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DREAMING WONDER: CHEN HAIYAN’S FANTASTIC
BEASTS, MULTISPECIES EMPATHY, AND THE POWER OF
SELF-TRANSFORMATION

Maya Kdévskaya, PhD

A thicket of Chinese characters surround the densely carved scenes that cover
a large, four-panel, black and white woodcut print that is exploding with
detail. This fecund work by Chen Haiyan covers four dreams that took place
over the spring of 1999. In the right hand panel of the work discussed above, a
fantastical peacock pokes its head through the window and the artist’s dream
persona discovers that in the place of its usual crown-like crest of delicate
feathers, this magnificent creature has a shock of leaves growing from its
head! The dreamer’s sense of wonder makes her want to record the event. But
suddenly two men block her view. She tells them to get out of the way, but
then her camera lens closes, and she can only get one shot (Dream: May 19,

1999).

Here in this brief scene already we see several recurrent themes in Chen
Haiyan’s work. One of these is frustration with obstacles that crop up when
she is trying to do something. Another recurrent motif is related to her
persistent attempts to overcome those obstacles. We also see one of what I am
affectionately calling her “fantastic beasts”—creatures that are unusual and
special, with perhaps supernatural or magical qualities, and even sometimes
extraordinary powers. With their appearance comes Chen Haiyan’s sense of
curiosity, admiration, respect, sometimes fear, and often sheer wonder. She
relates to these incredible creatures as sentient beings with agency and a
desire for freedom. As they emerge in a great many of her dreams, she engages
them with attentiveness, sense of care, and often an intimacy that begs the
question of what these special animals mean to her and what psychic work
they do for her in her dream world. What can her representations of them,
and the functions they play in her dreams, tell us about how Chen Haiyan sees
and navigates the world of sentient others more generally? What can they tell

Chen Haiyan FiEk , Untitled { F5ZR ) , 1999, Woodblock print ZKfRE] , 92 x 250 cm



us about how Chen Haiyan understands the interconnected tasks of being a
woman, being a person, and being a human in a world?

Through an exploration of artworks spanning more than thirty years, we can
see the way in which principles of empathy, empowerment, attention, and a
life-affirming care and love for the world permeate her work. As Chen Haiyan
explores the quotidian beauty of being in the world by sharing the intimacy
and insights of three decades of her dreams with all of us, her practice
resonates with the engaged feminist ethos of poets Audre Lorde and Mary
Oliver.

In another panel of this same piece, we see the dreaming artist standing beside
a hollowed out tree trunk. She has a flowerpot with a tiny sprout growing
inside it in one hand, and a trowel in the other. She is trying to dig the sandy
fine soil from the tree trunk for her plant. But once again she is obstructed.
She is too short, or the tree is too tall. It’s hard to reach up high enough to
reach the soil at the top. She sees a possible solution—two men are nearby
and she could get them to do it for her. But she doesn’t want to ask these men
for help. She strains to stand on tiptoe as high as she can. She would rather
solve her problem by herself (Dream: March 22, 1999). Again, this striving
towards self-sufficiency when circumstances threaten to limit her ability to
achieve her goals and exercise her autonomy is as characteristic of her dream
persona’s response to the obstacles, as it is representative of her take on “being
awoman.”

In the next panel, an enormous fish appears. Haiyan worriedly watches as a
girl places the fish in a pool of water, knowing somehow that soon she will
need to catch the fish again. She worries how this girl can achieve this. It
seems nearly impossible. Then she sees a boy standing at the edge of the water
reach out and miraculously just take the fish into his hand without effort. This
is when Chen Haiyan realizes that the fish has been trained to do this. Rather
than impute special powers to the boy, she instead recognizes this well-trained
fish as the one possessed of extraordinary abilities (Dream: March 20, 1999).

Finally, in the left hand panel, she marvels at the beauty of the bare, leafless
vines covering the building. The rooster in this dream is not magical,
only stubborn, and the obstacle is not a huge one. Instead, Chen Haiyan’s

interactions here reflect her deep preoccupation with attentiveness to
everything going on, and her devotion to the task of giving care to the
creatures around her. She wants to let the rooster come eat seeds off the
ground, but worries she won’t be able to corral it back to its enclosure in time,
without the help of rain (Dream: April 30, 1999).

At first glance, the tableau seems overwhelming in its intense outpouring

of densely rendered detail and writing. Upon closer inspection, one finds
many salient themes from the artist’s multifarious practice, which tell us a
great deal about her larger preoccupations and the intimate, individual, and
simultaneously universal nature of the signs that populate her dream world."

In the space of four panels in a single artwork, one can already see many
enduring themes in Chen Haiyan’s work. After a brief discussion of semiotic
tools that one can use to interpret the language of dreams, I will address
these themes through the works, zooming in for a fine-grained close-up on
the idiosyncratic personal details, and zooming out again, to reconnect these
details with the broader themes they invoke across the body of her practice,
more generally).

SIGNS AND THEIR MODALITIES, OR, WAYS TO READ

Many details that appear in the dreams and artworks can be read as shifting
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“multimodal signs,” meaning that they not merely signify different things,
attitudes, stances, but also that they signify in different ways depending on
the context or the question at hand. I find the semiotic theory and famous
trichotomy of signs developed by polymath American philosopher Charles
Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) to distinguish between different sign modalities
to be extremely useful in unpacking the multivalent offerings of an artwork.?
Hence I offer a few words about this semiotic system so that viewers and
readers might have an additional set of tools to empower their own readings

of the work.

In this semiotic system, sometimes a sign works as symbol that represents based
on established conventional associations, such as a flag representing a nation.



Sometimes a sign works as an icon by representing based on resemblance, like

a map represents a territory. And sometimes a sign works as an index, which
represents in a totally different manner, not by showing us something that

is conventionally associated with something else, or looks like something

else. Rather, an indexical sign signifies by virtue of contiguity, causality, co-
occurrence, and connection to a shared context from which the meaning is
derived. So a bruise is an index of an injury, or a blue line on a pregnancy test
is an index of certain hormones present that indicate pregnancy has occurred,
and likewise, a baby bump on a woman’s belly is an index of a certain stage of
pregnancy as well. This is meaningfully different from a pillow under a T-shirt,
which would be an iconic representation of pregnancy, as well as a symbolic
sign because we have a popular cultural convention of using a pillow under a
shirt to jokingly make a person look pregnant, but it is not an indexical sign of
pregnancy the way the physical swelling of the belly might be.

Thus, a sign is neither the object (or state or condition, etc.) that it represents,
nor is it the vehicle by which an object (or state or condition, etc.) is
represented. Peirce’s triadic sign is also more than just the relationship
between the two, as Ferdinand de Saussure posited with his sign-signifier-
signified dyadic sign model. Indeed, a crucial part of that relationship

takes place in the mind of the person interpreting and/or making the sign,
the outcome of which becomes a sign in itself (which Peirce called an
interpretant).

Asign, or representamen, is something which stands to somebody for
something in some respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is,
creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more
developed sign. That sign which it creates I call the interpretant of the
first sign. The sign stands for something, its object. It stands for that
object, not in all respects, but in reference to a sort of “idea.” This idea

»

is the “ground of the representamen.” “Idea” is meant in the sense of a

thought that has continuity, or like content, either in traveling between
people or in the thinking of one person's mind, or in memory.*

For our purposes, however, we only need to understand that a sign is not

a thing but a logical relation, and it creates another sign in the mind of
somebody doing the interpreting. A sign is always meaningful in some respect,
to somebody, and hence, signs are almost always actually multimodal. Or, to put
it another way, signification and semiosis often take place through multiple
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mechanisms at once, depending on the contextual ground against which the
meaning-making is taking place (i.e., for whom, in what respect).

The purpose of introducing these terms to you, the reader, then, is to offer a
set of tools for making your own readings of the works presented, encouraging
you to relate them to your own life and experiences, just as you are also
hopefully able to better make sense of what the artist was doing in making the
work by understanding some of the broader themes at play in her life and her
art practice, which are intimately connected.

By using the indexical grounds of Chen Haiyan’s life and experiences in
connection with the experiences and predicaments common to myriad

other women (and many men as well), we are better able to read her work

and unpack its manifold meanings, making them more accessible. Multiple
readings can and do co-exist, because the images in the art do their semiotic
work on multiple levels, at multiple registers, as well. What’s more, no reading
is ever complete. Indeed, there is a necessary incompleteness to all forms of
representation, which also means that there is room in the reading of the work
to accommodate what Chen Haiyan was doing when she made it, consciously
and subconsciously, as well. By that same token, so too is there room for the
meanings you as the viewer of the work will make for yourself when you
interpret the work in the context of your own life This multimodal approach
allows us to seek thematic, functional, and semiotic resonances across the
body of Chen Haiyan’s work.

Chen Haiyan’s life, her personal situation, her moral horizons, her past
experiences, her triumphs and her traumas, as well as many other idiosyncratic
elements, all contribute to creating the grounds for meaning in her work.?® As
a Chinese person, there is another layer of indexical and shared conventional,
historical ground. As a Northeasterner transplanted to the Chinese Jiangnan
South, there is yet another ground. Her status as a woman, as a mother, as a
teacher, a human living in modern times, etc., all provide additional grounds
that offer context for reading her work.

Likewise, insofar as the artist shares these contexts with others, those grounds
are shared grounds. As viewers, we all come from different backgrounds,
we all occupy multiple, shifting roles and relationships. Like Chen Haiyan,
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we are irreducibly unique and yet we are also simultaneously enmeshed in
and constituted by matrices of relationships, roles, shared experiences, and
so forth. Thus, to read her highly personal work is not merely a matter of
knowing the details of ker life history and intentions. It is also a matter of
drawing out the relationships between one’s own experiential horizons and
reading the artworks in such a way as to make them meaningful to you, the

viewer.

To assist you in that process, I offer below my own reading of elements in
some of the works around certain core themes that provide the indexical
grounds against which the works discussed in this essay were selected.

READING INTO THE WORK

Let us begin with some of the relevant themes that emerge from a reading of
that first four-panel work, and then move through some other noteworthy
pieces, theme-by-theme, rather than artwork-by-artwork. These themes
include the following: encountering obstacles and persisting in attempts

to overcome them, including the challenge of trying to straddle social

roles, particularly gender roles; fantastic beasts and their secret powers;
transfiguration, metamorphosis, and transformation; attentiveness and care
for the world; empowerment, agency, and autonomy; captivity and release,
constraint and liberation.

Nevertheless, She Persisted

As we saw in the discussion above, many of Chen Haiyan’s dreams involve
encountering obstacles and persisting in attempts to overcome them, in

spite of setbacks, challenges to her authority, questioning her abilities or

her rights to do what she has chosen. Among these challenges are the kind

of everyday life struggles that most people face, including the challenge of
trying to straddle social roles, particularly gender roles, and make one’s way
through life whilst being true to oneself and one’s principles, in spite of all the

Chen Haiyan [i&E38k , The Black Mountain Goat { 21117 ) , 2015, Mixed media

on board £ZREHR , 244 x 122 cm
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Chen Haiyan [i838% , Drinking Wine {1878 ) , 1986, Woodblock print KR , 27 x 19 cm
Chen Haiyan [5iE35k , Three Goddesses { =271# ) , 1986, Woodblock print ARIE] , 27 x 19 cm
Chen Haiyan i35k , High Heels { SiR%E ) , 1986, Woodblock print ZRKRE| , 27 x 19 cm

compromises that society foists upon us.

Some challenges are sublimated through animals. In one dream, Chen Haiyan
must fend off a huge “black mountain goat” who has leapt at her: “I stopped

it with my hands to protect my throat against its horns.” Although a man is
present, instead of relying on him to help her, Haiyan lets him carry a much
smaller goat away on his back, while she wrestles down the big goat, finally
throwing it back into its pen (Dream: November 23, 2010). In another dream,
her beloved rooster is dirty, but her desire to bathe him is thwarted by the
stingy neighbors who have locked up the water spigot. Instead of throwing

up her hands, she tells her rooster she will bring him home and wash him with
shampoo in the shower (Dream: October 31, 2003). Sometimes she simply wants
to capture something wonderful on film, but either men stand in the way, or
her son tries to stop her, but she persists and rejoices in the small triumph that
in spite of this, she captured something after all (Dream: October 16, 2017)

This dynamic of challenge and her response to obstacles, especially gender-
related, is revealed in works such as the interconnected series of an unfolding
dream about a bull. Across several panels, the bull is chasing and spying on
Chen Haiyan, writing sloppy letters, drinking wine, and wanting to dance
with her and get lucky—men, in classic fashion acting as passive enablers and
wishing the bull well all the while instead of intervening in his predatory
game. While the frustrations she expresses and countermeasures she takes

are specific to this particular dream—the knife she has is too small to protect
her properly but she has no time to get a longer one, so she encourages the
bull drink more wine and dance with others before she has to dance with him
in hopes that drunk he will be easier to kill—these absurd elements bespeak
more general, common, all too familiar anxieties about aggressive men and
toxic masculinity that most women have lived through. Moreover, Haiyan
does not take the bull’s unwanted amorous attention lying down. Instead, she

plots to get him drunk and kill him before he can force himself on her. (Dream:

December 8, 1986 (5)).

Likewise, any woman caught between the conflicting imperatives of
incommensurable gender roles, foisted on us by a world that demands we “do
it all and have it all” whilst making our formidable efforts seem effortless, can

relate to the feeling of being thrown off balance and having to nevertheless

15
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persist—a feeling that is embodied in the dream in which Chen Haiyan finds
herself wearing a bizarre combination of one high-heeled pump and one
clunky flat shoe. Instead of resigning herself to this plight, she solves the
problem by switching shoes with her sister so that she can walk normally—an
example of women helping each other (Dream: December 21, 1986 (7)).

Women helping each other, and finding solidarity with one another matters.
In a dream of magpies turned into goddesses, Chen Haiyan notes that they
have perfect bodies. Yet because these literal goddesses do not confirm to social
norms, wearing their bikini underwear over their dresses, they are mocked

and laughed at by an implacable, judgmental society. Nevertheless, even in her
dream state, the artist retains her own fiercely independent judgment. She sees
these magpie-women-goddesses’ true beauty and admires them regardless of
what everyone else thinks (Dream: December 21, 1986).

FEantastic Beasts and their Secret Powers

Another consistently recurrent motif in Chen Haiyan’s dreams is that of
fantastic beasts, such as the peacock in the first panel discussed above, with
lush leaves flowering from the crown of its head, or the trained fish who
knows to leap into the hand of a man on cue (Dream: March 20, 1999), or the
magpies who turn into gorgeous goddess-women. These magical, supernatural,
or merely unusual creatures often possess special abilities, sometimes even
superpowers. A look at Chen Haiyan’s nocturnal bestiary can perhaps point us
towards the role these creatures play in her dreams, what they might represent,
and what function they perform psychologically for her.

There are several noteworthy valences that Chen Haiyan’s fantastic beasts
take, each of which points to different indexical grounds of meaning
depending on the function performed for the artist, and also different ways of
reading the significance of the magical creatures who populate so many of her
dreams. One significant valence is that of awe and wonder at the incredible
transfigurations, metamorphoses, and transformations enacted by these
creatures in her dreams. Another is attention, empathy, and care. And another
set of encounters seem to point towards on-going struggles over agency,
authority, autonomy, and power, and finally, her persistent commitment to the

Chen Haiyan [&;85k , Words about the wind { X\AJ1E ) , 2001, Colored ink on board ¥4 , 183 x 122 cm
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liberation of those whose freedom has been stolen.

Metamorphosis and Transformation

What is remarkable about the many transformations and metamorphoses that
span decades of dream work is one particular latent undercurrent—the true
identity of things is often something other than what they seem to be on the
surface. In some dreams those metamorphoses are from one kind of animal
to another. There are fish that turn into birds and then fly overhead (Dream:
April 30,1999, cats that lay eggs and hatch them, and chickens that turn
into cars and drive away. There are creatures that she can’t recognize, such

as chameleon-esque (i.e. color-changing) rabbit, which turns into a monkey
(Dream: September 24, 2001), or a hybrid beast that is part monkey, part tiger
(Dream: December 25, 2001), as well as magpies that morph, as we have seen
above, into goddesses. Chen Haiyan sees the world for what it is—a space
where people often change, and things are rarely what they seem. Her dreams
exhibit a healthy reverence for the instability of identity and sense of wonder
at this transformative power of becoming what one really is.

Indeed, the metamorphosis of a fantastic beast can also offer an index for
contemplating the true nature of someone or something. Chen Haiyan
recounts a dream in which people were forced into disclosing the secrets of
other people. While secrets shared by choice can be empowering, a secret that
is outed against a person’s will is a form of violation. This dream explores these
questions: “I was in a meeting in the assembly hall again. I discovered that the
host was really hardcore. He made one person whisper in another person’s ear
and say what the other person was really thinking. It seemed a lot like the kind
of relationships people had during the Cultural Revolution. The first person
had an attitude and kept silent. When one person disclosed another's secrets,
he forced the other person to take the form of something that he used to be. I
was scared, thinking that he will definitely turn into a giant toad. I saw a river
appear on the huge stage with a pair of feet in the water. Then a person was
transformed into a big white tiger, biting people's clothes and pulling them up
onto the stage. At that moment, I understood that he must have been a tiger in
a past incarnation..” (Dream: December 11, 2011).
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Attention, Empathy, and Care for the World

With some of her most formative years spent playing in the fields of her
grandparents’ village where she spent much of her childhood, Chen Haiyan’s
thrall with the quotidian wonder of nature and all its creatures is unsurprising.
But her relationship is rarely that of a passive bystander. Many of her dreams
are preoccupied with feeding animals, nurturing them, helping them when
they are injured, rescuing them, releasing them, and generally treating them
with great affection, respect, and care.

Examples of this include the dream in which her beloved rooster got dirty and
she was determined to find a way to wash him, even if the stingy neighbors
had locked up the water spigot outside (discussed above (Dream: October

31, 2003 ). There is the dream in which she comes upon a magnificent vine-
covered wall and yet her main concern is feeding the rooster and making sure
it gets home safe (Dream: April 30, 1999).

She worries about the danger humans pose to a monkey she discovers has been
living all its life under a flower pot, because “[t|he monkey had no idea what a
human being is, nor did it know what humans can do, since it grew up under
the pot. So it didn't run.” Instead, it threw its arms around her neck and clung
to her. She felt empathy for it and “was surprised that it could grow so big
under such a small hole under the pot” (Dream: September 24, 2001).

Likewise she worries about the wellbeing of the fish that she keeps pulling
up by the bucket load. “One of the flat fish (a bream) jumped out of the
bucket to the floor and then jumped into another tank next to the fish tank.
There were many giant toads in it. I don't think the bream fits there. How
can it swim? When did these fish grow so big? I didn't notice before.” (Dream:
January 9, 2010). But now that she is present with these living creatures she is
paying attention and concerning herself with their plight. Will the fish she is
worrying about be okay or will it come to harm?

When it comes to actual, and not just potential harm, her care and attention
level is at high alert. In one dream, a rooster’s comb has been badly damaged
and she is relieved to see that people are trying to put the broken cock’s comb
back on the rooster’s head. She is relieved to note that the people are very

Chen Haiyan i85 , The Dragonflies My Son Set Free a Second Time { ). FERA KAISHE ) ,

2004, Colored ink on board ¥ , 162 x 102 cm
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concerned and the rooster seems okay. (Dream: December 21, 2011). In another
dream, she feels a sense of empathy for a huge frog that has hopped out of

a basin. She has a premonitory feeling and worries, only to watch her sister
stomp on the frog and kill it. Upset at this unprovoked cruelty and violence
against an innocent creature, Chen Haiyan asks her sister “why she would do
such a thing” (Dream: September 22, 2001).

The attentiveness and care that she extends to other living creatures so
consistently bespeaks an ethos of devotion in the spirit extolled by the great
naturalist poet Mary Oliver, who wrote about wonder and nature, and said
that paying attention is a form of secular prayer, a kind of devotion, and that
paying attention to the world around us is how we love that world and invest
it with a sense of the sacred.’ In doing so, we each may find our places in the
larger order of things, the great family of nature, and thus make sense of what
she described in her famous poem, “The Summer Day” as your “one wild and
precious life” as Oliver wrote: “Instructions for living a life. Pay attention. Be
astonished. Tell about it.””

Sharing the secret sense of wonder that we experience in the presence of
nature can be done visually as well as verbally, and there is a strand that
threads through the body of Chen Haiyan’s work that is very much of this
ethos. It also accords profoundly with the insight that Audre Lorde had about
the care put into even the smallest quotidian things, and given to those around
us, is a way to reclaim our powers and recognize our own agency. It is what she
calls the “erotic as power,” although she makes it amply clear that she means
“erotic” not as pornographic or necessarily even sexual, but as a life force:

The very word erotic comes from the Greek word eros, the personification
of love in all its aspects—born of Chaos, and personifying creative
power and harmony. When I speak of the erotic, then, I speak of it as an
assertion of the lifeforce of women; of that creative energy empowered,
the knowledge and use of which we are now reclaiming in our language,
our history, our dancing, our loving, our work, our lives?

Empowerment, Agency, Autonomy

The appearance of a pair of dragons beneath one’s bed might frighten some
people, but for Chen Haiyan, it is hugely exciting. The lights scintillate and her
reaction to this “miraculous” sight is to drag her father over so she can share
with him this wondrous discovery. The pale green dragons are male and female
and they emanate a “warm aura.” Chen Haiyan seems to identify with both of
the dragons, and their presence emboldens and empowers her. In the carved
and painted wooden board on which she has unfurled this glorious dream,

the artist’s depiction of herself is nothing less that celebratory, ascendant and
powerful. She looks as if she is about to take flight ( Dream: June 21, 2003,
Amazing Wonder I).

This sense of empowerment in the presence of the dragons that she finds
under her bed is the inverse of our common childhood fears of monsters
hiding under our beds when we are little, monsters that we also bring parents
to see, hoping they will protect us. But although many of Haiyan’s fantastic
beasts fill her with wonder, empathy and care, enhancing her sense of agency
and power when she identifies and allies herself with them, there are also
some that act out threats to her autonomy.

This is clearly the case in the dream of the black goat with giant horns that she
wrestles and eventually overpowers (Dream: November 23, 2010). Even more so
with the predatory bull discussed earlier who essentially stalks her and won’t
take ‘no’ for an answer, as he spies on her, barges in on her, drinks wine with
her, writes letters (perhaps containing amorous suggestions?). Indeed, the bull
who intends to dance with her and impregnate her, whether she wants him or
not, instantiates a direct challenge to her autonomy and authority to decide
for herself what she wants and accepts, not to mention a direct threat to her
bodily integrity. In the face of such threats to her autonomy and obstacles that
stand in her way, Chen Haiyan is having none of it. She is defiant, resilient,
persistent, creative, sometimes practical, and yet never seems to lose her
empathy for the plight of others. In fact, if anything, her own struggles seem
to amplify that empathy, and embody an deep understanding of the need for
solidarity—for being “strong together,” as the feminist poet Marge Piercy has

written in her seminal poem, "For Strong Women."’
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Confinement, Captivity, Liberation and Freedom

The myriad fantastic beasts in Chen Haiyan’s dream works perform many
different functions, eliciting her wonder and awe, attention and care, empathy
and also empowerment. These themes often overlap and intermingle with
her concerns about captivity or confinement, and the importance of actively
intervening on behalf of liberation and freedom of others as well as herself.
Chen Haiyan’s dream solidarity extends beyond the merely gender-centric
or even the anthrocentric human world. The personhood of so many of the
creatures in her dreams is indisputable. Whether one reads this as metaphor
or a literal post-humanist solidarity with all sentient beings, one cannot
deny the deep current of empowering empathy and respect for the agency
of marginalized and maligned beings that extends throughout the corpus of
Chen Haiyan’s work.

She dreams of a bird with a gorgeous tail feather sitting atop a roof outside
the window. She sees that it has a rope tied around its neck and realizes her
brother has put it there (Dream: December 21, 1986 (1)). The dream continues
in the next panel. He responds angrily to another man trying to steal “his bird”
by loosening the rope and setting the bird free (Dream: December 21, 1986 (2)).
In the third “act” of this dream, the artist sees this bird “perched on a tree
branch.” She recognizes it because of its luxurious tail feathers. She believes
that the bird will come back to them on its own volition (December 21st, 1986
(3)). Whether you read this bird as a symbol for a beautiful woman, or as a
literal winged creature that desires freedom, there is little doubt that Chen
Haiyan sees respect for the bird’s autonomy as a good thing.

In yet another dream, she spies a boy on the side of a hill capturing a praying
mantis. She realizes that this is the same praying mantis that she has “set free
earlier” Distressed, she approaches the boy and makes him “let it go” (Dream:
December 8, 1986 (6)) Another dream with her son has a similar outcome. She
and her son are on a road together and see dragonflies of many colors flying
everywhere. Her son catches one. But she does not even have to ask him to

set it free again. He does so on his own, as if to show that she raised him to
share the same values—to love freedom and rankle against confinement and
captivity. After he set the dragonfly free, it expressed its joy by flying “as high
as the sky” (Dream: October 10, 2004). The joy of flight and the happiness shared

in the moment of liberation in the painting of this dream is unmistakable.

CONCLUSION

Even as the manifest imagery in Chen Haiyan’s dreams suggests ongoing
undercurrents of latent meanings, some of these images suggest symbols
derived from conventions in society, other images represent something

else by resemblance, and yet others have meanings that are anchored in the
artist’s own life and experience or shared contexts, that form indexical tips of
proverbial icebergs of quasi-hidden meaning. And in all of these modalities of
signification, there is space for us to bring our own lives and experiences to
the meaning-making process that is at the core of viewing an artwork.

Chen Haiyan bares her dream world, offering up her stories and secrets—
things she fears and loves in equal measure—both manifest and latent, to all
of us to share. In doing so reclaims her own powers, her autonomy, and her
irreducible authority to narrate her inner world. At the same time, by sharing
these visual and textual narratives with us, she is offering power to us as
well, inviting us to be part of her intimate world and to seek the connections
between her stories and dreams, and our own. That is to say, her work calls
on us all to become conscious agents weaving webs of meaning across lives,
experiences, cultures, and histories. The works we have examined show how
Chen Haiyan makes sense of what it means to a woman—autonomous and
independent, even in the face of persistent challenges—what it means to be a
person—resourceful, compassionate, engaged, problem-solving, and sometimes
risk-taking—and what it means to be a human in a world of myriad sentient
others—through attention, empathy, wonder, care, and solidarity with the
need of all creatures to be free.
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1 In 2014, I wrote an extensive chapter on Chen Haiyan’s life and a significant
body of work, which I analyzed in the context of psychoanalytic theory. A version
of that chapter has been reprinted in this volume, so I will refrain from repeating
the same biographical details, which nevertheless still pertain to all of the artist’s
works. Moreover, to avoid redundancy, I do not re-introduce the psychoanalytic
methodologies for analyzing dreams, or the critiques of Freud and his phallic
obsessive gaze, that inform my arguments in that chapter. The insights drawn from
seeking the tensions between latent and manifest meanings in the dreams and the
works, etc., are as valid for the examination of these works in the chapter, as any
other, and I invite the reader to cross-pollinate and explore their own readings using

these complementary tools.
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Chen Haiyan FiEk , Untitled { F5ZR ) , 1999, Woodblock print ZKfRE] , 92 x 250 cm
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Chen Haiyan [i&E35% , The Black Mountain Goat { 21117 ) , 2015, Mixed media

on board £ZREHR , 244 x 122 cm
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Chen Haiyan B8 , Drinking Wine {875 ) , 1986, Woodblock print RERIH , 27 x 19 cm
Chen Haiyan 8% , Three Goddesses { =271# ) , 1986, Woodblock print ARARIE] , 27 x 19 cm
Chen Haiyan Sk , High Heels { SIREE ) , 1986, Woodblock print ARKRIE] , 27 x 19 cm
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Chen Haiyan [&;85k , Words about the wind { X\AJ1E ) , 2001, Colored ink on board ¥4 , 183 x 122 cm
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Chen Haiyan 8% , The Frog { S%£ ) , 2002, Colored ink on board ¥hf% , 183 x 122 cm

Chen Haiyan [5;53% , The Hole at the Bottom of the Planter { {tZJ&E FHIE ) , 2002, Colored ink on board FZh% , 183 x

122 cm
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Chen Haiyan 8% , The Dragonflies My Son Set Free a Second Time { ). FERM KRS ) ,

2004, Colored ink on board ¥ , 162 x 102 cm
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SHADOW-CHASER, CARVING HERSELF INTO BEING
THE INTERPRETATION OF DREAMS IN THE SELF-MAKING
AND ART PRACTICE OF CHEN HAIYAN

Maya Kdévskaya, PhD

The Chinese artist Chen Haiyan is sleeping. She dreams that she has woken
in the night and is trying to scribble down “the image of a dream recalled™
so that she can turn it into an artwork, thus inscribing it as a permanent part
of her waking life. But, in that somnolent state, her scrawl is haphazard and
hasty. The result is that when she wakes (still in the dream), she finds her
words “overlapping and on top of one another,” such that “nothing can be

made out from the jumble.”

Through this work, Drowsy (Dream: 26 April, 2005)?, we are offered a window
into the complex and compelling art practice of Chen Haiyan—one of China’s
foremost contemporary printmakers and ink painters—and through her
practice, we are offered an intimate glimpse into her psyche. Yet, while this
inner world is anchored in the unique life of an individual, a close reading

of her artworks reveals the universal quality of their offerings. The impetus
driving her to create is a complex of impulses and desires, anxieties and fears,
challenges and struggles of the sort that all people face in the process of
forming coherent selves capable of forging meaningful lives. Her work, then,
offers a mirror to each viewer, inviting them to look inward upon themselves
as much as outward upon the scenes and stories depicted in the works.

Drowsy reveals much about Chen Haiyan and her art practice at that point in
her career. Although much of the artist’s oeuvre during this later period in her
practice expresses the deep confidence that she has accrued over the past two
decades, her confidence is not a brash arrogance too fragile beneath surface
bravado to face its own frailties and weaknesses. Indeed, Haiyan? is acutely
aware of the tricks of faulty memory and obstacles to recounting, fully and
truthfully, what has passed and recognizing its deeper, sometimes painful,
meanings. She knows well, too, the fleeting nature of that moment of insight
offered by the dream upon awakening before it is lost to the conscious mind,
with all its tools of redaction and repression. She understands that without a

Chen Haiyan [5i&38k , Drowsy { f&AlL ) , 2009, Woodblock print ZARfRIE] , 162 x 102 cm
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meticulous practice of recording the unconscious life of her dream world, that
portal into the core of her psyche would quickly narrow and access would be
blocked by the machinations of the conscious mind.

Given these vagaries of the relationship between the unconscious and
conscious mind at the crossroads of her creative practices, a psychoanalytic
approach can be extraordinarily useful for excavating Chen Haiyan’s artworks
and rendering them lucid for others. Dreams are a realm of signification that
is intimately personal and associational on the one hand, but also rooted in
existentially shared human experiences, as well as intersubjective, cultural
norms and prohibitions on the other. Hence, the close reading of her dreams
and dream works provides a metonymical glimpse at the mechanisms of self-
making that can stimulate analogous insights within others about themselves.

THE INTERPRETATION OF DREAMS

So how to understand the dreaming mind, especially in the context of artwork?
In his 1900 landmark study, The Interpretation of Dreams,* psychoanalytic
pioneer Sigmund Freud assumed the dream to have both manifest and latent
content, with the latent being far more telling than the manifest.” Moreover,
he argued that dreams should be approached as symbolic expressions of “wish-
fulfillment” and that “anxiety dreams” often disguise repressed desires that are
seen as socially inappropriate.’

Many post-Freudian theorists drawing on and extending the ambit of
psychoanalytic theory to include cultural practices, cultural production, and
the creation of selves and subjectivities—including Melanie Klein,” Luce
Irigaray,” Julia Kristeva,” Hélene Cixous," Jacques Lacan,'* Slavoj Zizek,'” and
Judith Butler’>—have critiqued Freud even as they build on aspects of his
legacy. In particular, they have critiqued his over-universalization of what
are actually historically and culturally specific, conventionalized symbols
that should not be essentialized or naturalized, as well as his reductionist
overemphasis on the primacy of conflicts between what he saw as the two
most essential drives shaping human behavior and civilizations, Eros (the life
force/libido) and Thanatos (death drive)—in many ways but two faces of desire
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itself, which he saw as the main motive force behind human doings. Desire in
both positive and negative dimensions is certainly a deeply important motive
force, but not of such totalizing importance as Freud would have us believe.*

Yet in spite of these valid and relevant critiques, Freud’s basic insight that
dreams are a powerful portal into the workings of the unconscious mind still
holds. Additionally, his argument that the unconscious mind works in ways
that differ from the conscious mind (which is structured by many socially
constructed and culturally shared conventions, prohibitions, and values) is also
of enduring usefulness.

Dreams are often sites of tension and struggle. External social, normative
pressures and internal, individual drives and desires collide, resulting in what
Freud described as a bifurcation of the manifest and the latent in dreams.
Being the province of wishes, urges, anxieties, or fears that the conscious mind
seeks to repress, the latent nevertheless seeks expression, often indirectly
through the manifest, overt content. It is a commonplace that dreams and also
art are both vectors of such expression, so when art and dreams are fused into
a dynamic composite, the outcome is especially saturated with latent meaning.

Just as dreams can perform the function of externalizing and releasing desires
and anxieties, artworks made from dreams can become a mode of reintegrating
the fragmented and alienated parts of the self into a coherent whole. As such,
this is one potent pathway leading us to an understanding of the art of Chen
Haiyan. The making of Chen Haiyan’s dream-based artwork is more than
merely a vocation or practice of culture making. It is a vital mode of “self-
making” as well, through which she confronts her desires and fears, wounds
and wonders, ambitions and anxieties, and overcomes disappointment and
trauma, by refusing to allow them to define her.

By making these unconscious expressions of her psyche into artworks,

Chen Haiyan is able to both allow the manifest to bespeak the latent that

it conceals and, in turn, make that latent-as-revealed into something that is
visibly manifested. In doing so, she both channels and simultaneously enlarges
her self-knowledge, thus enacting a crucial degree of autonomy over her
understanding of her life. Making manifest her most intimate latent dramas

is a source of self-empowerment, and it engenders an art that can speak across
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cultural and temporal divides.

THE ART OF LIVING AND DREAMING

This essay will only refer to specific details of her life as directly relevant to
the contextualization of her dream works. Nevertheless, a psychoanalytic
approach necessitates an indexical grounding of the artwork and dreams in the
temporal accumulation of experience through life. As such, we will navigate
between chronological and thematic structuring devices as needed in order to
explore the work along multiple axes and, in turn, to examine the dialectical
workings of manifest content and latent underlying elements of the dreams
made patently manifest through the artworks.

Chen Haiyan’s dream diaries turned into artworks offer a richly paradoxical
interplay of averted inward gaze turned into unflinching self-reflection as
the dreams are carved, printed, or painted into their final forms. That self-
reflection, in turn, metonymically offers up a mirror to all of us; for the
questions her work persistently engages are existential questions we all
grapple with in our lives as well.

A variety of persistent challenges thread through the fabric of her lived
narrative and it is against the tense, externally structured “warp” of these
experiential threads that Chen Haiyan intertwines the “weft” of her own
emotional, subconscious, conscious, and creative responses, producing the
richly embroidered tapestry of a self woven out of a life intertwined with

an art practice that articulates that self into being. Tracing the Mobius-like
dialectic of her self-making/art-making trajectory in relation to the arc of her
life through several bodies of her artwork, it is possible to limn the path of a
self in motion as inscribed into being.

CHILDHOOD AND EARLY INFLUENCES

Before we begin a close examination of Chen Haiyan’s dream works, a brief
overview of her childhood, adolescence, and formative early experiences
prior to coming of age as an artist is in order. Chen Haiyan was born in the
industrial Northeast of China in Fushun city, Liaoning province, in 1955.
Although being sent away by her family (who had hoped their second child
would be a boy) to be raised by her maternal grandparents might seem like a
terrible wound to a small child, in fact, Haiyan recounts her childhood in the
rural countryside with her grandparents as one of the most wonderful times of
her life. Her grandparents were typical of their generation and social class—
illiterate, hardworking, uncomplaining, and not particularly effusive verbally,
yet Haiyan recalls feeling loved and wanting nothing in their care. Her
grandmother was foot-bound and, thus, lived confined within their courtyard
home, but she did not appear to Haiyan to have felt oppressed, nor did she
express a desire to have a different sort of life. She cared for the home, which
was her sovereign domain, and enjoyed embroidering, interacting with her
granddaughter, and watching the world pass by her front gate.

Haiyan loved her grandmother, but it was her grandfather who was her
main role model. As a young girl, Haiyan was a self-professed tomboy, who
loved roaming free in nature, catching small animals—frogs, dragonflies,
caterpillars—to play with, and helping her grandfather feed the oxen and
horses who pulled the carts he drove on the communal collective farm where
he worked. She recalls him being a man of few words who showed his love
through actions, such as taking her on his back across the paddies to go see
community screenings of movies projected onto sheets, humming to her

as they went. He never restricted her or made her feel that her horizons
were bounded by the gendered roles that had bound the feet and hobbled
the mobility of her grandmother. Instead, he allowed her to explore the
natural world around them on her own and treated her help with his work
as something worthy of respect, which endowed her with a sense of her own
powers and freedom at a young age.

When she was seven and it was time to start school, Haiyan was ripped
from this safe, almost idyllic childhood world, which would later become
represented again and again through various natural imagery in her work.
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She recalls how her grandfather brought her “home” to the city of Fushun
where her mother, father, and elder and younger sisters lived, home to people
who were virtual strangers. When she arrived, she became intensely aware of
how different she was, in her country-bumpkin attire, from these people, a
difference exemplified by the contrast between her woven straw shoes and
the fancy leather shoes of her sisters, who wore lipstick and gawked at her like
some strange creature from another world—which she was, quite literally, in
her own mind. She screamed and cried when she realized her grandfather was
abandoning her to the strangers in this alien place; but, shedding tears as he
departed, he left her there anyway and gave her what was arguably her first
real experience of having her will fundamentally thwarted by conditions over
which she had no control. It was, perhaps, her first experience as a young girl
of the limitations of her powers and the loss of her sense of agency over her
life, one in which she was free in nature, accustomed to running wild through
the woods and fields of the village. As such, this experience can be understood
as a primary trauma in her early childhood development and something that
she would unconsciously return to again and again in her artwork, perhaps in
an unconscious attempt to heal herself.

Although Haiyan learned to live in the city and became familiar with

her family members, who would later include a little brother as well, she
continued to see the village as home. Each year, during her vacations from
school, even as a small child, she would take the train, alone, back to the village
to spend time with her grandparents. And sometimes they would send her
back with baby chicks, as a warm reminder of the days she had spent helping
them tend their chickens in the yard and being close to nature.

It was customary in the city to slaughter the roosters, keeping only the egg-
laying hens. One such seeming “hen,” however, evaded identification as a
rooster and hence evaded slaughter because its cock’s comb was so tiny. It was
a beautiful, crystalline white and became Haiyan’s darling pet. She admired
its massive claws and cocky personality and identified with its free-spirited
nature. Indeed, this rooster would be constrained by no one. He flew about
freely in the neighborhood, cuckolding the neighbor’s roosters, stealing their
hens, and crowing loudly at each conquest.

The rooster was unmanageable and seemed totally wild, except with Haiyan,
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whom he would snuggle against and come to at her call. He had such a
reputation in the neighborhood for being tough that even the boys were
scared of him, and once a drunk neighborhood man even came by looking to
teach the defiant beast a lesson, only to be attacked and sent running from the
fierce animal.

Haiyan was secretly proud of her rooster. She adored him so completely that
it was heart wrenching when, after he had almost pecked out the eye of a local
child, her mother laid down the law, saying he had to be put down. Yet, in that
moment, we see the vestiges of that wild village girl, running around enjoying
the feeling of freedom and her own powers. After contemplating in vain how
she might save him, Haiyan realized it was hopeless. Determined that her
precious rooster would not suffer at someone’s indifferent, clumsy hands, she
took it upon herself to finish him off. The idea that someone else might botch
the job and make him suffer the agony of a slow demise was unbearable, so
taking her physician mother’s sharpest scalpel, she slit his throat as quickly
and decisively as possible. Afterwards, she was withdrawn for a long time and

refused to eat chicken meat ever again.

Chen Haiyan’s rooster became a kind of spirit totem for her, and he would
reappear again and again in her dreams and her artworks. Although many
animals also appear in her works, the Rooster is the dominant creature,
which could be described in Jungian terms as her Animus (a symbol of the
masculine, though for Jung this was a part of the “collective unconscious”).
The other most frequently occurring creature in her works is her totem animal
the Cat, the Chinese word for which has none of the female connotations
found in English slang; nonetheless, it appears to represent what could be
called her Anima (the feminine analogue of the Animus). Multiple snakes
populate Haiyan’s works as well. The Snake can be interpreted in post-
Freudian, feminist psychoanalytic terms as a kind of phallic symbol that
means something more like a dominating, hierarchical, invidious, zero-sum
instrument of power rather than a literal penis envy or a desire for or fear of
the male organ. Finally, her work is also rife with winged creatures, such as
various birds, and flight operates as an important signifier in her lexicon.

Given the pervasiveness of these totem animal symbols in her work and
their particular meanings in the specific context of her culture, life, and
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experiences, a full exploration of their functioning in her work is beyond the
scope of this more general introduction to an interpretation of her dreams.
With this in mind, let us turn to several major bodies of the artist’s work and
explore individual pieces through a close reading of her dreams—examining in
detail the manifest and latent elements of the dreams and their presentation
in her artworks. Her practice has been so prolific that only a fraction of works
can be explored, but the reader is encouraged to go through the full body of
dream translations that accompany these works and which are carved into the
artworks themselves in the original Chinese.

COMING OF AGE AND FINDING HER VOICE—1986 AS WATERSHED

There are several series of woodcuts made in 1986 that mark Chen Haiyan’s
coming of age as an artist who has found her own language and learned to

use her voice. That year, following a special course of study with a small, elite
group of young teachers at the Hangzhou Academy of Fine Art led by the

ink painting luminary Zhao Wuji (Zao Wou-Ki, 1920-2013), Haiyan’s work
came into its own, and she was recognized as a gifted young artist with great
potential. During this creative unfurling, Haiyan was extraordinarily prolific
in her dreaming, her journaling, and her art practice, producing an astonishing
number of artworks— brilliant in their originality. Perhaps most significantly,
she triumphs in striking a metonymical balance between the intimacy of the
inner world of an individual and the global, human reach of her artworks,
making them as universal as they are idiosyncratic.

The impressive and sizeable body of work that emerged during this year of
frenzied creative output was driven by a complex of desires and anxieties,
hopes and fears, joys and disappointments connected to Chen Haiyan’s
personal history and experiences in everyday life. In one of the most
emotionally intense periods in her life, she had just made the transition from
student to teacher at the China Academy of Fine Art in Hangzhou (then the
Zhejiang Academy of Fine Art). She had fallen in love for the first time, and
most importantly, she had found a visual language that was all her own and
yet ecumenical enough to speak across cultures. Thus, through this process
of making art in response to past and present experiences that had been

manifested in uncanny ways through her dreams, Haiyan’s work began to give
shape to her sense of self.

Two major bodies of work created by Chen Haiyan in 1986 speak volumes
about the anxieties, desires, and struggles of a young woman seeking to find
her place in the heavily male-dominated world of post-Cultural Revolution
China. It was a time when many of the revolutionary-era overtures towards
women’s equality were being rolled back, and women were once again
encouraged to seek fulfillment through romantic attachments and allow
themselves to be disciplined in the domestic sphere. Private life had been
demonized for decades and was only just being tentatively reclaimed in public
as a social right by daring individuals on the margins of the dominant society.

Starting in the late 7os with the cessation of the Cultural Revolution in
1976, China’s first generation of avant-garde artists—and later, contemporary
artists who emerged across the nation with the ’85 New Art Wave—began
transgressing the ideological and aesthetic diktat of officialdom. They

began to invert or outright reject the agitprop-style Socialist Realism in
which they had been inculcated. And they rejected the orthodoxies of the
political establishment that controlled the educational system and, indeed,
all expressions of public culture. Chen Haiyan was part of the ’85 generation,
but she was neither interested in adhering to the dogmas of institutionalized
tradition nor following the caprice of new trends.

It was also a watershed moment in Chen Haiyan’s personal development as

a young woman experiencing love and sex for the first time, and the choice

to experience these things against the norms of her society was a kind of
rebellion as well. She fell in love with another artist, and her three-year affair
with him was an emotionally fraught, intense experience of forbidden love so
gratifying and yet agonizing that it left her with deep psychic wounds but also
helped her to articulate to herself who she was and what she would demand
from her life. The affair triggered interior responses (not merely passive
reactions) to both the pains and joys of being in love for the first time and

set her on a poignant and powerful journey towards self-knowledge. These
responses would catalyze her to trust her own voice, make her own judgments,
and find her own way in the world against the prevailing currents and mores
of the time.
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This tumultuous experience came to a head when Haiyan discovered in 1987
that she was pregnant with her lover’s child. Although she understood that
they could not be together permanently as a family, and in spite of his pressure
on her to have an abortion, Haiyan’s sense of autonomy crystallized around
her decision to have the child on her own. This was a decision that was not
merely radical on a personal and social level. It was also dangerous, because

it was during an era when the State still heavily controlled many aspects of
private life. Her decision to have a child with a man to whom she was not and
would never be married was a radical, risky act of reclaiming her autonomy
in the private sphere, asserting her sovereignty over her body, and charting
her own course in life. It was a situation where the personal was genuinely
nothing less than profoundly political.

Yet, even as many of her anxieties paralleled those of her gender and
generation more generally, Chen Haiyan’s frustrations in these dream works
reveals something deeper about her burgeoning young self that would later
come into a fullness and fruition exceedingly rare for a creative woman of
her generation. The frustrations and anxieties amply expressed in this first
epoch of work dialectically provide the underlying “warp” against which she
wove the weft by following her desires and passions, exercising independent
judgment, and taking autonomous actions that would lead her into the

next stage in her life—that of a voluntarily single mother and independent
contemporary artist.

During 1986, when Chen Haiyan experienced such a phenomenal burst of
creative productivity, many stresses and stimuli were permeating her life. A
look at the pervasive anxieties in her dreams and recurring theme of struggling
against being blocked, obstructed, or kept from attaining her desires offers
one of many keys to understanding the relationship between the manifest and
latent elements in her dreams. The textual component that is present in every
work literally transcribes the dream diary entry upon which the work is based,
offering the artist’s own accounts of her dreams.

Arguably the most pervasive theme across the body of her 1986 woodcuts
(both the 13 x 19 cm series and the 60 x 60 cm series) is one of frustration.
And as Freud would have pointed out, scratch the surface of a frustration, and
beneath it you will find a desire. While Freud was inclined to oversimplify

such expressions of frustrations as desires repressed due to social prohibitions,
a close reading of Haiyan’s dreams from this period reveals a much more
complex situation. In many ways, the realization of her desires was
encountering genuine impediments, particularly in her complicated love affair
with the man who would later father her child. The desire that is most clearly
and consistently expressed throughout her entire oeuvre, however, is not the
desire to be loved or desired, but rather the desire for autonomy.

Uncontrollable Externalities

In many dreams we can see Chen Haiyan’s frustration with feeling unable

to control externalities around her, which she experiences as her will being
thwarted. For example, In Chickens Turning into Little Cars (Dream: 12 February,
1986), the dream Haiyan is raising chickens. They misbehave, evading her
attempts to shoo them into their coop, and instead morph into “little green
cars” that go “charging down the street” away from her. Just as frequently as
she experiences obstructions to the realization of her will, the dream Haiyan
also struggles actively and takes the initiative. She is a proactive self, which
makes being thwarted all the more frustrating. We see her literally taking the
stance of initiator in Dragonfly (Dream: 16 February, 1986) as she serves the
shuttlecock in a game of badminton. But her attempts at setting lines of action
in motion are thwarted as the shuttlecock transforms “into a dragonfly” and
lands on her head.

Frustration and obstruction appear again as she tries to achieve her goals in
None of the Melons are Ripe (Dream: 21 February, 1986). She wants to pluck
the watermelons and toss them down off the trellis where they are growing
so they can be eaten, but none are ripe. The latent side of this seemingly
banal and manifest content is not hard to interpret: it is not yet her time to
have her desires satisfied, for the conditions are not ripe. In a sense, this is
Haiyan’s explanation to herself of why she is not being satisfied. Likewise, in
Five Goldfish (Dream: 26 February, 1986), she wants to catch a “black fish” but
catches only goldfish, which can’t be eaten, so she lets them go. She cannot

seem to get what she wants and, instead, gets that which she cannot enjoy for
herself.
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Chen Haiyan [&;8#% , Golden Lion { &) , 1986, Woodblock print AHRE] , 19 x 13 cm

Overexposure and the Needs of the Exigent, Vulnerable Body

For a young person, just learning about the needs and powers of her body,
anxieties inevitably accompany the self-exposure that exploration entails. The
body is a volatile site of necessities, desires, exigencies, and vulnerabilities, and
it does not always obey our commands.

In A Skinned Sheep (Dream: 25 May, 1986), for example, as in many dreams,
Haiyan tries to access the toilet but is thwarted: upon pushing open the toilet
door, “it transforms into a different door.” Inside the chamber is empty, and
water spills rhythmically into the urinal. Dreams about toilets and bodily
functions are considered to be one of the most culturally universal dream
types, and indeed most of us have had these kinds of dreams many times over.

After the initial frustration of bodily need, the scene in the dream narrative
switches, and Haiyan encounters a “sheep” that “has just been skinned. Its
whole body is bright red.” The sheep is still alive. Could the skinned, living
sheep represent the condition of intense vulnerability that one experiences
during intimate relationships? Taking the initiative to protect this vulnerable
creature, she instructs another girl to keep an eye on the skinless animal and
prevent it from getting up off the table and down on the floor, where its raw,
exposed tissue could be contaminated, while Haiyan attempts to procure food
for the sheep.

In a following scene, school girls are preparing to run a race. The starting gun
(another phallic symbol of hierarchical, dominating power) is held by a boy,
who refuses to fire the gun. Instead of shooting his gun, he holds it cocked,
keeping the girls in a state of constant anticipation but not allowing them

to set off. Haiyan wants to join the race, and one of the girls welcomes her.
But Haiyan tells the girl she is 40-years-old, yet in reality, when this piece was
made in 1986, Haiyan is not yet 30.

Because she imagines herself to be too old, she does not run the race. And
because she fears the darkness of the mountain ahead in the next scene, where
the city wall she wants to scale is located, she also chooses not to go. These
two constraints in the dream are the same in that they are fundamentally
self-imposed. This kind of constraint reappears again and again as an
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immobilization of the will, sometimes externally imposed, but often she
seems to hint to herself through the dream scenarios that some constraints are
imposed from within.

The vulnerabilities and needs of the body continue to be explored in dreams
with erotic overtones, like Sweltering Hot (Dream: 3 June, 1986). Because it is
miserably hot, Haiyan tries to cool a cat by spitting water on it. The cat lies on

»

the bed, and a man, whom she refers to only coded as “he” or “him,” “uses the
water spigot to spray water” onto Haiyan’s back. “The blankets are all wet,” she
writes. “I am lying on the bed and eat a small apple. I have a big one too, which
I give him.” She notes that although it is summer, these apples are “supposed
to be eaten in the spring.” The time, once again, is not right for her to properly

enjoy this fruit, and she has given “him” the best fruit anyway.14

Similarly, The Motorcycle Drives Away (Dream: § June, 1986) also expresses
anxieties through frustrated bodily functions and tensions related to the body.
In one scene, Haiyan is “squatting in the toilet” when her foot “accidentally
bumps his leg.” Although she apologizes right away, “he is upset.” She tries

to “get him to go to the police station ... but he won’t help” her. Instead, he
climbs on his motorcycle and leaves. Later, they are out shooting baskets, but
the ball “won’t go in,” even though she is sure that “if you use a little force, it
should go into the hoop.”

Fear, Paralysis, and the Immobilization of the Will

There are also many dreams from this time in which the dreaming Haiyan
experiences moments of fear that threaten to immobilize her. And indeed, in
situations of immense stress, Haiyan has suffered attacks of Méniére's disease,
causing vertigo so extreme that she is unable to get up. Her sense of her own
agency seems to be constantly under assault during this period. For example, in
Ghost (Dream: 4 February, 1986), the dream Haiyan lies in bed unable to sleep.
She stares at the ceiling and discovers it looks like “two monkeys”; the sight
makes her feel that she has “seen a ghost,” leaving her “paralyzed with fear.”

In Golden Lion (Dream: 7 February, 1986), Chen Haiyan’s little sister rides on
the back of a “big golden lion with a shining mane.” The lion appears majestic,

but turns out to be a donkey wearing a mask. Haiyan notes in the dream that
she does not “dare ride a donkey.” Her suspicion of duplicity and fear of being
duped is clear. Already she is articulating the understanding that someone
who appears to shine with greatness is sometimes nothing more than an ass
in lion’s clothing. She fears the kind of ride a donkey offers, and this fear is
paralyzing.

One of the most powerful instantiations of the artist’s fear of being
immobilized—unable to move and lacking command over herself or control
over her life—is the work, Me and My Little Brother (Dream: 30 April, 1986).
For Chen Haiyan, this is also one of her most painful dreams, so painful that
she barely dares return to it, because it is so laden with prescient imagery
foreshadowing the rupture of her relationship with her first love. The trauma
lies not merely in the surface loss of her love object, but also in the deeper fear
of being stuck in a passive, reactive position, in contrast to the proactive self
she strives to be. This dream betrays with great clarity her anxieties of being
immobilized. In the dream, she sneaks on board a train under the pretext of
seeing off a teacher in order to see the man with whom she is secretly having
an affair but is quickly “shooed off” like a pesky creature. As the train, carrying
her love away from her, “begins to move, one car after the other flying by,” she
stands paralyzed with grief. She writes: “I stand on the platform, grabbing my
little brother’s hand, myriad regrets in my heart.”

As discussed earlier, the Rooster is the totemic signifier of Haiyan’s Animus,
or masculine power, and frequently appears in her dreams, usually in a proud,
regal active mode. Following this momentary loss of agency at the train
station, however, Haiyan’s dream then progresses into a telling scene: “In

a little pen are two white chickens [hens] that are eating dirt.” The rooster

is thus symbolically castrated and reduced to “eating dirt.” But this loss of
autonomy and agency is more than Haiyan’s psyche can tolerate.

In the next scene, she conjures up the Cat—her feminine spirit totem. Haiyan
sets about “luring” as many cats as she can into her yard, using the unlikely
treat of spinach to entice them. Her plan is to “capture them.” After catching
nine, she notes that there are many more that still “haven’t come out,” hinting
that her work is far from done, and perhaps also expressing anxieties that she
is not sufficiently feminine to keep her lover. Yet it is noteworthy how in her
moment of greatest anxiety and sense of total loss of agency, her subconscious
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is able to conjure up both spirit totems in one dream to help her work through
that crippling moment of paralysis.

In Chen Haiyan’s dream the following night, it appears that she is still
grappling with questions of loss of agency and self-control. Mental Illness
(Dream: 1 May, 1986) starts with her attempting to wash herself with a tiny
spigot, signaling her recurring preoccupation with cleanliness. Later in the
dream, she becomes “a schizophrenic mental patient” who doesn’t know where
she is going until she is already there (in this case “down the stairs”) and who
laughs and laughs until a woman’s disapproving stare makes her “turn it off.”
She has just come from a beach where she collected “two calendars as large

as bed sheets.” On the back of each is a grid of boxes. Marking the passage of
time, as she does through her waking-life practice of recording dated dream
diaries, is clearly one means through which she seeks to regain agency over
her life. The massive size of the calendars places them, and by association her
dream diaries, in the frame of artwork. This can be read as a grappling with the
past and a decisive attempt to turn her own lived history into something over
which she exerts a measure of control by making it into art.

Indeed, for Chen Haiyan, keeping dream diaries and painting and carving her
dreams into permanence is a way of recovering and reengaging the repressed.
In At the Front Desk (Dream: 4 May, 1986), the dream Haiyan is standing in as

a substitute for the person who is supposed to be working the desk. A boy
appears, “points at the paper on the wall and asks, ‘Did that person die?” and
Haiyan “crouch[es] on the ground and weepls].” She is told not to cry, but she
knows that her tears are for herself. She thinks, “I don’t dare say that he is
dead,” but then she tells the boy: “He was already dead . .. People often mistake
living people for dead people here.” But she also wants to give him hope. “Last
time someone came asking, they found a person who was alive,” she says. The
child writes something down at the front desk and leaves.

The scene in the dream text switches, and Haiyan discovers that people

have been burying things “beneath the building,” which is another classic
manifestation of repression. Now people are trying to “dig it all up” or recover
the repressed, hidden secrets. A flash flood prevents them from unearthing
whatever lies buried there. Later, Haiyan is filling out a register and miswrites
her own name. The miswriting of her name is enormously significant, as it

connects her own self-knowledge with her identity. If the things that are
buried cannot be excavated, then how will she know who she really is? If she
cannot write down her testament, how can she inscribe herself into being?

Finding the Sacred in Nature and the Everyday

In spite of the numerous examples of frustrations in her works, it would

be a mistake to imagine Chen Haiyan during this period as a young woman
caught in the trap of pining for something she cannot truly possess. In fact,
throughout her work, we can also find numerous examples of her ability

to find transcendence through the child-like sense of wonder that she has
managed to retain from her years in the countryside. She finds peace in nature
and celebrates, in her own quiet way, the sacred in the everyday.

For example, in Song of the Divine (Dream: 28 February, 1986) , Haiyan dreams
of a scene with the man she is in love with and a close male friend of hers—
another artist, who understands her well and is a source of camaraderie; they
are sitting by the water listening to the singing of a faraway fisherman, and
she is deeply moved by the sound. She finds something spiritual, even divine,
in this soulful music, instantiating Haiyan’s persistent will to seek out the
beauty in life and celebrate it.

In The Egg is Truly Great (Dream: 14 February, 1986), we can see the magical
and generative power of Chen Haiyan’s feminine spirit totem, the cat, as well
as the aura of mystery and wonder that the very fact of life exudes for her.
She dreams of a cat sitting on a clutch of eggs, warming them and waiting for
them to hatch. She marvels how great a thing the egg is, for it “can hatch baby
bunnies, chicks,” and she imagines that if she puts “another egg beneath the
cat,” then she “may possibly get a kitten.” If she, herself, is that cat, perhaps
this dream is the young Haiyan telling herself about the possibilities that lie
within her own abilities and the powers of her own creativity joined with her
will to make a magical world for herself that she can celebrate by living and
creating.
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The Desire for Reparation

While many of the dreams from this period chronicle the anxieties of Chen
Haiyan’s young self, such as her fears of loss of agency, and the frustrated,
obstructed expressions of her will, there is the accompanying desire expressed in
many dreams for reparation. In addition to her choice to hold on to the childhood
wonder at the natural world and insistence on finding beauty in everyday life, she
also seeks this reparation and self-healing through attempts to reclaim her agency
and autonomy first and foremost through her own self-expression.

We can see the thread of this desire for reparation in Dust Fills the Air (Dream:

7 May, 1986). The dream Haiyan’s recurring preoccupation with cleanliness is
expressed in this dream through episodes of washing and concerns about cleaning
their new house. Her anxieties about measuring up as a woman during this period—
recall her anxieties at not fitting in with her city sisters as a child—are expressed
when in the dream she looks at a “family photo” and comments, “I look so ugly.” But
her response to feeling undesirable is to take action and heal herself by asserting her
will. She does not want to be a passive, fragile little feminine flower. She is tough
and demonstrates this later in class when she uses “force to scratch lines into the
[printmaking] machine.” Her teacher forbids her to carve, but Haiyan is disobedient
and “keep[s] carving away.” Her response to insecurities about herself and her worth
is met with a defiant need to inscribe her ego and her value literally and physically
into a hard, permanent surface. This speaks volumes about the function that the
action of making her art (and not merely what it depicts or represents) performs in
Chen Haiyan’s process of self-making, for carving the self into being through her
art practice is precisely what she has done.

Many dreams are also filled with scenes of danger that Haiyan must somehow
escape by her own powers, powers that give her the possibility of a self-made
reparation. In Police Officer (Dream: 31 May, 1986), it is a collapsing bridge that she
must try to outrun. She overcomes her paralysis, and run she does: “right before it
falls down,” she leaps “clear of the danger.” She sees her elder sister, the favorite of
her mother (the sister who she says “can’t do anything” in Dusty Mushroom and
asks her, “Why didn’t you save me?” Her sister is standing on the side of the road as
the bridge was collapsing. “If I was the one standing where you were, I would have
rescued you,” Haiyan tells her.

In a later scene, another phallic symbol appears, and this time its power is
claimed by Haiyan. The boy who was holding a “big knife” turns out not to be
a threat. Haiyan shows herself to be his equal, taking the knife and using all
her “strength to help him chop” sugar cane into pieces for everyone. In spite of
her efforts and contributions, Haiyan gets the last piece, which is “so small and
thin.” Instead of feeling wronged or sorry for herself, however, she just has “to
laugh.” She reclaims the initiative and refuses to play the victim, telling them
that she’ll just use her measly little piece of sugar cane to play the flute. Her
resilience and humor shines through this work.

Her desire for healing and reparation is also expressed beautifully in the
poignant work Embracing the Moon (Dream: 24 May, 1986). The dream Haiyan
describes watching “him”—her coded referent for her lover—paint and reports
feeling “drunk” with the beauty of it. In response, she paints “a blue dream”
and writes, “at night I can’t sleep,” presumably because of her emotional state.
But instead of wallowing in her anguish, in her dream about insomnia, Haiyan
takes action. She throws open her mosquito net and is at first frightened by
what she sees: “The enormous moon has entered my room / I gaze at her pallid
face that illuminates the room with an icy-white light.” Although her first
impulse is fear, true to form Haiyan repositions herself into an active role. She
faces the object of her fear, this glowing huge moon in her bedroom, in the
most moving manner: “I embrace her with all my might, [and] she is unwilling
to let go.” When the moon must leave, she retreats, going “further and further
away.” While Haiyan cannot stop the moon from leaving, she has used all her
strength to hold her close.

Is this moon perhaps Haiyan herself? If so, is her embrace of herself in the
guise of the moon a reparative act of self-healing? As the dreaming Haiyan
watches the moon recede, after such a beautiful moment of togetherness,
she realizes that she “didn’t speak a single word” and that she had forgotten,
overwhelmed with emotion at that moment, to tell the moon what was in
her heart. So she writes down the dream and then paints and carves it into
permanence, so that it will never escape her again. It is also noteworthy that
the moon’s presence, at least for a time, eclipsed the symbolic presence of
the lover whose paintings held her in his thrall. Perhaps the young woman
was beginning to understand that through her art she could be rejoined with
the parts of her self that she has given away or lost, reconnect with her own
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powers, and, in doing so, finally recognize her own beauty.

In short, during this early period of incredible creative productivity in 1986,
Chen Haiyan’s process of making art and becoming a profoundly original
artist of formidable proportion crystallized, and its formation was inextricably
entangled with the sensitive topology of her psyche. This topology was shaped
by the conscious, subconscious, and unconscious dimensions of her emergent
self as it sought to make sense of the world and her place in it.

All this took place within the context of the formative experiences of that
period: Haiyan’s frustrated, passionate relationship with the man who

would later father her son and then leave, as well as the new professional
responsibilities as a teacher and member of one of the most prestigious fine art
faculties in China. Most importantly, she had found her distinctive language
and voice as an artist. She sought autonomy in the pursuit of her creative
aspirations as an independent artist and was unwilling to hew to either the
safe conventions of traditional official Chinese printmaking or ink painting or
to chase the fleeting trends dominating the emerging contemporary art world.
Rejecting both of these paths meant that she had chosen to walk a rocky
unpaved road that she would have to make for herself.

Using the emotional, intellectual, and creative tools with which prior
experiences had endowed her, she confronted these experiences through her
unconsciously unfolding dream life, her daily experiential life, and the inner
life of her conscious self, as well as the subconscious life of her accumulated
associations and lessons from life’s traumas and triumphs, as well as one’s

mundane existence. In this way, her process of self-making throughout her

artistic career maps bi-directionally onto her process of art-making, and both
of these (self-making and art-making) are firmly anchored in her experiential
vicissitudes of being-in-the-world; she is speaking and acting, both literally
and symbolically, through her artwork. Chen Haiyan’s response to internal
paralysis and external obstacles alike has been to seek reparation by reasserting
autonomy over important aspects of her life and thus reclaiming her agency:.

Chen Haiyan 8k , Embracing the Moon (3855 ) , 1986, Woodblock print 7Rk , 60 x 60 cm
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Chen Haiyan [;&55 , Manmade Iceberg — West Lake { Fai88 — ATikLL ) ,

2007, Ink and color on xuan paper #2588 54§ , 364 x 146 cm
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THE ARTIST AS AUTONOMOUS SINGLE MOTHER—1990S TO PRESENT

After a period of creative percolation following the birth of her son in 1988
and early years of trying to balance the responsibilities of caring for a small
child and teaching with her own creative needs, Chen Haiyan learned to
extend and expand this mode of survival, self-healing through her work.
Throughout the ’90s, her work was understandably less prolific in number
than the incredible outpouring of the late ’8os before the birth of her son,
but it was vastly greater in size and scope of scale, as well as complexity of
technique. During this period, Haiyan’s time was occupied raising a small
child as a single mother. She traveled abroad—including to the US, Australia,
Europe—for exhibitions of her work and participated in an academic exchange
in Northern Ireland as well. On top of this, she was not only teaching at

the Academy, but has also been in a leadership role as the Vice Chair of the
Printmaking Department since 1996. While many of the dominant symbols
and themes continue in Chen Haiyan’s dream works, the anxieties and desires
demonstrate a marked shift from the romantic to maternal, and her emphasis
on the reparation of past wounds and reclamation of her own autonomy and
agency through her art practice continues to expand.

The year 1999 also marks the beginning of Chen Haiyan extending her practice
from ink-on-paper painting and woodcut printmaking to include painting on
five-ply boards, rather than carving on or printing from them, to make works
of art in their own right. She continued to do many works of ink on paper
and woodcut prints throughout this period as well. Her paintings must be
understood in the context of a transgression from the boundaries of her field
into one that was still strongly dominated by men. From her visual language
to choice of subject matter, it is clear that for Haiyan, painting and woodcut
printmaking are seamlessly interconnected—different vectors expressing the
same inner world of her psyche and dream life—and both equally powerful
in their intense intimacy and simultaneous universality. The main difference
lies not in composition or content but in the explosion of color in her often
enormous paintings, the riots of bold color that mark the glorious unfurling
of Haiyan’s inner world into sight.

As this dynamic develops, the ensuing epoch of Chen Haiyan’s artwork shows
a remarkable shift: the frustrated young woman unfetters herself from one



72

kind of bond and willingly shoulders the weight of a very different one—
from thwarted romantic and familial love to realized maternal love and the
creation of her own family. In the process of this shift, the ambit of her
creative arc extends, the power and confidence of her work grows, and her
ability to navigate a workable relationship to her past, to face her hurts and
disappointments, face her mistakes and perceived failures, and find new
strength and self-awareness, new self-possession, and a redoubled sense of her
own agency emerges. With this emergent and amplified agency also comes a
shift in aspects of her art language, the tenor and content of her dreams, and
the complexity and richness of her own self-understanding. If each period of
work contains certain dominant leitmotifs—imagery, anxieties, desires, and
compulsions—then, taken together, they represent a radiant arc of the life of a
woman growing into her own powers and claiming them.

Chen Haiyan’s works during the early twenty-first century are infused with
the confidence of a mature woman. Although she experiences the normal
anxieties of motherhood, she faces them in her dreams as a formidable agent
who overcomes obstacles. Through motherhood and art, she has reconnected
with the joyful child that she was during her years with her grandparents in
the countryside. Even as many dreams reveal anxieties about her own child,
many dreams are now infused with an ethos of autonomy and resilience.
During this later period, it is also worth noting that she paints numerous
Rooster portraits that embody her spirit totem with powerful brushwork
and resplendent color. Perhaps these are a kind of self-portrait in which she
depicts the part of herself she seeks to become, for this strand of her practice
intensifies in direct relationship to her growing self-confidence.

Anxieties of Motherhood

Many of Chen Haiyan’s dream works during the late ’90s and early 2000s
contain references to babies, baby animals, children, or her young son

in particular, manifesting the latent anxieties of motherhood and her
subconscious attempts at resolution. Many of these dreams also involve
recurrent symbols and appear to be rejoinders to past dreams of anxiety, such
as the ink-on-paper work Untitled (Dream: 1998, 26 February). Here the sky

is filled with dragonflies, reminiscent of the 1986 dream in which an unruly

shuttlecock disobeys Haiyan’s serve and becomes a dragonfly that lands on her
head. Here, however, she exhibits a greater degree of self-mastery and manages
to catch a dragonfly that is wearing a little boy’s shirt. She would like to catch
more but cannot reach the ones high in the sky, and she notes that she can
never keep up with the wind. Indeed, as Haiyan suggests, being the mother of
a small child might be likened to the Herculean task of trying to keep up with
the wind.

As the artist’s young son begins to grow, Chen Haiyan’s dreams frequently
feature him explicitly and display the shift of her major anxieties from
romantic to maternal love. In the large ink-on-paper print Untitled (Dream:

27 February, 2000), Haiyan dreams she is in the countryside with her son
practicing a relay race. She gives him the baton and tells him to hold on to it.
He has never run there before, so he falls into a nearby river. She recounts her
fear as he thrashes his arms about trying to stay afloat. Haiyan wants to run
into the water to “save him” but “cannot move,” because she is tripping over
her own feet, obstructing herself. Then she discovers that the water is not so
deep after all, and she is able to rescue her son. The recurrent fear of paralysis,
combined with the need to exercise her agency and protect her child, comes
through clearly in this body of work.

In her ink-and-color work on paper Untitled (Dream: 12 October, 2000), Haiyan
is standing in a crowd watching gorgeous birds flying above. A man in the
crowd surprises her by hurling a child to the ground, as if trying to kill it.
Horrified at seeing the child lying at her feet, she angrily asks the man how he
can do such a thing, and then the child turns into an ear of corn.

The way recurring symbols are re-invoked in reply to earlier works also shows
the shifts in Chen Haiyan’s self-image and the enlargement of her confidence
about her own agency. In the ink-and-color work on paper Untitled Dream (22
October, 2000), for example, Haiyan cannot get near her house, because trucks
are obstructing the way. She decides to walk, and the trucks transform into
donkeys. Although she does “not dare” ride a donkey in the 1986 work Golden
Lion, now she has no fear. She realizes that she has grown up with donkeys
and knows how to handle them. She brushes a donkey, telling it that it is “still
a baby” and she will take it home with her. Here we see a movement towards
resolving her anxieties related to motherhood and her abilities to deal with the
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needs of small children.

But these movements are hardly totalizing or linear. Perhaps it is better to
imagine the artist’s psychological struggle to form a coherent, confident self
in terms of an ongoing struggle against her anxieties and a fantasy fulfillment
of repressed wishes expressed through dreams. In Untitled Dream (3 August,
2001), also ink on paper, Haiyan is gazing out the window and holding a baby
boy. The baby is struggling to get away from her, and she holds him tightly,
trying not to let him go. She takes him to see birds on the balcony and shows
him how they are not afraid of her; they let her hold them, and then she sets
them free again. Then the baby boy in her arms becomes a bird himself and
flies away. His head is bandaged, and he is soaring precariously high. Haiyan is
terrified that he will crash into an electrical power line or tree branches. She
races outside and tries to find him but cannot, and she begins to fear that he
might have died entangled in tree branches.

The universality of these hopes and fears is hard to miss in these dream
sequences. Like most parents, Haiyan wants her son to grow up and become
independent, as she has struggled to become, and yet she is terrified that he
will be harmed by life along the way. She wants to protect him from this
harm, yet knows that to grow up and fly is to risk the danger that comes with
autonomy.

Reclaiming Agency and Overcoming Obstacles

In a similar vein, Chen Haiyan’s ink-and-color painting Manmade Iceberg

— West Lake (Dream: 10 April 2000) shows the dream Haiyan encountering
trouble but responding to it in a way that demonstrates she can and will

deal with whatever life throws in her way. Her recurring anxieties about the
vulnerabilities of the exigent body—such as needing to pee and not being
able to find a place—are not going to stop her either. Haiyan has now firmly
positioned herself as an agent in charge of her own destiny and knows that she
can impact the destiny of others as well. She wants to be the one to fix things,
help people, and save them. For example, in this dream, her uncle’s pants

have holes, which she offers to mend. Later, she is waiting for someone on a
muddy road filled with potholes; she doesn’t want her shoes to get muddy but
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discovers that walking barefoot is quite painful, so she puts her shoes back on.
Again we see Haiyan’s determination to traverse the rocky road of life quite
literally. She acknowledges the pain of moving ahead but looks for a solution
that will allow her to do so. In this case, that means finding her shoes, putting
them on, and soldiering ahead.

Likewise, the large 2009 black-and-white woodcut print Old Tree Vines (Dream:
18 March, 2004) is emblematic of the confidence and self-assuredness that
Haiyan has cultivated for herself. In this dream, she once again encounters

an obstacle on her path. This time, “the road ahead” of her “appears to be
blocked.” Her response again shows the strong sense of agency that now
defines her conception of self: “I come up with a way to get through / By
grabbing some old tree vines / I make a swing / To get me over to the other
side.” Instead of being paralyzed by trepidation, she declares that she is “not
afraid that the vines will break.”

While the work depicts the difficulty of overcoming the obstacle, it depicts,
even more so, her perseverance and strong will to succeed: “It takes me several
tries to get over to the stone steps on the side of the lake /I exert myself trying
again and again / And when I am standing on the ground / I stumble back a
few steps, my body unsteady / Almost falling into the lake / Finally my feet
firmly touch down on stone.” Life is difficult, but Haiyan’s ethos is one of
tenacious resolve and determination to “find a way” to get through and keep
herself on solid footing, in spite of the treacherous nature of the terrain.

In the huge ink-and-color painting The Black Cat and I (Dream: 22 December,
2004), people are shooting guns in an empty lot or trying to hide and not get
shot. Haiyan does not have a gun, but she sees a cucumber and picks it up. It
turns into a “large black cat,” her Anima totem and a symbol of her female
power. In this dream, she is audacious and brave where others are terrified,
doing things like taking a box in which something is “metamorphosing” and
putting it in “a well-lit place to see what is inside.” Her desire to see the truth
becomes greater than her fear of what she may find out, and her empathy for
others becomes stronger than any aversion to experiencing their pain. She
weeps upon hearing the story of a man who has lost his daughter and “gives
up everything” to search for her. When the girl finally returns, she is grown
up, and her father “doesn’t know where she’s been.” Her face is “expressionless”
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and “freckled by the sun.” Haiyan in the dream feels empathy for these
people—a family torn apart by forces they hardly understand—who are
searching for their lost ones.

We see Chen Haiyan’s sense of empathy and enlarged agency articulated
beautifully in the 2009 black-and-white woodcut print Girl Painting (Dream:
27 May, 2005). In this dream, Haiyan encounters a young girl who is painting
on the road. The girl is untrained but paints well, so Haiyan encourages her,
telling that she is really “a force to be reckoned with.” The mature artist,
herself once a student trying to find her own language, is now a mentor, using
her own formidable powers developed over a lifetime of practice to embolden
a new generation of young women. In this way, we can see how the model

of power and selfhood that Haiyan has embraced is one that is generative

and empowering to others rather than destructive and expressed through the
overpowering of others, as is often the way the masculine notion of power is
framed in contemporary life across cultures.

For Chen Haiyan, then, reparation is not merely directed at the recognition
of her own pain or simply healing herself. While some early works reveal her
anxieties about being a mother, by this stage in her life, Haiyan has raised her
son and gained confidence about what she has to offer others, and in her life
she gives generously to those whose lives she touches. As a teacher who is
admired and adored by her students, she is also a role model and a mentor to
generations of young artists, both women and men alike. For Haiyan, sharing
the self-mastery and attendant power she has gained over her own life is as
much a part of healing as is gaining power in the first place. For her, reparation
functions as much by teaching others how to access their own powers as
finding and using her own. Thus, the authority she embodies is what can be
called a “generative authority,” one that enlarges and amplifies the agency of
those she teaches and mentors, encouraging them to find their own voices,
just as she did, and fostering innovative young artists such as her student Sun
Xun—now a prominent young artist in his own right.

Over the course of an almost thirty-year career, Chen Haiyan has grown into
her own powers, claimed them as her own and shared them with others as
well. Although she has suffered intense disappointments and frustrations in
various realms of her personal life, she has never allowed these to make her

bitter or vindictive or to let life’s hurts take away her joy. The steady candor
of her self-presentation and the unostentatious kindness she offers the people
around her have infused her being with a warm, solid, nurturing character.
Long ago, she had made the conscious decision to celebrate life through her
artwork; through teaching and helping young artists find their own voices,
thereby empowering them; and simply by living, smiling, sharing, and giving
freely of herself and her gifts to those she encounters.

Finding the Sacred in the Everyday and Nature

As with her body of work from the late ’80s, Chen Haiyan continues to tap
into the regenerative power of her childhood wonder at nature and the
beautiful moments that could be found in the most mundane things. Her 2009
work Peasant Farmer Band (Dream: 11 January, 2004) is another instantiation
of Chen Haiyan’s expansive spirit and deep will to find beauty, joy, and cause
for awe and celebration in life wherever she can. In her dream, there is a band
of peasant farmer musicians “on a street corner playing their hearts out.”
When other bystanders try to criticize them, she pays the naysayers no mind
and allows the music to transport her. She hears the sounds of nature in the
music—"“the sound of a waterfall in a mountain valley.” She does not merely
stand by passively but rather actively “listens with all of [her] being.” She
marvels at the “incredible” talent of these rural musicians, who surprise her
with their ability to “fine-tune their instruments to imitate the valley’s wind.”

Some works during this period show a strong continuity with the strand in her
personal narrative that constructs her as a person rooted in nature and capable
of finding beauty in the world around her, someone willing and attentive
enough to seek out the things worth admiring in the world and rejoice in
them. She knows it is hard work to live joyfully this way. But she is willing to
“crane [her] neck to gaze upwards,” so that she can take in the wonder of the
natural world as she moves through it, as she does in the dream realized as the
2009 print Craning Neck to Gaze Upwards (Dream: 22 December, 2004).

In a simple yet moving ink-and-color painting of great poignancy and beauty,
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Starry Night Dream (27 February, 2005), that again shows her celebration of
nature and will to revel in beauty wherever it can be found, Chen Haiyan
stands beneath a tree that blocks her view of the sky. She raises her “head to
take in the sight of these countless stars.” It is a profoundly human moment
in which the power of the individual human being, which she has struggled
all her life to assert, is juxtaposed to the immense power of the universe. Yet
instead of leaving us with the feeling of how infinitesimal we are against the
backdrop of the great starry sky, the work is profoundly uplifting, offering an
image of the human being at one with the universe, rather than dwarfed by it.
As such, this is arguably one of Chen Haiyan’s greatest works.

CONCLUSION

Using the theoretical tools of a post-Freudian, feminist psychoanalytic
interpretation of dreams and grounding an examination of the artworks in
the particularities of the lived history of the artist, we can explore the inner
workings of her psyche that drive her creative impetus. This allows us to
trace the trajectory of Chen Haiyan’s practice in context and examine the
reparative function of her art, as well as its larger implications as a vehicle for
transitioning the self from the position of disempowered, traumatized victim
to a proactive role of life-affirming, self-healing agent that reclaims its own
powers.

These themes are exemplified in her extraordinary 2009 black-and-white
woodcut print I Won (Dream: 29 November, 2001). This work is particularly
emblematic of the shift in Chen Haiyan’s stance as an active agent within
the world in all its complexity. Her description of the dream says everything:
“I am fencing with a man, wearing a full suit of camouflage. I strike the side
of his chest several times. And I win.” Men may come to her, hiding their
true colors like donkeys wearing the masks of lions, but she is no longer the
anxious young woman afraid to leave her studio for fear of missing her lover’s
unannounced visit or incurring his wrath at not being able to locate her at
will. Now she is a confident, mature woman who knows where to deal the
decisive strike—at heart level but on the side of the chest so as to mark her
overcoming without committing any violence against her opponent.

That winning side strike is a signal of her superior skill and aim, not a brute
blow designed to harm. Her victory is not pyrrhic, it is humane and yet still
decisive. I Won is one of the most powerful in her oeuvre of this period,
because it so clearly shows the crowning of her strength and agency as well

as the manner in which she has chosen to be in the world. She will fight back,
and she will not be intimidated or taken in by deceptive surface appearances,
but she will also not resort to low blows or strikes beneath the belt. She asserts
her moral higher ground even in the act of self-defense. It is a piece redolent
with self-confidence and performs a triumphant yet self-restrained, kind, and
compassionate Chen Haiyan.

The truth of one’s inner self often hides in the shadows of sleep. As a life-long
shadow chaser seeking to carve the fleeting things of life into permanence,
Chen Haiyan knows that the process of making her art is inextricable from
the process of making herself. Speaking through her work about life and

its mysteries, about human beings and their failings, about nature and its
wonders, and about the struggle to overcome whatever obstacles life throws in
one’s path, she has forged her own tools for becoming stronger and more self-

aware.

For Chen Haiyan there is no art without a self that, in dreaming, is given a
window through which to examine its own being. Likewise, for her, there is
no self without an art that enables her to reflect upon her place in the world.
Thus, through dreaming, Haiyan has learned to make an art that can speak of
life and, in turn, speak to life. Adding its distinctive voice to the great chorus
of becoming, her art transforms her life into a visual aria of images that sing
their own truths into being.
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. Bl BRXICENHKERK.

BNMAOHRNELBRETEREEERNE TR 1EA IR E P IPLER
YRV EYZ SEKEMEENBERE, BRARAMZAREIE NIESERH
BRANREES TN, SBIZAEREBCEREXEMN—Y], BXE
HRRL, BRARMAMNER, BXRERMERYHFE, BAXENR
ALz E—TINE%E, BYZASE, MEEHFUERERK. EEHM
BTk

MFREHRY, MRRERTHEZESUBLENER, BRBEZAR. BFEH,
TERmE, URRBEIAUEFEECTUBE, BRREER. ML, Bk

FRTEOUE—MERIALEE. XEEMERTAERNEAR. BRNZRE
SR A A FIAE TR R 2L AL 0 — EH AR B RIWK IO, MR E o B ERIB AT ,
AL “EBR SREFANERESKABNES.

1 BRESERERRLUN, PRESIMRERERISIBE L EAN MEFRTIINFHD
PREEmETLARRAIZ REM . SX="1F1, tEZHERICTCRTECHEN
2, MEMRZEAREm. BRI, (FaRANRTIRSH ARE—F0, =&
EREWRMRESRICARICHFEEN 22EE. REFRMANFSHICHAEIAR
BEAR 1R, X—NFRMDIRERA D —F, MBS REAEEE. AL,
BT RIESZRXINFEFS SMOERSRIRTI T ZRREEREIC, ML
EEF 2FRII—#D, RO BEEN—D .

2 REERIPTEMR SR FRirA TR B AMEN A, REELFmER
kA TR . THRIMREZ " OOOFEOMFRIFR, ETULAIMAIE, BIFRin
AP ERIRMERRA.

3 ATHEFL—REPURNFRFEANIR, (FEERPNERTELE
MUMFRIFRANDIR, MRERRETA “FREHk” , stBlihaos e 18R,
BEERHISIERICAKRIAERN. FEN, IR 8 IR IR BAa
TENERFREARNMINEBE,

4 TOISSIE - BIRAE (ZRRIT) . A A - BIRIE, B5hR (HY: ERK
=)E), 1913 4F).

5 BUALAE, TT136.

6 BUALAL, TW458. “ERITRAUGHEIIRIPZREMRBEILIR, X—~

BNELME. LR —IR, MRERE—MIEENRSE (BER)E

WiFER, SIER, AR5 —FMEENRS (FEIR ) 2, BESHIEETED.

7 =R - B (=R - eRRIEE) , R-E - KB - HIBIRE, B=6 (P
2. BEREMER, 1946-1963) , MBS (E. BT EEREMFER,

1921 -1945) (EBEN 1975 R ; HEY: B 4, 2002 F ).

8 ERizfR - BNNE (3F “—" Ztb) , HUSHE - RISFIRERE - /RweE (4
LN RE/RARFHIRIE, 1985 5 ).

9 KREUAL - eBHEE (BERIME: XEE52ZARNHSELE) , B8-S A

m



112

%L, FEDET - BRI (ALY: SHELLIRF WhRME, 1980 £ ); SeERHRdEsE (7&
WRINE ERF) , BE - S - mBZGE (A4: SHEHILAFHARE, 1982 F);
CEHFREZIR - RE(FEERI BHOMNHESIRE ), KRT(HXBE:
HEBESURITRY ) (AL SHELLILAF HRit, 2003 % ).

10 SRS - TS (RREIRSEE - FOR) I - R ((CFIALY : S5HEA
BytEhRIE, 1994 4 ).

11 MESe - dURR (FBRIEE) , PI= - WERFNE (630 SISFIE HAR, 1989)'
RIER(PHEREN ), WAL /1 fE5e - RS EREEFEFIR) , RIS K
1E/RF0 JEve it - B R, Thseit - EERFE (ALY BN, 19854 ), W83-85.

12 BRALERA - SRR EIRSRIREE R ), B (63 IREEMRIE, 2009 F);
(ZZRRYIEIL) (1630 SHSRIET ML, 1992 & ); ( EBE—REFE) (dt+
DRINERINE : KSR, 1993 4 ); (BT BIR—BEBMIEXTHRENX
TENEZE XTI ) (€ 3 ORFREMRE, 1993 F); (FERIEA) (/8318
BAEEPEE, 2006 ; HEY - W - W - IEIRAE], 2007 ).

13 SRilzz - A (MERIRRI: TN SBMA0EVE ) (E2: SRFIFT LML),
T 55 - 73( &N B FRAINLRATHOITRENT ).

14 FRSZHGTASNFE AEFARIHENFL .. [HEAEISHREEFAR

S-AIE B . N IHARBHNEERNRNISRIE, BRAKYR. &
% - HIRR ERIEN (FREEN) , BETUMIAIKSH. 2 HEN ‘87
HEZETE. B “B” [BE, HUEIRRGREE, mEL ‘2" HE (5%
KRR ). FELRZ(F (HRIFRR) —FBh, *’*?%%\Eé - EEAFEIRT IR AR

RIRRT” AR THEH, #7258 135 M 5iE : ‘REMEEATEE T BIEMSS,

MEDR BB FOER BRI T ENISIE. 7 XEMIA], BHEEEN S
SHMRX—HWENRIERESY, BAKREZETCUMA . BBEIFRBER
IELEZHIR—MSMEERD, MIFEMS EELRBE, sl EaEmtr—
POENs, FEZABRRHZWEERISA . REWL, HEMRSIEAA
LA EABRPAFIBRY. ROERISAE, DIFRTFIBLNREF RIS
MEARNNDIRE ., EAEE, EREEIEKIED, HENRSTHEIE
EFERIS MRS, MELWREFREREN ERNERESHIRE. Eit, XA

BESAEMRIERI, UM ES

FREBMIMIEFNSA ST ERAYER, M

THRWEFR—MIEAIS RIS, S EA—M BRI D ITEEs .

15 FEX (ENVRSENR  BRERIZEARIE @) (FEXE  WilEE,

2003 £ ),

16

17

BUARHAL,

BUAHAL,

106 -107,

86 - 87,

118,

113
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Glimpsing the Green Dragon
5%

2003 | Colored ink on board #hfz | 183 x 122 cm

BZOO=AZt+—XiFH. RRKRETE -2 SBREFERELTT (58) 1. WK
FEBRREMBEAMNNL. BEF (58) HMNRT—WN—RN, KHEEHNX.

Dream: June 21, 2003. An amazing wonder! I saw a pair of pale green dragons, one male and
one female, moving under my bed. I dragged my dad over to hurry and see the lights under
there. The scintillating lights were dancing, emanating a warm aura.
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Glimpsing the Green Dragon 55 /%

Detail 5B
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Words about the Wind
XE9iE

2001 | Colored ink on board ¥Hfx | 183 x 122 cm

—0 (©O) —, +=Z, Zt+H. ZAAXLEE—NBFREN! ETE, AHEEMERZERL
TR, BE—NEE—RBFL, REERE, SUWETRNSEIANM. FA1%
&, BEMMRLEETR, RRXEABRFLE(AE, ENERAIT—T, BEFHE
B, REMBZ—LEML. BARZILWNELTER, XBEARBRZR. EREEAE
FHRET - HEREN (M) EEXTRMIE.

Dream: December 25, 2001. I saw a pair of monkey-tigers moving in the sky! Looking
downwards, I saw the tiger in the park flew to the other side of the sky. There was also a
pair of deer on a rope. I felt that I must quickly escape, otherwise they will come down and
eat us. As we were making our getaway, they really did come down and chase us! Suddenly,
a rope appeared and tied them up. They kissed each other and the man blushed. Wu Ming
ran in an arc toward the other side. Someone said the wind here is both square and circular.
Someone else said that the circle is a grave. I felt that this is so poetic, and read again and
again these words about the wind.
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Words about the Wind [X,H9i%&
Detail B&B




122 123

A Little Boat

A%
VAR
1986 | Woodblock print ZRHRE] | 27 x 19 cm

O3

XEUMBRRNBCEA, THNTEEL, EEREWUEER. H—/\RFETZA/NR (—
)

Dream: December 8, 1986 (1). We keep this little boat for our own use. We can't return it
after work because we have to use it to get to the other side of the river.




124 125

A Large Bull
O
4 K&

1986 | Woodblock print ZRHRE] | 27 x 19 cm

—ARFBENBFRESZ—, fui#kET. & —AN\KXELZRANR (D)

Dream: December 8, 1986 (2). A large bull chases one man and then another. They all run

away.
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Chasing the Bull
EL

1986 | Woodblock print ZRHRE] | 27 x 19 cm

A&

—IBFXEE—NARREBN, EAIBFTRERENEEE. MEREHRITR.
—NN\RF+ZANB (2)

wWar

Dream: December 8, 1986 (3). A man grabs a wooden stick and chases after the bull. He
wants to hit the white spot on its butt. But he can’t catch up with it.
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The Eye
ARES

1986 | Woodblock print ZRHRE] | 27 x 19 cm

WBE—TERIART, WBELERT, MNEBEE. TR (B) BFH, BHhTHER, &
BAT, FMEE, BtiMER. REAHITAITE. RRERBERBENHY, EEER
B—TARE, UBABE—IEF. F—H/\AXFETZH/NE (T)

Dream: December 8, 1986 (4). The bull noticed me immediately, so I ran out of the house
and peeped through the crack in the door. To my surprise, he saw me. I couldn’t get away,
so I grabbed him, and he also grabbed me. But I couldn’t beat him. Suddenly, however,
the bull’s ferocious gaze told me that he will go back and pack his things. He wants to
impregnate me and make me bear his child.
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Drinking Wine
LSy

1986 | Woodblock print ZRHRE] | 27 x 19 cm

B0

}c},xﬁfﬁ{
g

07

§

BEEEXRET, REKHRXTRT . EEBETFESRE, XEXEKXF. I BFRENRIR.
FeNE RUE, B S MBI AR, B AR BRI BB EHFREH—N/N\ARF+ZA/NA (F)

Dream: December 8, 1986 (5). The dagger that I grabbed is too short. I don't have time to
get alonger one. The bull is in the house writing a letter that is crooked and messy. Several
men wished him happiness. [I let him] drink some wine first. I said, first go dance with the
others. Let him dance with me afterwards, when he is already drunk. I think that way I
have a better chance to kill him.
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+24% 3 48P

Mantis ] ”;b r i
08 - R 2

1986 | Woodblock print ZRHRE] | 27 x 19 cm

7-55

DU E, —NNEIBRARTRE RO RSN T =3k, LMY .
—N\RFETZA/NB (X)

Dream: December 8, 1986 (6). On the side of a small hill, a boy caught the praying mantis
that I had set free earlier. I made him let it go.
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Qutside the Window
&b

1986 | Woodblock print ZRKHRIE | 24.4 X 16.6 cm

BB FLANSREFT N, TREM. AENRELE—INKE, BAKE, AR TR
EEMETFLE. B —AN\ARFTZBZ+—H (—)

Dream: December 21, 1986 (1). The bird on top of the roof outside the window belongs to
my older brother. It's not a magpie. There is a long feather on its tail, a very beautiful one.

It was tied up with a rope around its neck.
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Set Free

i@

1986 | Woodblock print ZRKHRIE | 24.4 X 16.6 cm

"

—IBFESREMXASE, FFEKT, AABESHENBFRAF, RETXT. ¥
—hN\RFE+ZRZ+—H (D)

Dream: December 21, 1986 (2) A man walked over and wanted to steal the bird. My brother

was very angry. He used a stick to loosen the rope around the bird’s neck and set the bird
free.
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11 | Imagine ": EE&E
A8 -E_{ﬁ ARZnc
wg-g

1986 | Woodblock print ZRKHRIE | 24.4 X 16.6 cm

BEICHEAE—RWIT L, BIE—ERE! WALERELBKIE, REBE—22H
2kEk. B —H/N\ARF+ZRZ +—H (=)

Dream: December 21, 1986 (3). I saw a bird perched on a tree branch. It must be the same
one! I recognized the long feather on its tail. I think it will fly back on its own.
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The Magpie

12

1986 | Woodblock print ZRKHRIE | 24.4 X 16.6 cm

HERA LRI LR TS EE, HEXM ) BTEE. & —H/\RFTZ
A= +—H (M

Dream: December 21, 1986 (4). I was standing on the balcony and saw many magpies on the
tree. I happily ran over to them.
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Three Goddesses

=%

1986 | Woodblock print ZRKHRIE | 24.4 X 16.6 cm

BERSTMLEATE, ESWMMEMTEMNLH K THEE. BEATLAE, BFIEXE
THAIEN=/A1E, TR0 M. A EAR TR REERRTERLI. & —/\xK
F+ZRAZ+—H (I

4 T

Dream: December 21, 1986 (5). I looked down from the balcony and saw all the magpies
turn into beautiful goddesses as they flew downstairs. These goddesses have such flawlessly
gorgeous bodies. Each of them is wearing red bikini underwear over her skirt. People on
the street do not appreciate their outfits and laugh at them.
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Hu Rui
tRI%

1986 | Woodblock print ZRKHRIE | 24.4 X 16.6 cm
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14,

MmEIRKT, bTENIER EREERNNZ. BIKKT, TE, THEMRERFET.
B —UN\AFEFTZAZ+—H %)

Dream: December 21, 1986 (6). Hu Rui came home. She asked me to come upstairs to watch
her boy while she was coming down. The boy has grown up, I thought, but he does not
have a father.
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The High-Heeled Shoe
SEREE

1986 | Woodblock print ZRKHRIE | 24.4 X 16.6 cm

BEEEENERAER THEE ZR EF—AGREE, 5—R ?if&‘ékﬁ,%—,ﬁ%ﬁ@%e

{HIA ERERIESFFE B — T B —h/\RFE+ZRZ +—H

Dream: December 21, 1986 (7). I was taking the trash downstairs. I was wearing a high-
heeled leather pump on one foot and a big flat shoe on the other. I nearly tripped and fell.
Luckily, my older sister came upstairs, and exchanged shoes with me.
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16

Freud
HIRFEE

2018 | Woodblock print ZRERE] | 80 x 120 cm

B2017 10 A16 H, RMBEFIITOMASE, WESFK. ANJIEFEANRENE
WKHRBRERZDNKR. ML FRERE. ZILRE, TAERNE, WENES

EERANBE, WERETNEDLEE. RASJFEKPHELE, ZONRKHE—L
HEERRR, LIk, BFFKTET . BELL. HELFNWER, JLFRILHA.
BERH=ROERTF, &8, XIZEN, XB—RAETIR, HHREHT K.
BMPEE—ITETE, THEMREEEET, RINERTESTRREENEE, B
BDAE, MRDMEARE L, 2REFEMEAXIL RMEHs. taiigE, ®
E—ENEN], EEREVIEERLNLS, ARAENLSR. MEERLLBESRMIK
EAAME. it EXDERREENTIRE (B) « EEF—N/NEAH ENERE. 3
EUREE. MEMERMNMRELETIZETRA. FEMEARE? thRATEE—1
ALK EEE—MIELNAER R +TE? ' AT, RNAXEEHHRITILFH
BFEERM, WM () SRBRETURMGIE. MM ETREZE, B
DAFHWERFXN. REREIELERNRSRER. RTENT, #HERELAT
EEHPNEREIR, HiRtRT. BITRIERNGRETZX—E, fBFHET, 8K
THEZMMRELEDIFT . REARXMARALERE, EXLATH. EFEIRBLEHRE,
BHBRBRLT . ITEEFRFERE, BRERN. ERDPAERKRET. &%,
AR ILFFFIIEERE, SRR FHET, B () KIRT, BITRIBEBLLNGRE.
BERSGBLEMMET, HERBIBITXFESE (7) ? AW TE/NTEAERER
BUE, REBBAT LETRREN. AT S —BLEX—EEERS.

Dream: October 16, 2017. I was enchanted by the view outside the door of my room.
Suddenly, several big black fish jumped out of the water from the pond on the right
to another pond on the left. I asked my son to come and see. It's very quiet here
with very few people passing by. The air is fresh and moist after the rain. I walked
to the left to see the fish and saw that they were all standing upright in the water.
There were some tourists taking pictures in the woods to the left. My son came and
the fish all swam towards the bottom of the water. There were roosters as well. I
took out my camera to take photos but my son wouldn’t let me. I managed to click
three clucking hens anyway. This is a foreign country. I saw another family come
over and take a quick photo. I went to the house with a friend and didn't know if
the other friend has already arrived. We waited in the house while the other friend
went to get the broom to clean up the floor. Then we found a man sleeping on the
cabinet in the storage room. It was [the painter] Freud! He was sleeping here! We
were extremely excited. He showed us paintings. I held one painting up towards

the light and saw clearly the lines—some light and some heavy—painted on the red
xuan paper. He was sitting on the bed and looking at paintings by others that he

had collected. He had an copperplate etching by David Hockney, badly printed on

a small torn paper corner with irregular shape. I took a closer look. He knew that I
had just bought some things at the antique market. Isn’t it strange that he knew? His
housekeeper had a bag with something that looks like a bamboo slip for writing and
ask “is it 10rmb?” He said it was 200rmb. My friend leaned in and told him my son’s
name. She has a friend who is a fortuneteller and can predict the future. He said has
painted like this since he was born, and gestures in the air like he’s painting while he
speaks. I brought in all the bed sheets from last night that I hung out this morning.
It was drizzling outside. I went to my studio and found that there was cement all
over the walls and the floor was gone. I called the workers who did the renovation
and asked if they had worked in the wrong room. They did. And the ceramic tiles

on the floor of my studio and my home were all dismantled. Many people said that
the wood of the floor was thick and durable. They didn't even leave a single electric
wire in the room, and my painting table was gone. I rented this studio. It didn't need
renovation at all. Several workers were transporting bags of cement into the room. It
was strange that they said it was my son who opened the door for them, and said my
little sister was at home too. They made a mistake, but they worked too fast. I called
the person in charge and asked him to come and see. I thought, I’ve run into trouble
yet again. Who can help me with this lawsuit? Then I saw a little girl swinging on
the tree branches. I realized that those branches were not strong enough to bear her.
Freud began excitedly talking about how another painting was even more ingenious
than this one.
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Untitled

B
p w7
1999 | Woodblock print ZKiRE | 92 x 250 cm

BFHERT—RAE, EXRLKEGENT. RAERHEE. EFRBESHRN. §
B FHEERNL, BRICMMBINER. RARPWEN R LT H8L, &E—KIsemit.
B - AhNFRLATIE

RERNEMERERE, BFFE—PENREZEs 7T WAST, REREAHES
ZEt. —HAHBEZIENTFEF, BREBEMNET, A8, EEMA, T2H
o, B —-AANFE=RA=F+=H

HRBPDKIERT, — M RBEE—FFEEGCEH, BE—SWERFMLER? RREENSBT
BFH T Lk, BRERETINGNE. ¥ —hANF=A=1+H

BFItEfE EIEH T EY, BFE, ©RKEMF, £— R ERERMFAAN (&)
R HAELES . Hih ERMFREAIESH ke, NERTH, BER#HE. &
—hANFRAB=1+H

Dream: May 19, 1999. A peacock appeared outside my window. The crest on its head looks
like a green leaf. I seize the moment to get a good shot. The window frame is made of
aluminum. Two boys are blocking my view. I hastily call out to them to move. Suddenly
the lens on my camera closes. In the end, all I can click is a single photo.

Dream: March 22, 1999. I am planting a little plant in a pot. I use a spade to dig into a
hollow tree and grow flowers in the sandy fine soil there. The tree is too tall. I can only
dig out the soil if I stand on tiptoes. There are two tall men in a crowd of people. I want to
ask them to come and help. But then I think, I'll have to call for help, I might as well do it
myself.

Dream: March 20, 1999. I reach the edge of a pool of water. A girl puts a fish briefly into
the water, and I think, how will she get it back out again? Only then do I see the boy at the
edge of the water reach out his hand and just grab it. It turns out that it was a trained fish.

Dream: April 30, 1999. Plants cover the north wall of the building. It looks great. The plants
have not yet grown leaves. On a stretch of dirt some type (not sure what) of red buds of
peonies are starting to bloom. There are seeds all over the ground. I want to let the rooster
come and eat them up, but 'm afraid that if it doesn’t rain the rooster won’t go back to his
nest.
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17

1999 | Woodblock print RhRE | 92 x 250 cm
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,I 8 The Cat Who Does not Eat Fish Bones
ENIVA=:R=1E0b

1998 | Copper plate print f@ARE | 100 X 50 cm
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The Fish Who Eats Leaves
1720551y = 0)2]

1998 | Copper plate print f@ARE | 100 X 50 cm

19
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Fortuneteller Bird
20
= Fr A

1998 | Copper plate print $EARIEI | 100 x 50 cm
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21 Roses and the Four-Legged Snake
3% 7 FrAS AL

1998 | Copper plate print §EARIE] | 100 x 50 cm
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Roses and the Four-Legged Snake B3&£ S ITfE
Detail 5B
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Painting the Magpies
22 - g gp
HEE

1996 | Copper plate print $@hRIE | 50 x 39 cm

jaqeh 8z 8 348 [Hih & 199¢
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What a Relief!
28T

1996 | Copper plate print $@hRIE | 50 x 39 cm

23
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Game Cat
R

1996 | Copper plate print $@hRIE | 50 x 39 cm

24
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Game Cat JFE
Detail BB
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The Water Tank in the House
HKHRYKth

2015 | Mixed media on board &k | 244 x 122 cm

ERPROEH, BB —PKBERTE, EARELINFZRENNE. K. BEER
KA, Mg FPASZMRKAVNE &, FHRIBFERMBAMNE AR HXEFT

T, EAM () BTk, XE—HENE, EhE—FR () & RIELE

XBSHRAEMZE—NEE, BIL2—EEXRNER. FECERERSGER, EEA
WR? XL HARMEGX AK? Hh—REHo

HREER TS, REBRZWILDATERETR, EMILEHFE. HEARLEHM
WA FRFAETIL, AT S0, FR2BARR T EFRER—
NMIE, JRZEREESE, REFT. B _0—-0F—ANH

Dream: January 9, 2010. I put a bucket into the water tank in my house and discovered
many black fish, big and small. I looked at the tank again. Ah! There were so many black
fish. I poured the fish inside the bucket into the tank, filled the bucket again with water
and pulled it up. Again a bucket full of fish. One of the flat fish (a bream) jumped out of
the bucket to the floor and then jumped into another tank next to the fish tank. There
were many giant toads in it. I don't think the bream will fit in there. How can it swim?
When did these fish grow so big? I didn't notice before. I took the bus to a place where

I saw several teachers from our faculty got off and headed to the Buddhist temple. They
were worshiping the Buddha there. I struggled to climb up the stairs and put my hands
together in a gesture of prayer like them. I saw them, and our faces were pressed together

as well. I was just kneeling there when the abbot asked for a donation, but I hadn’t brought

one, so I got out of there.
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The Water Tank in the House ZRFHJ7K;t
Detail B&B
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The Black Mountain Goat
HEFE

2015 | Mixed media on board &R | 244 x 122 cm

B_O0—OF+—HAZt=H. REFEHL-RENBLFER N @BF, RIBICH
WFHE. ENBFATERGRAGRE, ESULE—RRBHAN—RBWLFE. [TAM
MIEXLEFT LR, RRRILEMIEN BHET.

Dream: November 23, 2010. A black mountain goat leapt at me. I used both my hands to
protect my throat against its black horns. There was a smaller black goat beside it. The old
man at the door carried it away on his back, and I threw the big goat back into its pen.
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The Tiger
P

2015 | Mixed media on board &R | 244 x 122 cm

XENENEN EFS, RRAEHFAREE, EAES—PANEDRIE, ERES—
PARLEE. BR () XERPASANXR. BARSELZZ—5TEL. — 1 AB
RWHAL, XAE—DAZBMERNEF. REEHE, CE—EREMKNESRE. F
MEKRKF (58) & LA EIUTK P EARTE, XER—RAEMRERREANKE,
e k. RN APARRBHNIZZRT. ¥ _O——F+-/F+—H

Dream: December 11, 2011. I was in a meeting in the assembly hall again. I discovered that
the host was really hardcore. He made one person whisper in another person’s ears and say
what the other person was really thinking. It seemed a lot like the kind of relationships
people had during the Cultural Revolution. The first person had an attitude and kept
silent. When one person disclosed his secrets, he forced another person else to take the
form of something that he used to be. I was scared, thinking that he will definitely turn
into a giant toad. I saw a river appear on the huge stage with a pair of feet in the water.
Then the person was transformed into a big white tiger, biting people’s clothes and pulling
them up onto the stage. At that moment, I understood that he must have been a tiger in a

past incarnation.

;i-x
=

=
:
7+
A
44

|
* %

=

L;

2R
M N
s
Pl?“

il
% My i

el 4
i
4
; ‘i\

N

I e

S
Kk

}‘hl_ )l
.
Birgt N \5;5}

s

e } }\ |[ B\ 1o ) ol - S
W F 4 MEEFEPSH D
L:ﬁ.

(E 3
‘*G.,“
N
ST

SO

e {
=

195



N~
(o))




198

28

The Rooster Outside the Window
HIM9S

2015 | Mixed media on board &R | 244 x 122 cm

BRBRE-NDAEERIBE— DKL RRGHERCEAN AR, FHHNLARE
BARE? FORE TS, BRERET, MITLCBENSSMN. —BELT, AMH
BEMARN. ¥ _O0—&+”-H="—H

Dream- December 21, 2011. I saw two people holding a big fiery red rooster, trying put its
broken red cock’s comb back on. The woman next to them asked: "Does it hurt?" I kept
walking, but paid close attention as they attached the comb high on the rooster’s head in
one go. The rooster did not seem to have much of a reaction.
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The Frog
i

2002 | Colored ink on board F2h% | 183 x 122 cm

RBENREENE—RBP RS, SREINTCEFHL. RRTEMBRER, HNMEHR
BUERREIERZE T « A MEXFE. —OO0—FhA=+=H

Dream: September 22, 2001. I was sitting on a small bench watching a big frog in a basin.
I felt that it wanted to do something. Suddenly it jumped out of the basin. My little sister
walked in and stamped on the frog and killed it. I asked her why she did that.
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The Hole at the Bottom of the Planter
wEZ K FRYE

2002 | Colored ink on board F2h% | 183 x 122 cm

“OO0—FNAZ+Hm. REBHNFERR, KARTEOBE . BEXR, #H
BREBRAY, R—RATERT. F—RRLEME, HEXNEF R BT HEEH
BME, AAE—BEERARTKXR, HFRARA, ERHASTENT, EFE. KT
RERASERLNGBFKIBAK.

Dream: September 24, 2001. I was moving my potted aloe plant and found there's some
kind of animal escaping from the hole at the bottom of the pot. It ran fast so I couldn’t see
it clearly what it was—a chameleon (color-changing) rabbit. One of the creatures jumped
onto my shoulder and threw its arms around my neck. It was a monkey. I caught it in my
room. The monkey has no idea what a human being is, nor does it know what humans can
do, since it grew up under the pot. So it didn't run. I was surprised that it could grow so
big under such a small hole in the pot.
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The Fish that Turned into a Bird
8¥E5T

2004 | Colored ink on board ¥4z | 162 x 102 cm

BEZMRAGBFTIHFEHNE, AEA—SEHEREXN S CEERLT. &
2003.4.13

Dream: April 13, 2003. I saw in my teacher's house that she had a lot of fish. They stayed
in the room for a while, then turned into different kinds of birds and flew away over my
head.

* iy Es\‘\bﬁh\
o sl INER

N

ol

207



208

e

The Fish that Turned into a Bird 83877
Detail BB
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The Dragonflies My Son Set Free a Second Time
JLFBIRIS YRR

2004 | Colored ink on board ¥4z | 162 x 102 cm

BALTFIERS L MAEFS TRBGHERE ¢EEMIT L. JLFIET B B (8)
BRPBLE. B 2004.10.10

Dream: October 10, 2004. On the road, my son and I saw many dragonflies of different
colors. They were flying and then alighted upon the tree branches. My son caught one,
then set it free. It flew as high as the sky.
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The Locked Up Water Spigot
RISk

2004 | Colored ink on board ¥4z | 162 x 102 cm

33

BRHARNE—HRSR, BHKE (B) KBEHk. BRANENRATSXAMEK.
KE () XAEBLTH. EREARARLBLAER, HXWER. #2003.10.31

Dream: October 31, 2003. My big rooster got all muddy, so I found a water spigot to clean
him up. The couple who ran the shop were not happy that I used their water. So they
locked the water spigot. I told my rooster we'll just go back home and use some shampoo
to wash him clean.
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The Locked Up Water Spigot #8iA97K 183k
Detail /5&B




218 219

Fateful Encounter

% - 1Hid

2014 | Ink and color on paper #EZA#258 | 183 X 144 cm

34

BZOO0—F+—AZ+RH. EFEFHAFAZE-RABLABMARIE, K1Y (1§)
WK—RHMBR=R. BEFELERSHNEE, F— T H%k.

Dream: November 26, 2001. Something in the room suddenly transformed into a big white
rooster with a red crest. He was big and crystalline white as water. There were many crabs
in the room as well, and one of them came crawling out.
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The Loose Mountain Rock

HanhrILIG

2012 | Ink and color on paper EAFZEE [ 183 x 144 cm

FZOONF 11 B22H. HREEAREARLNIELILARET . REENZEERL
KTEALL, BAMRNMTFMMLA. BIMT—HRAL, ERFT, ETRDAEM L.
FRTEEBR, KIERKA, RETE. HUUARWAATR. BEFREXMiEEt L.

Dream: November 22, 2009. I was climbing a mountain together with many people and
discovered that the mountain was very steep. I saw the girl in front of me was climbing the
rocks using both her hands and feet. I grabbed a rock. It came loose, so I threw it on the
ground. When I picked it up after coming down, I realized that it was a piece of charcoal,
very brittle and not a stalactite like I had thought, so I threw it away.
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The Loose Mountain Rock #ARDAILLIA
Detail 58
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The Cat and the Bird
m55

2012 | Ink and color on xuan paper ¥ E4% | 185 x 144 cm

BZOONF 12 B4H. RERFERINFABBRALZEM. HMT—7F, Bk
BXEZRERBREE—REHF. RULEBHF, RA-—A—IMIBLEETXKET. &
T—T, ERBAPEENEFL, SEECRITERET, MAITETHE. HREA
PREZERTFEEMSEM.

Dream: December 4, 2009. I saw the familiar tiger cat in the room. I called it and it ran
towards me. I also found an elephant bug on its butt.
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Manmade Iceberg —West Lake
Faitl — ATkl

2007 | Ink and color on xuan paper #2288 4% | 364 x 146 cm
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BZOORFEtAZ+H. EHEHNT, ATERNSULIKL. ZFEEFERBLER
Bin, BEREM. BRSENILEL, FTATERKFRKE. INBENESEY, &
HWAMNFEHRMEIEHFT . A5 UHAREKRRE, —B—KEFTPEK. it
MNAEERN, REIBNIEREMETRRKE, BREXFERT, MBFT. HAZARE
BEE. IARE, MFXE. FENELR, GEHAKT], XRMMFIEESN SR,
HiLbAREER, TTFHIIIBLNZRDE TR THEEX, TIAN, 2—EEH,
BREE. RESHTHIB LT, REEXFEE. REICEHTRK, XFAFREY
BERHO. MRNBTIREITIHEFE, RGEMNTFEERE, hRMEFTHERB
TARBENREREBAER, — P BREHBRARE—PATMER/NET, HITLE
REBERAA, BFNMNERTHA, BRNEESABT - IREBERE, RBZESE]
ARILDMREBIE. AT AFERERNERER?

BB TE, MEB— P EMRRNZL, BERMERBFHXFEFH—T, BETH
BTRAMNE. RERFMERILAME, XTRI—DERFHOELE. ZRHERLEKT,
HikfhEXN, HEBRE, TE—FNA—PEXLERIL, RIFTFHNEIAMAERT,
FRMAERAD T 23, EEBEL—MRP, AEXREEE. I TEERETE, HERN
BEBHE BLEELIZRALT], RPTERMRENHNEEG, LR LEER,
BREELRENIZR2RTE, FICTENERLT.

HEREXI T RBEHRE, BEREAFS, BFE/LEHLHTA, TRIEENZHR
RTY—4, BHERKRN, ZERBEAM], FHNBIEFHSICERS, HENSH—RBRY,
RERE, BILOABRANLDANS, REFHLEF, REESFHEHES DL 0IFEE,
AIRKE. FFEFE, BRELE, RNBREEM), BRERFFEARTHE
E&, BEFTOKFURRMMTERETNILEFL DR, thlnNETFaET, REeBRT,
BNERAZE. ARPHIEREBEERIL, SRMN=ZABIENEHET. BRET
REFEBRERT, RERRBECMERKNRE, BHEPNEFERRFE, I—HBRAF
MNP HERERMBHEATES S, RNEL—BIEEERNEINE. THRRHRX
ek, REXELRERERAEESHIEEE, —BENRFPHELEIINTE, 2ENIE
NExIL, MESEERE L, REEEEX/IFERRE/NSED, F—HOAEE/NS
SRt XEEMEEEEIEEE, RERRTA.

Dream: July 20, 2005. West Lake has changed. Workers have created an iceberg like the
snow-capped peak of a mountain. I am holding a badminton racket and gazing at West
Lake. At the docks nearest me, workers are installing ice fish in the middle of the broken
ice floes there. Behind me my maternal uncle says: they've really made a mess of West Lake.
It's not what it used to be.

On the other side, I catch sight of my colleagues from the Art Academy playing badminton.
I watch how they run up behind the man when his is not paying attention and catch two
serves of the shuttlecock. I don't approve of this, so I leave, and go into the room to be
with my uncle.

He is very thin, and also quite tall. He wears a Chinese-style jacket with buttons down

the front. On his back is a Japanese sword. The sheath of the sword is quite large, but the
sword is small; more like a dagger. I really want it. I look for the characters inscribed on the
sword, but there are only English letters. I want to photograph them, but I'm embarrassed
to ask my uncle. He carefully puts the sword back in its sheath, I take his arm and we go
out. I don't know whether the girl playing badminton sees me walking along on the arm of
a man. A male student comes in the room and gives me a handmade little box. I give it to
my uncle to put things inside. The box is small and there isn't room to put anything inside.
My uncle and I each shoulder a backpack and go out. I see that student standing at the gate
talking to the security guards. Why is he wearing a polka dotted dress?

I go down the stairs. Across the way is an old man who mends clothing. Uncle tells him

to mend the pair of pants he is wearing. There are two small holes below the knees. I tell
Uncle: let's go home and I'll mend them for you. Finally I find a handrail on the staircase.
On the left side is a wooden handrail. I let my uncle walk on that side. The stairs are

very steep. Halfway down I see an old man sitting there. I am surprised to discover how
intelligent he is. The staircase is missing two sections. Inside a boiler is sticking out. He sits
there warming his hands.

My son is still in the room. I want to go pee first before I go out again. On the wall hangs a
handcrafted red saber. There is also a bronze statue of the ancient Emperor Qin Shihuang.
The latticed perforations are rusty, but you can still see that these handicrafts are intact. I
put them in a safe place.

It is vacation time again in our department. My colleagues want to hold a meeting. One
room is filled with seated people, but only one teacher comes to my studio. There are
others who didn't come, so I'm told to inform those people. I pick up the phone and dial
but have forgotten my humber. The number on the wall is totally wrong, so I have to give
up. However many people come, that's just how many there will be at this meeting.

233



I look for my female classmate. I want to tell her that during the vacation she should spend
time contemplating questions of creativity, but I can't find her. A classmate tells me to

let the old master know, we want to go and console them. My classmate and I wait for
someone on the muddy road. I pick my way around wet, muddy potholes trying to keep
my shoes from getting covered with mud. His shoes are all wet. It starts to get late and go
to get on board a bus. But we only see two red busses there. When the three of us come
running up to the stop, the busses have already pulled away...it's dark and we have to walk
home. I suddenly realize how painful it is to walk down the street barefoot. I take out my
shoes from my book bag and put them on.

I see a group of male students on a sandpile doing labor under the supervision of the
department secretary. We get into a horse-drawn card and and return down the road that
we came on..We go down the hill very quickly and dangerously. And English woman
named something-or-other hides behind a rock, playing hide and seek with us. My
classmates all get off the horse cart just past the hill, by the park gate.

Now I am walking with my uncle along the road. I ask Uncle if he often comes home these
years to visit my younger uncle. The words are already out of my mouth when I remember
that my younger uncle has passed away. Then I ask him if he has seen my aunt. My oldest
uncle says nothing...

Manmade Iceberg — West Lake PGt — A kLU
Detail B&B
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| Let Go
HIFF

1986 | Woodblock print AhRIE] | 19 x 13 cm

B-NAN\RFOA=H. £R2FLE, AFZE, — P BEREATFRERERES, Z—Ru
I, RPAT, EERT. HEEENERERT L, HRERE, IRFTF.

Dream: April 3,1986. The table is covered with snakes. A boy grabs one and shakes it,
almost hitting me. I suddenly realize that the snake is breaking apart. The boy puts the
now dead snake in my hand, but I am afraid the snake will come back to life, so I let go of
it.
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Chickens Turning into Little Cars
BN

1986 | Woodblock print AhRIE] | 19 x 13 cm

B—R\7

AREZATIH. ERRNORFERT —#8, FTCCNEHEHRS, RRBER
BEMNNAE

HERE L

Dream: February 12, 1986. I raise a flock of chickens in my yard. I am shooing them into
their coop, when suddenly they turn into little green cars, charging down the street.
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4 O Dragonfly
SR

1986 | Woodblock print ZRiRE] | 19 x 13 cm

B—AN\RFZR+TAH. AR, BPBREMR— RAARBE AR L.

Dream: February 16, 1986. Playing badminton, I go to serve the shuttlecock. It turns into a
dragonfly and lands on my head.
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None of the Melons are Ripe

IRERA

1986 | Woodblock print ZHRE] | 19 x 13 cm

BN\ ARFZRZ+—H. RAEHERLHEAMD TR, BNBAR.

Dream: February 21, 1986. I am standing on a grapevine trellis plucking watermelons to
toss down. None of the melons are ripe.
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Five Goldfish
h%Ea

1986 | Woodblock print ARKRE] | 19 x 13 cm

BN\ RFZRZtNH. REAENRFEERA—ARFRETTHE, —FREt
BT, SRERAFREE, BHAWT, XETHERZ.

Dream: February 26, 1986. I am sitting on a little piece of gunnysack, using a big part of
the burlap cloth to catch fish in the river. There is a black fish that I can't seem to catch.
Instead, I ended up catching five big goldfish. I let them go. You can't eat those fish.
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Ghost
o]

1986 | Woodblock print ARKRE] | 19 x 13 cm

43

B-—ANRFZANH. BPEEREZERTR, BILE-DBEF—HF, FZAE
—Eth R E.

%, FHITF

Dream: February 4, 1986. I lie in bed looking up at the ceiling. It looks just like two
monkeys. I feel like I've seen a ghost and am paralyzed with fear.
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Golden Lion

E&lF

1986 | Woodblock print ARKRE] | 19 x 13 cm

B—NN\RFZREH. MEE—ASHBXN, X ENEENRLR, LREBTRE,
FRibIEF/R—KY, T, HUTHER.

Dream: February 7, 1986. My little sister is riding a big golden lion with a shining mane.
When its mask is taken off, it turns out that she is riding a donkey. I think to myself: I sure
don't dare ride a donkey.
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45 Song of the Divine
AT

1986 | Woodblock print ZHRE] | 19 x 13 cm

B—NN\RFZRZH/\H. REEXEGR, $HWEBTMRDERT I, BARSH,
FRA -+ I—TPT 2 F A R

Dream: February 28, 1986. I am sitting at the seaside, quietly listening to the faraway song
of the fishermen against a distant horizon. It is so mournful and sad, so...oh, oh! It is the
song of the divine.
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The Egg is Truly Great
ISEHEFEX

1986 | Woodblock print ARKRE] | 19 x 13 cm

B—N/N\ARFZR+THNH. BENFRTERLASZHOE, MESHFEERRMEH/NEE,
BEBERMBA, XeEH/NR. NS, WRBH—PBE, RETE—/INED.

Dream: February 14, 1986. There are so many eggs underneath the cat's body. They are all
waiting for the cat's body to warm them so they can hatch little kittens. I think to myself
that the egg is truly great! Eggs can hatch baby bunnies, chicks, and if I place another egg
underneath the cat, I may possibly get a kitten.
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A Skinned Sheep
FIRF

1986 | Woodblock print ZKHRIE] | 60 x 60 cm

BN\ ARNFRBZ+AH. ZATEIR/NERT, - NEET . RXETM
BHEKN—HE, 5—REthE—REZRET, E5ERE, BMEFERETS, EM
WE BFRTRERMER, EXR—REKNAF. MANIRBFHEF, XEDS
=, BHEXEE, RBATFREA, RRKEENKETRNEENETT. —
ARINREHRERNE, BEHRLE, L —IPRBRARERE, TUETIMLEE, AF
BT ¥, RALHRET —PRENEKRIERRE. =P LEERNEKR, —BERARIE,
fsBARFe, FEILMIEFSREESE, RRELEHE, — &R LG, I+%7
BxzEit. NBEWE L, Bl EH—PBRNMTS, RAER, BHFE.

Dream: May 25, 1986. I open the door and see my cat run out. She is carrying a kitten as she
goes. I also see another one that looks just like mine — another cat that is carrying a rat as it
runs off. It is very dirty. I grab it and clean it up. Catching rats from under the sofa, under
the chairs, it turns into a wooden popsicle stick. I push open the toilet door with my hand.
It transforms into a different door. I go out and then I go in again. I pull back the curtain.
No one is there, only the water tank, from which water is rhythmically spilling down into
the urinal. A sheep has just been skinned. Its whole body is bright red. I have a girl watch it
for me, so it doesn't get down onto the floor. I'm afraid it will get dirty. I ask the girl for a
piece of cornbread to feed the sheep. Three girls are running four hundred meters. A boy

is cocking the starting gun, but he never fires it, and lets them get ready to run the race. I
really want to join the race; a girl urges me to come and join them. I'm forty-years-old, I tell
the girl. I want to go to the top of the city wall, but that mountain is a dark place. I don't
like it, so I don't go.
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The Motorcycle Drives Away
BERERET

1986 | Woodblock print ZKHRIE] | 60 x 60 cm

B—N/N\XRFABAH. REENME, WASMNR, IR IFE, thREX,
BRBMERZR. MXIEMTOEY, BHFHEE, BEREET, MAETER,
BT — BB, WIRER THEA X, BRIRT R, 08, STKETEN.
RART, BERFEERFRB/ABBERTIAMITRE, HR—HFRE#E, REZHIM
EHBA—RASEKRSEN, REBFHRR, ZR#ETHE, BAILRIKM— N
kFT, ZE-IREED - INEDELTFHET .

Dream: June 5,1986. I am squatting in the toilet, and my foot accidentally bumps his leg.
Immediately, I apologize, but he is upset. I try to get him to go to the police station. He

is just passing the door, but he won't help me. He gets on his motorcycle and drives away.
He is playing basketball. Tries to make a basket but the ball doesn't go in. It is picked up
off the ground by Wang Gongyi who is standing below. He tries to make another basket.
It didn't go into the hoop the first time, but it does the second time. It's grown dark. Han
Juliang is wearing a checkered shirt. He is standing far away and trying to shoot baskets.
My ball won't go in. The ball arcs through the air; if you use a little force it should go into
the hoop. Song Ling also tries to make a basket. It goes in two out of three tries. He throws
hard and it goes in from far away. The last ball rolls around the top of the hoop before
finally going into the basket.

257



258

49

Mental IlIness

K517

1986 | Woodblock print ZKHRIE] | 60 x 60 cm

B—NN\ANFRB—H. ZJLAKLLAKEBER/N, BRANIBIKESL, RIES ERE
BEUHE. BEITENAZRIDRE, BITEEMTAE, RMEEFLEEAFTHRAHE,
W—PBFiH, &, ZFTHERLEZ, FERARETEUZRENER. H—DPAEHE
T L, EMERIFMAKRBEANBLA, FEEFZNRTF. RENEFEBRMNEX
L, REFAMEAETEER, BFREH, —PAREFER, HER—MEHSR
MBA, MEMILRE, wETHRRFXE. — ML AREED, FEREBER B X,
—AREIERABNRET, TR—DRE, ETH, HBEXATRIANR L.

Dream: May 1, 1986. The water spigots here are all very small. Using the largest one, I rinse
the soap from my body. A person riding a bike turns into someone driving a car—and the
bike morphs into an automobile. I am sitting on a cart looking down at the water below
the bridge. I hear a man say: look, there are so many fish under the bridge. There are lots

of black fish and green sea conches. I am walking alone along a deserted beach. There I
collect two calendars as large as bed sheets. On the back is a grid of boxes. The room where
I am staying has a computer and a TV antenna. I don't know yet that when I am going
down the stairs, I start to tremble and shake, emitting a sound to myself. I have become a
schizophrenic mental patient, standing there laughing. A woman stares at me so that I have
to turn it off. A woman leaps through the window. I stand on the bed and want to jump
out too. A girl is hugging a big red red lamp that turns into a sharp needle, flying through
the air, and installs the lamp onto a big machine.
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Embracing the Moon

mAS

1986 | Woodblock print ZKHRIE] | 60 x 60 cm

B-NN\RFERZTHOH. X=AMEHLTSHENE, REMESREMRK,
—EEXRWEMEAEKY, BEBAX, RESHBEANET . RE—REBSNAR EEE
BIE. RERE, RUFBUKTT -8, RANARHERFE, REEWETARITER
BSOS, FIUBHERTERARNT, WwET, HEMET, RLEREBIHER

Fg i i —AiE.

Dream: May 24, 1986. Golden grasses extend across this triangular belt of land. I watch
him painting the yellow-gold leaves of the ginkgo tree. Some of the larger trees are painted
in the water - painted so beautifully. I am drunk before this yellow-golden painting. On

a blue-black board I paint a blue dream. At night I can't sleep. I pull open my mosquito

net and have a fright. The enormous moon has entered my room. I gaze at her pallid face
that illuminates the room with an icy-white light. I embrace her with all my might, she is
unwilling to let go. She goes, further and further away. I sit on my bed and realize that she
and I didn't speak a single word.
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Drowsy

E3:)7

2009 | Woodblock print ARKRE | 162 x 102 cm

51

BZOORFHRBZ T/ H. RERLEMzH, RICETNER, THRLIEXFEE
B5HEATLE, fFABETRER.

Dream: April 26, 2005. I am lying in bed, drowsy and half asleep in the dim haziness.
I record the image of a dream recalled. It's too bad that the characters I wrote in my
notebook are all overlapping and on top of one another. Nothing can be made out from

the jumble.
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Old Tree Vines
ESSES

2009 | Woodblock print ARKRE | 162 x 102 cm

52

BZOOWF=RA+/\H. REI A EEIRMEE L, BT Ex. FTLEN, BEEERE.
IRBTABR I (E, FABDOE, MUEENER, fTIMT, sl Xk, HRAREFET. JURER
ERTEMNEL, BRAARERE, BN, SEERAXERTFESS, £ QK
oL, SEMEEREIALT.

Dream: March 18, 2004. On the way home, I passed through the park. I ran into Wang
Yuan. Saying hello, we each went our respective ways. The road ahead of me appears to be
blocked. I come up with a way to get through, by grabbing some old tree vines. I make a
swing to leap over to the other side. I am not afraid that the vines will break. It takes me
several tries to get over to the stone steps on the side of the lake. I exert myself trying again
and again. And when I am standing on the ground, I stumble back a few steps, my body
unsteady, almost falling into the lake. Finally my feet firmly touch down on stone.
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Girl Painting

>3 BB

2009 | Woodblock print ARKRE | 162 x 102 cm

F_OOAFABZ+tH. HEEMKRENE L, BRI\, £88, ASLHM
RRMATE, SRS, BFAY, RFEE, RREERE.

Dream: May 27, 2005. I am walking on the way back to my hotel. When I run into a young
girl. She is painting. There are snow-capped mountains and lanterns in the night. And a
railway overpass above. All are drawn very well. She has never studied painting I tell her,

"You are a real force."
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A Peasant Farmer Band

RESREA

2009 | Woodblock print ARKRE | 162 x 102 cm

BZOOmFE—RB+—H. —MRREMABA, EEELAERS, FEAANR, X2RMHE
SNERFRAMER. FEET, WRBLAPRIRAE. BRAR, BENEFEMTA.
ARRRMAEBFE— D ARIANENET . LEE, REEFERS

Dream: January 11, 2004. A band of peasant farmers is on a street corner playing their
hearts out behind their backs someone says: this is a copy of some foreign contemporary
music piece. I listen quietly as if listening to the sound of a waterfall in a mountain valley.
I listen with all of my being, guessing at what the progressions will be, it is surprising how
these peasant farmers can fine-tune their instruments to imitate the valley wind. In my
heart I think to myself. Peasant farmers' music sure is incredible.
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Craning Neck to Gaze Upwards
(G W

2009 | Woodblock print ARKRE | 162 x 102 cm

F_OOMF+ZAZ+H. BEARSE, —H{, WFL, ARAECRE, GUKR
5T&®E, BMBILED, BKEFELE.

Dream: December 22, 2004. There is packed snow on the road, clump after clump on tree
trunks, and there are purplish-red budding flowers, somewhere between tiny roses and
lilacs. T walk past this place, craning my neck to gaze upward.
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| Won!
34 g

2009 | Woodblock print ARKRE | 162 x 102 cm

BZOO0—F+—AZt+NH. ZREMIFEREENB T JLRGTHMHRMNE. HR
T

Dream: November 29, 2001. I am fencing with a man wearing a full suit of camouflage. I

strike the side of his chest several times. And I win.
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CHEN HAIYAN
The Artist

Born in 1955 in Liaoning, Chen Haiyan graduated in 1984 from the Zhejiang
Academy of Fine Arts in Hangzhou studying woodblock printmaking. Uniting
traditional Chinese elite aesthetics with a rough vernacular quality, style and
medium, Chen Haiyan renders her subject matter — dream images from her
unconscious — with an unparalleled sense of emotional directness. Soon she
began to exhibit abroad and was included in Beyond the Open Door (1987) at the
Pacific Asia Museum in Southern California, and in Modern Chinese Painting
(1987) at Marlborough Fine Art in the UK. As a recognized member of the
China Avant-garde movement, Chen participated in international shows the
Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney (1992) and Haus der Kulturen der
Welt, Berlin (1993). Chen also participated in prominent post-1989 shows at
Riume der Hessstrale, Munich (1996), the Portland Museum of Art, Oregon
(1996), the British Museum, London (1996), and the Art Institute of Vancouver,
Canada (1998). Over the last decade, Chen Haiyan has begun to attract deeper
attention in her native China with exhibitions at the Shanghai Art Museum
(2004), the National Art Museum of China, Beijing (2010), China National
Academy of Art, Hangzhou (2011), the Zhejiang Art Museum, Hangzhou (2011),
and the Lingnan Fine Arts Museum, Dongguan (2011). Most recently she has
had a major solo exhibition at INK Studio, Beijing (2013), Fujian Museum of
Art (2016), and Pera Museum, Istanbul (2019).

Chen Haiyan is currently a senior professor in the Print Department of

the National Academy of Fine Arts in Hangzhou. She is featured in the
documentary film, The Enduring Passion for Ink, and her work is the subject

of the scholarly monograph Carving the Unconscious, edited by Dr. Britta
Erickson and distributed in the United States by D.A.P. Her works can be
found amongst others in the collections of the British Museum, the Museum
of Sydney, the Portland Museum of Art, the Pacific Asia Museum in Southern
California, the White Rabbit Gallery in Sydney, the Shanghai Art Museum,
the Tianjin Art Museum, the Lingnan Fine Arts Museum in Dongguan, the
Guangdong Museum of Art and the National Art Museum of China in Beijing.
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MAYA KOVSKAYA
The Author

Curator, art critic, independent scholar, and translator Maya Kévskaya (PhD
UC Berkeley, 2009), has over twenty years of research experience in China.
Winner of the 2010 Yishu Award for Critical Art Writing, Maya has authored,
co-authored, edited, translated, and contributed to numerous books and
articles on contemporary art. Maya has worked on over 35 Asian contemporary
art exhibitions and public art interventions in various capacities, including
sole curator, curatorial coordinator, conceptual framer and art critic,

project director, and academic adviser. Noteworthy exhibitions include: Dai
Guangyu—Making Traces: The Arts of Participation and Refusal, at INK studio,
Beijing (2017); Chimeric Landscape: Zheng Chongbin, hosted by the European
Cultural Center, at the Palazzo Bembo, during the Venice Biennale, (2015);
Earthbound, Project 88, Mumbali, (2015); Some Kind of Nature: Tejal Shah, Outset
India and Project 88, New Delhi (2014); Shirin Neshat: Book of Kings, Faurschou
Foundation, Beijing (2013); Louise Bourgeois: Alone and Together, Faurschou
Foundation, Beijing, (2013); The Secret Life of Plants, Exhibit 320, Delhi (2012);
In You is the Illusion of Each Day, Latitude 28, Delhi (2011); Staging Selves: Power,
Performativity & Portraiture, Sakshi Gallery, Mumbai (2011); Excrescence, The
Guild, Mumbai (2011); A Cry from the Narrow Between: Eros and Thanatos in

the Works of Tejal Shah & Han Bing, Gallery Espace, New Delhi (2010); Action-
Camera: Beijing Performance Photography, Beijing Curatorial Consultant to
Curator Keith Wallace, Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery, Vancouver (2009);
China Under Construction, part of Fotofest 12th Annual Photography Biennale,
Deborah Colton Gallery, Houston (2007), and many others. Maya also taught
for eight years at the university level, at University of California, Berkeley,
Beijing Capital Normal University, Beijing Polytechnic University, and
Jawaharlal Nehru University, and has lectured extensively on art and curation
at universities, museums, and public institutions worldwide for the past 20
years. She is also Art Editor for positions: Asia Critique (Duke University Press)
(2011 - present).
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