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Purification Room 

 
Chen Zhen, Purification Room, found objects, clay, 850 x 1100 x 450 cm, 2000-2015, Private Collection, Paris, 
Courtesy GALLERIA CONTINUA, San Gimignano / Beijing / Les Moulins © Chen Zhen, ADAGP, Paris - SACK, 
Seoul, 2015, Photo Sebastiano Pellion di Persano 
 
In Chinese medicine and folk remedies, there have always been methods of healing involving such 
means as “mud bath”, “mud clothing”, “mud burial”, “mud application”, among others—using 
mud to cleanse and detoxify the world of things. For Chen Zhen, soil and earth represents a certain 
purity of being laid to rest (ru tu wei jing). The artist employs the element of earth in the belief 
that it can purify the world, immobilize the fleeting, and confer hope in the future. Things return to 
nature within a tranquil, solemn site—there where time appears to have become still.  

 
From 1991 to 2000, Chen Zhen created a series of works connected with earth. Purification Room 
is the culminating (final) work of the series with this theme. By accumulating earth and soil 
through natural means, the artist lets it gradually coat the objects. In the environment forged by 
Chen Zhen, all objects are covered over by earth; the weathered and petrified scene is stupefying. 
With the particularities of its architectural space in mind, the Rockbund Art Museum Shanghai has 
this time recreated this work. Entering the exhibition hall on the second floor of the museum, 
Purification Room is presented in front of our eyes in a vista replete with solemnity and ritual. 
Two thirds of the surface in the hall is covered by earth, making one feel as though one is situated 
in an ancient archaeological site. Yet only as we enter and observe more closely do we discover 
that hidden under the soil are not “artifacts” but rather the ordinary objects we commonly see in 
our lives—objects which are undergoing a ritual of “purification” by the earth. Chen Zhen created 
a site of social archaeology, pushing time into the future to engage in “archaeological” research 
into today’s world of objects. 
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Le Bureau de Change 

 

 
Chen Zhen, Le Bureau de Change (Detail), wood, metal, water, coins, glass, light, 290 x 367 x 423 cm, 1996-2004,  
Private Collection, Paris, Courtesy GALLERIA CONTINUA, San Gimignano / Beijing / Les Moulins,  
Photo Ela Bialkowska 

 
The main component of the piece Le Bureau de Change is constructed from an old-style public 
toilet. In (pre-)1980s Shanghai, the public toilet was still common in people’s daily living space. 
One wall separates the men and the women; the distinctive form of separation can only ensure that 
vision is blocked, while all kinds of conversations and noise are mixed in. The particular feature of 
these public toilets is that they are “separated at the top and open at the bottom”, “you can sense 
someone but not see them”, “one flush and it is flushed for everyone”. 
 
The work transforms these particularities into a currency exchange office: thus in the transaction, 
what is bright and clear is not visible while what is “down there”. The social connotation of 
money is fully contrasted and jumbled with the scents of the toilet. The artist joked, “When it gets 
embarrassing, everything is flushed for everyone.” 
 

 2 



Zen Garden 

 

 
Chen Zhen, Zen Garden, alabaster, iron, plastic plants, wood, sand, small stones, light, 175 x 340 x 300 cm, 2000, 
Courtesy GALLERIA CONTINUA, San Gimignano / Beijing / Les Moulins, Photo Ela Bialkowska 

 
Zen Garden is a model of an art project that mainly reflects on the contrasts and fusion of the 
different perspectives in Chinese and Western medicine. With regards to the human body, the 
methods of treatment, as well as human physiological and spiritual state, the medical cultures in 
the East and West have their own different interpretations and practices. The model presents an 
octagonal, mutually open space. At its center, various alabaster lamps in the shape of internal 
organs are grouped together in pleasing asymmetry and mutual intersection—thus forming a 
“landscape” of the insides of the human body while at the same time appearing like clouds 
floating in the sky. Through an “infinite” circulating pathway, we can see different “landscapes” 
in the process of moving.    

 
Through the internal landscapes presented in Zen Garden, Chen Zhen constructs a space for 
dialogue between the spiritual and the flesh by superposing the “continuity” of Qi in Chinese 
medicine and the “particularist method of treatment” in Western medicine. 
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Crystal Landscape of Inner Body 

 

 
Chen Zhen, Crystal Landscape of Inner Body, crystal, iron, glass, 95 x 70 x 190 cm, 2000, Private Collection, 
Paris, Courtesy GALLERIA CONTINUA, San Gimignano / Beijing / Les Moulins, Photo Ela Bialkowska 

 
The “landscape of inner body” refers to the “particular geography of the body”. For Chinese 
people, it is the path of the meridian and of energy; for Westerners, it is the nerves and the pulse. 
They are an organic whole. Simply put, Chinese people did not do surgery. 
 
Crystal Landscape of Inner Body uses glass to create the eleven major internal organs of the 
human body (heart, lung, spleen, liver, kidney, gallbladder, stomach, small intestines, large 
intestines, bladder, the three visceral cavities, and spinal column) which are displayed on a 
specially made medical examination table—producing a transparent, crystalline “crystal landscape 
of the inner body”. The work has twelve versions representing the twelve zodiac signs, with 
everyone able to find his/her “own” inner landscape through the work. On this occasion, the 
museum displays one of the works, of the zodiac sign “Rooster”. On the one hand, the work 
refracts the external environment where we are situated into the interior, revealing the mutual 
effects between society and the body, and between internal and external causes. Additionally, it 
also expresses the values of life and its fragility. In his journal, Chen Zhen wrote, “Once ill, it’s 
already late. The best is not to get sick. That is my prescription.” 
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Untitled 

 

 

Chen Zhen, Untitled, wood, cardboard, canvas, metal, Approx. 500 x 140 cm, 1997-2015, Private Collection, Paris, 
Courtesy GALLERIA CONTINUA, San Gimignano / Beijing / Les Moulins, © Chen Zhen, ADAGP, Paris - 
SACK, Seoul, 2015 
 
The installation Untitled comes from a project originated in a sketch the artist drew in 1997 and 
published in the catalogue Chen Zhen. 1991-2000 Unrealized (Ed. Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna, 
2007). In 2000, Chen Zhen passed away from illness. Rockbund Art Museum in collaboration 
with the artist’s estate finally completes the work on this occasion and presents it in the exhibition. 
 
“Two steamships with propellers, one carrying products from China and the other filled with 
goods from the Western world. When the bows of the boats meet, the two propellers continually 
turn in the exhibition hall, creating a two-way momentum psychologically.” He attempted to use 
the two wooden boats seemingly colliding and seemingly connected to create a metaphor for the 
contradictory and mutable relationship between China and the West—on the one hand, 
economically on the ups-and-downs of dominance and the incessant competition and discussions 
between states, and on the other hand, behind the phenomenon of the “eternal misunderstanding”, 
the hopes by people attempting and wishing to understand others and the cultures of other nations. 
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Daily Incantations 
 

 
Chen Zhen, Daily Incantations, wood, metal, Chinese chamber pots, electric wires, parts of electronic objects, 
sound system, 230 x 700 x 350 cm, 1996, Courtesy de Sarthe Gallery, Hong Kong, Image: Courtesy GALLERIA 
CONTINUA, San Gimignano / Beijing / Les Moulins, Photo Tom Powell 
 
101 old Shanghai chamber pots form a huge musical installation. Some of the chamber pots have 
been refitted as “speakers” which broadcast the sound of the chamber pots being washed. Its 
central element is a “world of garbage” that brings together the objects of exchange in modern 
communications. The sound of washing the chamber pots and the “mixed human sounds” 
recorded by television and radios are mutually substituted.  
 
One interesting point about Shanghai’s old-style chamber pots, for Chen Zhen, is that they are not 
works of art but ordinary objects from daily life. There are two ideas Chinese people have towards 
chamber pots: one, the vast majority of people consider them to be ugly; two, the superstitious call 
them the stool of “the sons and grandsons”, entrusting their hopes in carrying on the ancestral line. 
Somehow, one ugly thing could harbor good wishes. This inward double meaning is extremely 
close to the reaction in inner values hoped for by Chen Zhen in his artworks. Additionally, with 
the urban policy of Westernization, the chamber pot is an ordinary item of daily life fast dying out, 
a sacrificial object in cultural conflict. Hence, it has an intimate relationship with various concepts 
such as the “West”, “modernization”, and “the new replacing the old”. The work is also a 
religious-choir-like irony to the inner malpractices and potential crises in contemporary material 
and information society. 
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Precipitous Parturition 

 

 
Chen Zhen, Precipitous Parturition, metal, inner tubes of bicycles, toy cars, fragments of bicycles, black acrylic 
paint, Approx. 2000 x Ø 150 cm, variable dimensions, 1999, Pinault Collection, Image: Courtesy GALLERIA 
CONTINUA, San Gimignano / Beijing / Les Moulins, Photo Daniel Moulinet 
 

A “huge dragon” over 20 meters long and made up of the black inner tubes from bicycles—all 
filled with all air—hangs between the fifth and sixth floors of Rockbund Art Museum. The huge 
“dragon belly” is in the process of “reproducing” countless black toy cars. This spasm of 
“reproduction” imparts a sense of invasion and disaster. 
 
The conceptualization of Precipitous Parturition dates back to one of Chen Zhen’s journeys back 
to China in the 1990s. He saw a slogan, “By the year 2000, 100 million Chinese will have their 
own cars. Welcome to China to take part in the competition of the auto industry!” The “premature 
labor” from the bicycle to the automobile was the metaphor of a future calamity in the artist’s 
eyes. 
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“24 Framed Drawings” 
 

 
Chen Zhen, “24 Framed Drawings” (Detail), paper, pen, correction fluid, pencil, India ink, wooden frames, 
plexiglas, 24 frames, 35 x 43.5 x 1.3 cm each, 1990-2000, Private Collection, Paris 
 
For this exhibition, the museum will exhibit 24 drawings chosen by the artist’s wife, Mme. Xu 
Min, from among Chen Zhen’s numerous drawings. The vast majority of the drawings have 
already been realized and have become representative works of the artist; the drawings for Eastern 
Wall and Tractation are unrealized projects. 
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My Diary in a Shaker Village 

 

 

Chen Zhen, My Diary in a Shaker Village (Detail), wood, glass, India ink, pencils, pastels, pen, paper, cardboard, 
photographs, 27 frames, 56 x 61 cm each, 1996-1997, Courtesy GALLERIA CONTINUA, San Gimignano / 
Beijing / Les Moulins, Photo Chen Zhen 

 
The Shakers are a particular Protestant Christian denomination. Believers practice communal 
living, and believe in equality and shared property, segregation of the sexes, confession of sin, and 
pacifism. The project “My Diary in a Shaker Village” is a distinctive experience for Chen Zhen. 
For a Chinese person, it is still a rare chance to experience the distinctive living environment of 
the Shakers, to understand their spiritual world, and to re-experience the bitter life of villages. At 
the same time, this also harks back to Chen Zhen’s experience of “rustication” during the Cultural 
Revolution, and reminds him of the three months he had spent in Tibet before leaving China. 
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Social Investigation—Shanghai No.1 
 

 
Chen Zhen , Social Investigation—Shanghai No.1, forty-seven framed photos and documents, wood, plexiglas , 
154 x 333 cm (17 elements: 20.5 x 31.5 cm; 30 elements: 30.7 x 43 cm ), 1997, Private Collection, Paris, Courtesy 
GALLERIA CONTINUA, San Gimignano / Beijing / Les Moulins, Photo André Morin 

 

This project focuses on the rapid transformations of a city—like for instance Shanghai’s 
urbanization, a classic case of a new self-colonization. 
 
The work attempts to enter into the various details of everyday life from the skyline of the city in 
order to explore different paths and possibilities in building Asian cities and new models. At first, 
it was seen as a “continuing research project”; following on the incessant changes in Shanghai, it 
spanned the entirety of the artist’s life.  
 
From colonial-era Shanghai to the modern metropolis that is “Great Shanghai” (Da Shanghai) or 
else “Little New York”, Chen Zhen presents us with the history of the development of architecture 
in Shanghai through a series of historic architectural images: past—today—future. 
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 Social Investigation—Shanghai No.2 
 

 
Chen Zhen, Social Investigation—Shanghai No.2 (Detail), 8 photos, 222 x 123 cm each, 1998, Private Collection, 
Paris, © Chen Zhen, ADAGP, Paris - SACK, Seoul, 2015 
 
“This is one part of the results of my investigation: notes, all kinds of photographs. Now I find 
that I can use different forms of media to record this social investigation—drawing, video, 
interviews, and so forth… To do a successful social investigation in Shanghai, a cross-disciplinary 
approach is necessary.” 

——Chen Zhen 
 
The series “Social Investigation—Shanghai No.2” employs photographic techniques, taking 
Shanghai as the point of reference, the changes in the city after the “Reform and Opening Up” 
policy in China were recorded. The external manifestations of culture, architecture, and ideology, 
including advertising and posters, all became the focus of Chen Zhen’s photography. 
 
With a touch of nostalgia, Chen Zhen is reminiscing on a city where he had lived for almost 30 
years, and shot a series of photographs entitled “Disappearing Shanghai mornings”—scenes from 
the vegetable markets. The photographs “Three Generations of Architecture” on the other hand 
overlaid one-story houses, multi-story buildings, and skyscrapers to demonstrate current 
conditions in the development of the Chinese economy. Chen Zhen called this project “Social 
Investigations—Shanghai”, and considered it to be a long-term, continuing project. 
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