a verbal narrative, or a single image
would not suffice to portray our daily routine, and perhaps the reception of such
narratives string together faster into a mental video clip than it's told.

The phenomenon described above is synonymous to the world of Jonathan Crary’s 24/7 where
we live in a sleepless late-capitalist era of permanent illumination, inseparable from the non-
stop operation of global exchange and circulation®. Half a century ago in The Medium is the
Massage, Marshall McLuhan made the prophetic claim that “The medium, or process, of our
time — electric technology — is shaping and restructuring patterns of social interdependence
and every aspect of our personal life.”? Since then the impacts of this environment have grown
exponentially. In our case, not only have we become accustomed to the convenience of digital
technology, we embrace, celebrate, or even crave for a technophoria. The mobile phone -
among many other hand-held devices we operate on a daily basis — has become an extension
of our sensory stimuli and receptor. Our needs and desires are purely satiated by the continual
evolution of these electronic devices.® Whilst the ubiquity of digital technology allows us to
access and engage in the world at any given time and place, we seem to have entered what
McLuhan refers to as a primitive or pre-alphabet age, where people lived in a space that is
acoustic, horizonless, boundless, olfactory, rather than purely visual.# In other words, people
who lived in such times represented realities like x-rays, involving everything they know, rather
than what they saw. Zhou Siwei's recent solo exhibition, “New Phone for Every Week” expresses
the dynamic and varied conditions of our everyday lives, which raises questions about what it
means to make works of art in this environment, especially as some argue that the medium of
painting and sculptures fall short of embodying the contemporary condition.
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Born in the early 1980s, Zhou Siwei belongs
to Generation Y, a generation that grew up
watching television and playing first generation
video games. His formative years of studying
art coincided with the popularization of
computer technology and digital photography.
In Ways of Seeing, published more than
half a century ago, John Berger drew on
the technological conditions then, namely
the advent of camera, printing, mechanical
reproduction and dissemination of images,

that impacted the ways we look at works of
art. For Zhou Siwei’s generation of artists, the
arguments that Berger expounded are further
compounded, exacerbated, if not exponentially
complicated by China's unprecedented period
of economic reforms, where the art education
one received was out of step with the ever-
changing environment one experiences.

It seems impossible to elaborate on Zhou
Siwei’s current art practice without examining
the disconnect between his formal training
and evolving media realities. A graduate from
the Oil Painting Department of the Sichuan
Fine Arts Institute — one of the top art schools
in the nation, Zhou Siwei received a hybrid
art education. On the one hand, it was deeply
rooted in the Western art tradition from the !
Renaissance period, which addresses the way N Installation view, Zhoq Siwei, New Phone for Every Week,
Antenna Space, Shanghai, China.

in which artists perceive space. As McLuhan 1 shell (miss you), 2020, PLA 5, putty for modeling, acrylic,

A . . 145 x 75 x 8 mm. Courtesy the artist and Antenna Space.
suggested, “His (the al’tISt) conception of . All Images in this article © ZHANG Hong
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space was in terms of perspective projection upon a plane surface consisting of formal units of
spatial measurement. He accepted the dominance of the vertical and horizontal- of symmetry-
as an absolute condition of order.” In other words, the tradition of Western art operates on
pictorial plains, on which the vanishing points indicate a kind of self-effacement, while placing
the viewer outside the frame of experience. On the other hand, Chinese art education abides to
Mao Zedong’s “Talks at the Yan'an Forum on Literature and Art” in which, artistic practices are
conceived as a means of propaganda that disseminate state ideologies and policies. Were one
to take an apolitical perspective, an artistic practice or the production of art functions to convey
a story, or a message. In other words, it assigns the artist - a cultural translator in the Western
sense - a utilitarian task, whose representation of idealized realities should transmit the
visually embedded message. Building on Berger's arguments about perception of painting and
photography, the popularization of digital photography, computer technology and highspeed
Internet at the beginning of the 21st century has transformed amateur photographers into
makers, editors, or even brokers of images. This transformation raises new questions about the
authenticity of image production and also the values expressed in this process.

Notably, unlike looking at the glossy mass
mechanical printing or images circulating on
monitors and hand-held devices, all of the works
in “New Phone for Every Week” present new
pictorial feature — tactility to the painted surface
- adding a visceral experience that results in
visual friction. This pictorial feature first gained
prominence on the painted surface during the
Impressionist and Late-Impressionist eras. In
one sense, Zhou Siwei’s adoption resonates with
the title he’'s chosen for this exhibition, marking
the unprecedented speed of technological
advancement. In practice, it also allows the
artist to complete his work much faster than
his previously stained canvas technique.
In another sense, these new features draw
parallels to a former era — the late nineteenth
to early twentieth century when the Industrial

Yellow Diamond (80%), 2020, oil color on canvas, 200 x )
150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Antenna Space. Revolution fundamentally transformed the way

people lived, and consequently, shifted the order of the world. The impressionists who were
painting en-plein-air were indebted to the inventions of steam engines and trains that facilitated
travels for the upper class. The unprecedented sense of speed afforded them completely
different experiences of landscapes and their environment as a whole. As T.J. Clark described
the innovation of early impressionist paintings in Painting of Modern Life, “In its discovery
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of a constantly changing phenomenal outdoor world of which the shapes depended on the
momentary position of the causal or mobile spectator..."® Moreover, the industrial production
of painting materials facilitated their outdoor practice; and lastly, the invention of mass printing
technology began to undermine the authenticity of image production, and hence the value of
the creativity.

Zhou Siwei, a tech aficionado in disguise, has developed a modus operandi informed by the
shifting media conditions under which we live today. This includes painting the canvas one
brushstroke at a time, regardless of its dimension; adopting a basic color palette without using

the two polar ends - black and white, which
Zhou considers as functional colors; only
depicting commonplace subject matters that
are accessible to his viewers and avoiding
the use of readymade objects to eliminate
the functional potential for his sculptures.
Some art critics have argued that these self-
imposed rules challenge the tenets of Chinese
art education taught in art academies under
the socialist regime. Chinese art educations’
formulaic principles and applications led to
generations of art dilettantes that made art
accordingly. Indeed, the formation of such
a system served the ultimate purpose of
disseminating specific ideologies.” | would
argue that it is precisely the overpowering
dominance of painting techniques and
approaches manifest in the practice of many
Chinese artists that has nurtured Zhou's sense
of criticality. It propels him to discover and

Amethyst (buy one get one free), 2020, oil color on canvas,
200 x 150 cm. Courtesy the artist and Antenna Space.

address the above mentioned disconnect in the artist’s reality without completely subverting his
formal training. Viewing Zhou Siwei’'s works in person, we find ourselves looking at amorphic
imageries in lackluster surfaces where blotches of color are overlaid on each other; the lack
thereof linear or atmospheric perspective as a result of indetermined light sources; and from
time to time, sculptures of everyday objects are stripped of any possible functionality. And if
we were to circulate his paintings in the digital media, a lot of the details on canvas would be
devoured or even, flattened by the electronic screen.

How do these self-imposed measures address the changing media conditions of our time,
and how does Zhou Siwei’s art practice, in his own words, “revolves around engendering new
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aesthetics?”® Let us turn to his recent artworks for answers. Zhou Siwei makes a conscious
choice to depict commonplace subject matters, all of which can be identified in our everyday
experience. The titles of Zhou Siwei’'s artworks make a conscious choice of inferring to
everyday objects or experiences, yet his amorphic imageries create a cognitive dissonance
for the viewer. For instance, in Glass bottle plastic bottle, the objects mentioned in the

work’s title are two variants of a visually
resemblant object, the bottle. Although our
common sense reassures us of their visual
semblance in the physical reality, while the
electronic screen can often be deceptive for
us to distinguish one from the other. Zhou
Siwei’s painted imagery looks nothing like
what we know of a bottle, undermining the
notion that “seeing is believing.” As McLuhan
stated, “Rationality and visuality have long
been interchangeable terms, but we do not
live in a primarily visual world anymore....
The fragmentary activities, our habit of
thinking in bits and parts reflecting the step-
by-step linear departmentalizing process
inherent in the technology of the alphabet.”
Hence, Zhou Siwei's tableaus and sculptures

Glass bottle plastic bottle, 2020, oil color on canvas, 80 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Antenna Space.

seem to attempt a return to what McLuhan
referred to as the pre-alphabet or primitive
phase of artistic practice, where the creator
engages, not only his visual sense, but all of
his perceptual faculties. This is certainly the
case for 23° Rain, for which the artist renders
his feelings of looking at the weather forecast
on his mobile phone, where the momentum of
rainfall eventually gathers at the bottom of the
canvas, while the uniform direction of Zhou'’s
brushstrokes reminds one of the sounds and
personal feelings of a moist summer morning.
Simultaneously the 23°, an internationally
recognizable glyph, providing a universal point
of entry for anyone viewing the work. Similarly,

23° Rain, 2020, oil color on canvas, 200 x 150 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Antenna Space.
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Tattoos (female phoenix cover the courage), 2020, oil color
on canvas, 80 x 70 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Antenna Space.

. Endurance, Rose (tattoo), 2019, oil color on canvas, 120 x 100
| cm. Courtesy the artist and Antenna Space.

Tattoos (Female phoenix covers courage) and Endurance, rose (tattoo) juxtaposes stenciled
characters or motifs against Seurat-esque backdrop. Zhou's deployment of the seemingly
divisionistic (pointillism) background may allude to the same type of rational atmosphere
that Georges Seurat depicted in A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte (1884-
1886), provoking a sense of ennui and isolation despite of all the figures on the shore. While
our all-encompassing virtual existences shuttle us across continents and time zones in an
instant click, we are nevertheless left in solitude behind the screen in our respective physical
realities, akin to Seurat’s figures on the shore. Perhaps, Zhou Siwei’s adoption of Chinese
characters as an iconic cultural currency can now circulate like Bitcoins on the internet. The
Chinese characters are given the same iconic value as the rose or a phoenix, and their pairings
contribute to the overall impression of the person with the tattoo. In other words, even for non-
Chinese speakers who tattoo Chinese characters on their bodies can take them to embody
whatever meanings they make of them. From these works, it is clear that when the painted
canvas or sculpture is replaced by the mediums of our digital age, be it TV monitors, LED
screens, or mechanical reproductions, we are encouraged to perceive art through our own
experience despite of our conditions of viewing.

This is also perhaps the reason for Zhou Siwei’s insistence on painting his work with one
brushstroke at a time, as the process becomes one in which he conjures and translates his
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own fragmented, non-linear and random experiences. Such non-linearity of creativity is best
conveyed in this exhibition by the juxtaposition of Butterfly, Balloon, Drones (Future) and
Butterfly, Balloon, Drones. While both works present a linear progression of technological
advancement, the visual components Zhou Siwei recycles from one to the other convey
the serpentine trajectory of artistic practice. To some extent, this presentation explains the
formation of Zhou Siwei’'s amorphic imageries, it also nods to the atemporal quality of the late-
capitalist logic that informs the contemporary condition, pointed out in Jonathan Crary's 24/7.
Zhou Siwei's approach to artistic practice resonates with a conversation between Chris Ofili
with Peter Doig, where Ofili said, “I might be working on a subject—it can be made up, come
from another painting of mine, or another artist's work. | find a way to translate it into my own
experience. Often, | look at my paintings and | don't know if they feel like the present day, if the
time that I'm living in now is actually the time that I'm painting.”"°

Butterfly, Balloon, Drones (Future), 2020, oil color on canvas, 200 x 270 cm. Courtesy the artist and Antenna Space.

In the works discussed above and the many worthy of mentioning, but omitted due to the
length of this text, it is also apparent that Zhou has not fully severed ties to his educational
background, as he has adopted what is known as Xiesheng — where one experiences life and
gathers source material — commonly taught and practiced by all art students in China. At the
same time, for those who have seen his work in person, they would also realize that his art
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practice — in painting or sculpture — demands a tremendous amount of time and deliberation,
which defies the swiftness of Xiesheng, and the aim of mimetic reproduction. The reality Zhou
Siwei engenders is a subjective one - in which fragmented pieces of information, experiences
and feelings are mounted together in an arbitrary, or to the artist, an organic order that in
one way or another, documents the time and conditions we live in. Using Zhou Siwei’'s own
words, “My painting starts with a drawing, based on which the first layer of paint configures
the subject, and as the layers pile on, | would run into a number of problems, so the process
of painting is also one of adjustment, in order to achieve a finished work | am satisfied with.
Of course, there are many ways of going about it. | think this method affords me the room to
make mistakes. For the same reason, | leave them on canvas for the viewer to discover.”'" His
effortless attitude and the permission to leave his so-called “mistakes” on canvas, are perhaps
remnants from a past that can be carried forward, or the fallacy of man that defines the human
condition, which is, and will continue to collide with the artificial.

Zhou Siwei considers his practice “aims to produce aesthetics.” Aesthetics are often defined by
the set of values that support one’s visual representations. If we think of Berger's example of
the thousands of pages of records that prove the authenticity of artworks in an art museum, the
values of those historically canonized works are defined by their ownership, and uniqueness
and authenticity. In our technophoric era, where values of images are undermined by the
conditions in which they are produced and circulate, how can one still draw meaning from
them? Zhou Siwei’s works reflect our current conditions of viewing. | understand his claim of
“producing aesthetics” to mean that despite of the time we live in, our subjective approach to
create meaning becomes the set of values that define our aesthetics. In the same vein, the
artist offers his viewers a platform of visual experience that allows them to discover, establish,
or even define their own. In a recent casual conversation with Zhou Siwei, he said to me with
poise and ease, “I think the works in my latest solo ‘New Phone for Every Week' allowed me
realize that | can paint anything.” This promising remark points to his profound awareness of
our ever-shifting technological, natural, political and social environment. Having his finger on
the pulse of our time, Zhou Siwei’s oeuvres will continue to renew and redefine the values that
support the production of aesthetics.
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