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Yellow Humour
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From obscure to humorous, Chen Zhou has explored many languages of art in his short but dizzyingly
fast career. From his collaboration with supermodel Shu Pei Qin to the art video he made with fashion
designer Xander Zhou, Chen has cultivated a distinct brand of “yellow humor” — using bold colors
reminiscent of 60’s Pop Art in his installations and movies.

I5Z Cecilia Chan
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THE CULTURALIST / X{tE

n April 1st, April Fool's Day no less, a unique
art exhibition titled Andy Kaufman opened
in Shanghai's M50 art district. Painted in ex-
treme yellow, the exhibition space consisted
of nine TV sets playing '9 Jokes bizarre scenes shot at
locations including Ai Weiwei's Beijing studio; Xu Zhen's
UCCA exhibition site; the CAFA Art Museum; East Gaotai
street in 798; a roadside wasteland on the way to the black
bridge art district; a seaside shot during a tour with two
artists; and the last- a scene of the exhibit space itself.
Dressed all in black with a flat-peak hat on top of his
longish hair and sporting a pair of round 'The Last Emper-
or' style tinted lenses; Chen Zhou seems to make an effort
to cultivate the image of an 'irreverent young artist'

ON ART

It's true that every artist's experiences are different; for
Chen Zhou, the world seems to spin twice as fast. Born in
1987 in Zhejiang and having studied painting since child-
hood, Chen enrolled at the prestigious China Academy of
Fine Arts (CAFA) under the tutelage of famous artist Wang
Gong Xin. At the tender age of 22, he participated in the
Taiwan Image Art Fair, sparking the art industry's first in-
terest in his work.

2011 spelled another year of breakthrough success for
Chen following his debut in 'Louder' at the Asian video
Art Fair. Chen's work also exhibited at Video Art in Chi-
na held in Madrid; he attended New Media Arts Festival
in Madata, and also hosted an exhibition in New York's
Meulensteen gallery. One year later, Chen was awarded
with the Today Art Museum's Martell Art Fund; featured
at the Centro Per Larte Contemporanea, Prato, Italy; and also
invited to bring his works to Houston Center for Contem-
porary Art. Following this, Chen exhibited in Miami, at
the prestigious Pompidou Centre in Paris and was featured
in the now iconic 'ON|OFF' exhibition at Beijing's UCCA
Centre. In just five short years, Chen Zhou has experienced
what takes many artists decades to live through, and has
emerged as one of the most watched young artist-directors
of his generation.

Since last year however, Chen became somewhat dis-
illusioned with himself as an artist. This disillusionment
began with his show Tm not not not Chen Zhou; in which
he created a dialogue of questions, seemingly with himself:
"Why do art?”, "Why I am an artist?"

According to Chen, the catalyst for this change of
heart was the pretentious and esoteric talk that exists in

i ‘ [ know if I stripped myself
naked and stood in_front of others,
1 wouldn’t be the only one to feel
bashful. 29
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To learn more about Aqua Art Foundation visit
www.aquaartsfoundation.or:
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the art industry, describing art with what he calls "beautiful
knowledge". Having subscribed to this mantra for a while,
Chen came to the revelation that he wanted to return his art
to a simpler element, to avoid wearing the clichéd ‘artist' hat.
He endeavoured to become the master of his situation, to
control the progress of his own career rather than leave it to
established convention, the path trodden by so many others
before him.

He says of the transformation: ""Chen Zhou' is a role that
functions as a brand; it's a name that can be sold or marketed
to any one style. I hide myself behind this brand, I want to
control it and create a 'Chen Zhou' identity". Following this
epiphany, Chen questioned his art of previous years and at-
tempted to peel away the false layers of self he had acquired
during that period: "the question quickly occurred to me that
very few people can actually face themselves, preferring to
'hide under the bed'. We know very well that if we pull the
covers back, we'll return to the mask."

YeLLow Humor

"I know if I stripped myself naked and stood in front
of others, I wouldn't be the only one to feel bashful." Chen
remarks. Before last year's exhibition, Chen's works were
ridden with personal angst purveying a sense of oppression.
Now, however, Chen thinks about ways to simplify his work,
to communicate with the audience in a way not dissimilar to
Andy Warhol's Pop Art of the 1960s. He began to use a lot of
yellow, now characteristic of his works, and drew a special
'smiley face' brand and motif for his Andy Kaufman exhi-
bition. Along with this, bananas have also become another
symbol of his new works: "Bananas have a comedic, or 'fun
factor' to them- eating makes you happy, to me they are a nat-
ural component to pleasure" he says excitedly.

Following his transformation into a brand, Chen has
concentrated on making installations and movies that take on
a humorous edge, and a new openness, and a distinct turning
point from the angst and moodiness in his earlier works. "I
find humor to have a particular wisdom, for example when
you look at the entertainer Andy Kaufman's performances, at
first you'll find him funny, but it's more like an instinctively
provoked joy with no real point behind it. However, put the
humor behind and you'll begin to wonder why this makes
you laugh- from thereon it evolves into an existential ques-
tion".

Chen's mind is now governed by simplicity and humor.
One example comes from a time he was staring at a human
skull, and discovered by chance that the skull itself appeared
to be laughing. "To me it seems God created your skull with a
perpetual smile on it; even under your skin you wear an eter-
nalomile anyour face”

Through his own unique way of observation and reflec-
tion, the results of Chen's new brand of art are for the mo-
ment unknown- a seemingly serious discussion juxtaposed
with humor, producing witty performances like Andy Kau-
fman through popular media that speak of this new "yellow
humor" generation as a powerful response to the so-called
"noble art". §%
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