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Born in 1957 in Taipei, Taiwan, Chen Wen-Hsiang graduated from the Department of Fine Arts at
Chinese Culture University in 1980 and received his Master’s of Fine Arts degree from New York
University in 1990. In his early period, Chen rebelled against Confucian traditions by using a graffiti-
based style to create Chinese paintingsWhen studying in New York, he started using mixed media and
ready-mades in work reflecting on the excesses of consumerism.

While in the United States, Chen was profoundly impacted by the cultural differences he encountered.
He became especially interested in the different ways in which Americans and Chinese people use
plastic bags, and in 1990, started using them as an art material, at first as the backgrounds of his
works to advance ideas about consumerism and environmental issues. He continued in the same
vein after returning to Taiwan in 1992, but adapted his ideas to the local environment and deepened
their connection to his recognition of his own life. In this way, a red and white striped plastic bag that
was popular in Taiwan at the time became a frequently used material in his work. In Taiwan, these
plastic bags were so cheap and convenient that they were offered by stores for free when making any
purchase. Chen believes this is the reason for their becoming so deeply embedded in the lives of the
people, and why they carry such an unparalleled sense of realism. Serving as a first defense against
stains and seen everywhere yet easily overlooked, these bags offered Chen an entry point into using a
pedestrian and ubiquitous object to distill his artistic inspiration.

Gradually, he moved the plastic bags from the background to a position in his works where their
malleability allowed them to play a leading role, and started molding the bags into various animals or
figures. Once, in the process of folding and shaping a bag, Chen was astonished to discover a religious
icon, and for a period of time afterwards, developed the theme of religious iconography in his artwork,
exploring images of the Virgin Mary, Guanyin, the Virgin and Child, and the Pieta. For Ready-Made
Virgin and Child I/, donated to the collection by Margaret Shiu, he molded the form of the Virgin and
Child from these red and white plastic bags carrying such deep associations with Taiwanese culture. In
this series, Chen created representations of icons seen in art over the course of its history or of figures
deeply rooted in Eastern and Western popular culture, rather than of real people. Works in the series do
not reproduce reality, but imitate existing imagery to capture their sacred symbolism, and in this way,
Chen imbues this cheap and common plastic bag with completely different meanings. Chen seems to
be carrying out a kind of sorcery that transforms the commonplace into a miracle, which can also revert
back to a plastic bag if the work is taken apart. (Isabelle Kuo)
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=y 2] BHEEFFER #02 Ready-Made Virgin and Child Il
2010
BIBLY « SEEH - 4 Plastic bag, metal clip, paper
57 x42 cm
882 Donation 2021.0011.001
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