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Subject matter in Tseng Chien-Ying’s works is mostly human figures, but instead of portraiture, he
deals with the collective nature of all living beings by integrating life experience and mass culture.
He has devoted himself to exploring new possibilities of traditional art media and painting language
and focuses on contemporary society and reality. However, rather than directly exploring societal
phenomena, he presents the spirits of individuals with depictions of human faces and bodies to
highlight unease in contemporary life or realities that people are unwilling to face.

Tseng has been influenced by modeling techniques seen in Chinese Buddhist art. With smudging
and shading, he depicts facial features, muscles, and outlines of bodies, and with different shades
of one color, he creates yin and yang surfaces representing the joints of these bodies. The rendering
of concave and convex areas creates a three-dimensional effect, such that figures seem to protrude
from the painting, calling to mind what early Yuan dynasty painting and calligraphy connoisseur Tang
Hou wrote in his Mirror of Painting, “The silk fabric appears piled-up, but the folds are not felt.” This
technique is the result of the artist’s long-term observation of Buddhist and East Asian painting and not
from the study of human anatomy as it is conceived of in the West. Compared with those in Western
painting, formal elements, such as line quality and use of color in Tseng’s works are richer, suggesting
that the subject of painting is dealing with form, rather than rationally addressing the material world.

In Bodysuit XX and Bodysuit XY, Tseng presents the body contours of two figures, one male and one
female, which come from wearing fashionable clothing indicating that they are workers living in a
metropolitan area. Clothing is often seen as an extension of the body, or considered a second skin that
presents a position, identity, and subjectivity. Tseng takes this a step further by describing this outer
layer as “keratinized tissue” formed by constant societal friction or pressure. Fashionable clothing
can be seen as a suit of armor that resists external attacks and a protector of one’s mentality. Tseng
is skilled at using everyday objects to portray significant observations and explore deeper layers that
lay beneath the surface. The situations that appear in his work are also extensions of his own sensory
system, which is a way of interpreting emotions, thoughts, and understanding of the world through
bodily perceptions.

In these works, there are only scattered objects on tabletops, as the artist eliminated distant
backgrounds, and the contrasts and explication they bring. Furthermore, Tseng made use of perfectly
straight lines to demarcate the backgrounds and foregrounds, which are occupied by tables, and most
of the space in these works is taken up by their figures, so that viewers can focus on facial and bodily
expressions. Overall, when a painting’s background is simpler, perceptions and meanings conveyed by
the subject will have more room for amplification and expression.

Tseng used gray and mid-tone colors in these two works, which is different from his past approach
of using pure primary colors, and reflects his recent experience of the dominant mood in the world.
In light of society’s injustice and instability, should one just be submissive and mold oneself into
something awkward? In what way should one face, ignore, or react to this situation? In the past, Tseng
paid more attention to themes arising from enlightenment and youth, but at this stage, his focus has
changed. (Jean Tzu-Chin KAO)
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2 A E 588 XX Bodysuit XX

2020

KB ~ 4% Ink and pigment on paper
109 x 74 cm

BERE Purchase 2023.0006.001
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AE 5B XY Bodysuit XY

2020

JKZEEEE ~ 4% Ink and pigment on paper
109 x 69 cm

5288 Purchase 2023.0006.002
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