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Born in Jiufen, Taiwan, Lai Chui-Chen received his master’s degree in Fine Arts from Taipei
National University of the Arts. His work was exhibited at Have You Eaten Yet? — 2007 Asian
Art Biennial, and won the grand prize of the 2003 Taipei Art Awards and first prize of the First
Kuo Po-Chuan Fine Arts Award.

Painterly feeling and a rich sense of materiality resides in the uneven contours at the periphery
of Lai’s canvases, which create a contrast with slick and glossy textures occupying the main
part of his paintings. However, beyond form and expression lie a semi-abstract painting context
drawing in the artist’s spirit of intellectual exploration, where he deals with messages found in
contemporary images to reveal the energetic possibilities of flat painting.

Lai’s habit of collecting things such as dead insects and dried leaves during his college days
to serve as subjects for his artwork evolved into his collection of toys and their disassembly. In
2000, he started making what would be a large number of paintings based on toy and cartoon
imagery. The rise of the Internet has meant that many things rarely encountered in daily life can
now be readily seen, and this prompted Lai to start scouring the net for images. After selecting
what appear to be fragments of cultural artifacts by reclaiming, breaking down, and resetting,
Lai appropriates and adds stylistic elements from previous eras to his paintings in a way that
transforms their significance and temporal contexts.

Lai’s use of composition in these three works differs from the single image space we see in
past work. He breaks the painting space into irregularly shaped windows, and the toys he has
used as subject matter for so many years are now playing secondary roles. In Casper Plays Hide-
and-Seek During the Day, a familiar cartoon character is still present but appears in relation to
other objects arranged in the painting to create some heterogeneous tension with a pastiche of
geometry and abstraction.

The Surrealist artist Rene Magritte (1898—1967) cleverly divided the canvas for his Key to Dreams
into four squares, which look similar to vocabulary flashcards used by children. In one square
he painted a valise and the words “Le ciel” (trans: the sky), which sets up a relationship that
is difficult to work out. Lai’s This Is Not Magritte’s Heaven was inspired by Magritte’s painting,
but instead juxtaposes “ciel” with two flat landscapes painted in cool hues. Here, Lai puts forth
several possibilities: Could it be that the name for the thing has replaced the image, or is it
that the word has replaced the thing itself? Or maybe the word only refers to itself and cannot
possibly invoke the object. By reducing images to symbolic elements, Lai reflects on referential
function with the relationships between symbols and the objects they refer to in this painting.

In These Are Not Magritte’s Toys, Lai replaces surreal objects and their difficult to understand
meanings with the reality he produces in his work. He also creates a dialectic between this
artwork and its title, a strategy inspired by Magritte’s “This is not a pipe” in his well-known
work The Treachery of Images. That Lai borrows this as a structural basis for the title of his
work reveals his negative consciousness. Any discourse has the power to negate the content
it expresses, what really matters is the newly constructed meaning and reflection behind the
destruction. (Jean Tzu-Chin KAO)
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KEKXEHSHSEAY/FEE Casper Plays Hide-and-Seek During the Day

2018

[BR5e HEEF) « 7 Acrylic on Canvas
180 x 140 cm

B Purchase 2019.0007.001
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EFZBEFEFIRE This Is Not Magritte’s Heaven ETRERFIFRY/NTE These Are Not Magritte’s Toys

2018 2017

B5 SEER ~ EF Acrylic on Canvas B g8k} ~ 7 Acrylic on Canvas
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fE Purchase 2019.0007.002 8% Purchase 2019.0007.003

102 © FELTHIIEMEE WRIEFTE BIENL T © Taipei Fine Arts Museum. All rights reserved. 103



