Tsai Ming-chieh – Narrative Paintings

Vincent LEE Kwun-leung (李冠良)

[image: image1.jpg]



[image: image2.jpg]


 [image: image3.jpg]



Most of the oil and acrylic paintings from the contemporary-art scene are with utilitarian vision, which means, a presentation of dull implications and grayish chrominance without any personal sentiments behind the contexts. Lu Jong-chih (陸蓉之), a Taiwanese art critic who is famous as writing a book called “To Deconstruct the Norm of Post-Modernism” (破後現代藝術), has ever made an angry statement towards this phenomenon: “I feel annoyed with the idea of purity, and I want to tell stories!”. Lu’s thought corresponds with what the Expressionistic painters from the early 20th century advocated. Max Beckmann and George Grosz were the leading representatives from Bauhaus to challenge the institutional norm of French Impressionism, that this school of thought over-emphasized “still-life” descriptions as the authoritative value of connoisseurship. Due to such campaign of liberation initiated by Max Beckmann and George Grosz, some European art masters, such as Marc Chegall, dared to create paintings based on their imaginations. Painters were allowed to reserve the cartoonistic features from the characters, and it was also regarded as an accomplishment of “Romanticism” with a renewed version of aesthetic interpretation.

What we observe from the contemporary-art scene of Hong Kong in the early 21st century is seemingly a repetition of the conservative trend in the early 20th-century Europe before the emergence of “Bauhaus” expressionists, or we might label this period as “Dark Ages” despite of comprising an exaggerative meaning. In the international art fairs, curators still choose some works that art lovers could hardly find some narrative elements from the nihilistic figures, animals and plants. The political “avant-garde” paintings present “frozen” and “bleeding” effects, which do not result in an optical comfort within the domestic environment. How come some privileged persons in the art world disregard “narrative paintings” as “naïve”? It is because “narrativeness” is something that not everyone, or every “painter”, has the potential to do that. “Narrativeness” is much more inclined to the literary level, in which the corresponding “painter” can achieve an enlightened level of being an “artist” or being a “master-artist”. The uniqueness from a “narrative” painter can be easily and articulately identified no matter of whether his/her pieces are displayed in museums, galleries or art fairs. He/She can choose not to appear in the exhibition area but can ensure visitors to deeply remember who he/she is by just appreciating the styles of his/her pieces.

Tsai Ming-chieh (蔡名捷), a fine artist from I’lan (宜蘭) of Taiwan, is a rarely found genius who manages to transform his “daydreaming” contexts from his subconscious minds as colourful paintings. There’re four terms that can be used to describe Tsai Ming-chieh’s iconographies, namely “Romanticism”, “Expressionism”, “Surrealism” and “Futurism”. Yet, for the term “Futurism”, Tsai Ming-chieh seemingly plays the role as a “prophet” to predict how the biological lives are transformed genetically, as they can interact with the mysterious forces of the Universe. The characters from Tsai Ming-chieh’s paintings survive in the robotic realm, but they still enjoy a very humanistic lifestyle and have great hopes towards the inheritance of ecological messages.

Tsai Ming-chieh, a young boy who was born in 1988, still reserves a teenage temperament as he still likes to play basketball, collect precious toys, enjoy adventures and have fun in the field areas. Tsai Ming-chieh vividly accomplishes this temperament from the way he portrays the fairytale-liked episodes. I’lan, the place where he grew up, is a suburban area; and he adores the life that the poultries and robots accompanied him to live every day with innocent happiness. Tsai Ming-chieh is not an exceptional case that he remains with a humble lifestyle but loves fine arts very much. Tsai Ming-chieh is keen at the art of re-figuration, and this explains why he is verified by the National Taipei University of Education to study an MFA programme at the “NPUE Institute of Fine Arts and Plastic Arts”. For his definition of “Plastic Arts”, of course, the cubic representation is not subjected to the mechanic analysis. Rather, Tsai Ming-chieh thinks that an artist can create his/her own “plastic languages” based on his own perceptibility on the beauty of different objects. The compositions can be creative and humorous, even though they’re not in accordance with the rationale from the scientific reality. Indeed, Leonardo Da Vinci also invented his own scientific regularities through drafts and sketches. Why can’t an oil or acrylic painter follow that philosophy to create something unique?

Tsai Ming-chieh often reiterates that, the machinery-oriented world is filled with freezes. The facilities, installations, architectures, infrastructures and decorations are intentionally designed; but they restrict humans to think clearly, especially for perceiving the meanings of life. Tsai Ming-chieh’s robotic characters do not devote to the excitements of the virtual world from the Internet, as they work hard on rediscovering their dreams and paradises to fill up their emptiness. Even for the robotic characters, they have the right to live as childish as possible once they’re placed on the immense grassland.

According to the analysis of Dr. Rebecca Chamblain from Belgium, an artist like Tsai Ming-chieh, who dares to create narrative paintings, might have a brain with different structures if using the “voxel-based morphometry” to scan the details. Dr. Chamblain stated that, the brain of an artist with exceptionally good imagination skills would have more “grey matters” in an area of the brain called “the precuneus in the parietal lobe”, which facilitates creativity like visual imagery. For Tsai Ming-chieh, his “visual imagery” is a gifted one, as he is able to manipulate visual images in his brain, combine them and deconstruct them. He can combine astronomy, biology and fortune telling into one particular scene of expression. He hopes to diminish art lovers from suffering “the epidemic of civilized millennium” through helping them recall the childhood memories. That’s why, an artist with the talent of narrative expression is not a fantasty, as his creative methodology corresponds with the scientific theories.
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Wu Lichang (吳立昌), an intellectual writer, also mentioned about something related to “narrativeness” with literature as a perceptive. The idea of “narrativeness” comes from his publication called “Shen Congwen – The Healer of Human Personality” (沈從文．人性的治療者). A literati, like Shen Congwen (沈從文) who emerged from the period of May Fourth Movement, might bear up with an abstract ideal or principle, and it is rational in nature. But, on the other hand, he might undergo a catalytic effect of his emotions once a heterosexual companion has contributed a role in his personal life. He had irrational desires that enabled him to cultivate different types of beautiful but illusionary dreams. The conflicts between rationale and desire might result in the painfulness within one’s oppressed spirituality. How to resolve this contradiction? Wu Lichang cited Sigmund Fraud’s theory of psychoanalysis as an example, which was, to search for the channel of access through a creation of narrative stories. Look back to Tsai Ming-chieh’s case, he portrayed the historical development of his innermost being and his dreams. From this secularity, we might be psychologically confused while observing a disordered interlace of sentiments from different persons or different forms of lives; as humans, in peculiarity, are restricted by lots of moral codes or invisible institutions. Tsai Ming-chieh is a genius to deconstruct these disordered interlaces from his life experiences by making good use of his associated thoughts, metaphors and the idea of personification. Those detailed but piecemeal feelings from his oppressed emotions are vividly represented on the canvases once he is able to encapsulate his weird daydreaming episodes.
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What about the spirit of “Futurism”? Tsai Ming-chieh accomplishes some of the theories that Filippo Tommaso Marinetti anticipated to see based on his “Futurist Manifesto” in 1909. Marinetti adores appreciating some iconographies that reflect speed, technology, youth and violence. Tsai Ming-chieh can do that from his paintings. But, for Marinetti’s avocation called “technological triumph of humanity over nature”, Tsai Ming-chieh does not totally agree with this view. Tsai Ming-chieh is a Taiwanese through and through, and he still adores the harmonious dreams that happen in an organic utopia even though the characters are supernatural. But, Tsai Ming-chieh does repudiate the cult of the past and all imitations to praise his originality, which corresponds with what Marinetti declared while he was criticizing with the over-rigidity of Neo-Classical favours throughout the entire Ancient Roman trend of fine arts in Italy. Of course, Tsai Ming-chieh does a good job in upholding the importance of “simultaneity”, as he can manipulate his intuitions to combine memories with personal impressions to present future events as similar as Umberto Boccioni portrayed in his masterpiece called “La città che sale” (The City Rises). Tsai Ming-chieh was afraid of receiving consultations from the annual health checks at the hospitals during his teenage era; but he could hardly resist the influences of science, technology, industrial and medical advancements in enhancing the quality of his life and growth. As he has grown up, he wants to release his non-verbal anxieties upon these unpleasant experiences with childhood conceptions. The smooth and shining surfaces of the robotic characters contradict with the romantic natural landscapes that are expressed in vibrant brushstrokes.

Can youngsters in Hong Kong create narrative paintings as similar as Tsai Ming-chieh’s breakthrough in the Taiwanese art scene? Of course we can do that. Take a look at the HKDSE Visual Arts curriculum, the Hong Kong Examinations & Assessment Authority (HKEAA) requests students to create acrylic, oil-pastel, soft-pastel, poster-colour or watercolour paintings in accordance with the “Visual Presentation of the Theme” framework. The “Visual Presentation of the Theme” defines an open-ended topic, such as “Paradise” and “My Surprising Experience”, and allows students to freely create a pictorial story. The HKEAA respects imaginations and encourages stylistic uniqueness, as it provides a very articulate guideline for widespread art educators in Hong Kong to discover who is potential to emerge as “artists” instead of “painters”. Tsai Ming-chieh tells the curatorial field in Hong Kong a virtue, that “Visual Presentation of the Theme” is a sustainable creative philosophy even after the graduation from secondary schools. Together with Mr. John Li Tung-keung (李東強先生)’s persisting reminder on university students to create something with “humorous” features, there’s no need for young artists to fear that “narrative paintings” are no longer welcomed in the commercial sector.

[image: image7.jpg]



[image: image8.jpg]



