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CHEN ZHEN

PURIFICATION ROOM

Until 15 September, Tuesday-Saturday, 2–7pm
I cover a space and all the objects found there with earth. It is a sort of “monochrome tomb”.

Rather than digging in search of objects from the past, as archaeologists do, my work consists of showing people present-day objects that will be found in the future… It is a kind of archaeology of the future…

(Chen Zhen)

Chen Zhen used this procedure for a series of works from 1991 onwards, in A World in / out of the World, Light of Confession (1993), Future Archeology (1995) and Champ de désinfection (1995). Purification Room, realized in 2000, was the last work in this series.
Using the natural process of the accumulation of earth, which slowly but surely covers once animate things and beings, Chen Zhen created a landscape in which all the objects are completely covered and encrusted with earth, forming a petrified field.

The artist used earth as an element capable of purifying the world, of preserving the present and consigning it to the future. Objects are returned to nature, in a silent place where time seems to stand still. As the artist himself commented: “The natural materials I use in my works (water, sand, earth, ash, etc.) – images of the essence, of birth, of the source from which objects come, but also the place they return to after having circulated in society – are purifying elements for sacrificing these same objects. […] The natural materials are there to purify the objects after their use; for sublimating a latent spirit; and for provoking a new destiny at the fatal end of these objects.” 
Chen Zhen was born in Shanghai, China in 1955. In his home city he attended the Fine Arts and Craft School and the Drama Institute, specializing in set design. After moving to Paris, he studied at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts and the Institut des Hautes Etudes en Arts Plastiques (where he later became a teacher) between 1986 and 1989. In the course of his career he received various international awards and scholarships, and showed his work in about a hundred solo and group exhibitions around the world, becoming a prominent figure on the international art scene. In 1990 he showed his first series of installations. From then on his artistic work dwelt entirely on three major periods of great importance for his own experience and his views on art: the Cultural Revolution, the reform of China and his engagement with the Western world. His work focuses on the relations between human beings, nature and objects; the incommunicability and lack of understanding between human beings; and finally on meditation and therapy. However, he was also interested in architecture and urbanization on a global scale. He died in Paris in 2000.
Of the many exhibitions featuring the work of Chen Zhen, the following are particularly worthy of mention: Field of Waste, The New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York, USA (1994, solo show); Fu Dao/Fu Dao, Upside-down Buddha – Arrival at Good Fortune, CCA – Center for Contemporary Art, Kitakyushu, Japan (1997, solo schow); Jue Chang/Fifty Strokes to Each, Tel Aviv Museum of Art, Helena Rubinstein Pavilion for Contemporary Art, Tel Aviv, Israel (1998, solo show); dAPERTutto/APERTO overALL/APERTO parTOUT/APERTO, 48th Venice Biennale, Venice (1999); Chen Zhen, In Praise of Black Magic, GAM – Galleria Civica d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea, Turin (2000, solo show); Six Roots, Museum of Contemporary Art, Zagreb, Croatia (2000, solo show); Chen Zhen, Serpentine Gallery, London, UK (2001, solo show); Chen Zhen. Metaphors of the Body, National Museum of Contemporary Art, Athens, Greece (2002, solo show); Chen Zhen: a Tribute, P.S.1, New York, USA (2003, solo show); Chen Zhen, Silence Sonore, Palais de Tokyo, Paris, France (2003, solo show); The Body as Landscape, Kunsthalle, Vienna, Austria (2007, solo show); Il corpo come paesaggio, MaRT, Rovereto (2008, solo show); Fare mondi, 53rd Venice Biennale, Venice (2009). 
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