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Straddling the Emotional/Digital Divide

Curator: Tony Chang
Yuanfen 缘分(Destiny) is an ancient Taoist concept. If the trajectories of time, space and human life are seen as a continuously changing system, then Yuanfen is the moment when they mysteriously converge in a confluence of fate and serendipity, releasing unexpected possibilities. As the opening exhibition of the Yuanfen New Media Art Space, Mind + Soul | Sensibility x Sensation presents a music installation and new sound paintings of American artist Joe Diebes and the interactive video artworks of Hong Kong artist HUNG Keung. Joe Diebes’ abstract music installation reflects the tensions created when one tries to subvert the very traditions of Western linear and rational philosophy that one has come from. HUNG Keung’s work, on the other hand, reflects the tension when traditional Chinese concepts confront the unique pop culture of Hong Kong. Bringing the two artists together embodies the curator’s interest in comparative research of the aesthetics/sensibilities of creative digital art experimentations from different cultural backgrounds and provides fresh specimens for the Chinese new media arts field. The artists’ emotionally stirring and intellectually brilliant works also present the different perceptions of Yuanfen in the East and the West.

The Art and Work of Joe Diebes

Joe Diebes graduated from Yale University. With a background in philosophy and literature, Joe then studied at the Julliard School of Music – the bastion of traditional Western classic music training – while simultaneously working with La Monte Young, an iconoclast of traditional western music theory and one of America’s major minimalist composers. Joe Diebes, standing in between and fusing the classical and its antithesis, is a unique voice in the American digital arts field. His spectacular unmanned music installation, String Quartet No. 2, pushes the boundaries of music, sound, performance and vision and challenges us to reconsider the broad possibilities of the human sensibilities, incubating an extraordinary and strong emotional power.
Since 1996, Joe Diebes has developed his art through music, sound installation and experimental theatre and has often merged these forms into a single expression. Whether in pure art spaces such as galleries and museums, or in public spaces such as theatres or public squares, Joe Diebes’ artworks often create a contemplative and open system through which the audience can freely explore the rich, untapped powers of their senses. Joe’s artistic experiments fall under the following categories:
1. The combined effects and spatial perceptions created by multiple sound sources spread across space.

2. The subversion of linear time in music.

3. The effects of technology on reality and the human senses.
Joe Diebes’ artworks appear to be built upon a foundation of rational analysis, while at the same time his sound and music transcend the traditional realm of melody and harmony. They utilize computer programming and special equipment to bring out the artist’s irrational and erratic impulses through a music and sound-driven artistic method that is unique to American contemporary art.
String Quartet No. 2 by Joe Diebes
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On entering String Quartet No. 2 the audience encounters an invisible ensemble. In the four corners of a dark room are hidden speakers playing back musical gestures from each of four string instrument players. The audience is invited to listen to the piece from a variety of different spatial/sonic perspectives and to stay as long as they wish, as the installation continues to generate itself without repeating. The original music notation of the composition is displayed on the music stands in front of each speaker.

Joe writes, “I individually recorded each member of the St. Helens String Quartet as they played through a range of related textural and melodic fragments. Each gesture then became an isolated sound file on my computer which I could access at any moment, allowing me to respond to the expressive nuances of the performance itself – the real sounds – rather than the hypothetical blueprint of the traditional composer’s score. I then composed a computer program that generates the music installation in real time. An inter-related set of logical algorithms decides when any given gesture will be played and what manipulations will be applied to it. Without meter or temporal alignment, the musical fragments are allowed to combine and recombine – with a large degree of rhythmic independence – into composite melodies and textures which ebb and flow through degrees of consonance and dissonance.  What gives the work a life of its own, and what allows it to generate infinite variations, is a substantial random component. I am always alternating between composer and listener.  Since I don’t know exactly what’s coming next I am always hearing the piece for the first time, and so the adjustments I make to the various parameters are perhaps more commensurate with the experience of the listener than would be the case if I were writing a linear piece of music.” 
Chinese audiences may find String Quartet No. 2 hauntingly familiar, as China long ago made similar acoustic and spatial experimentations within places like the Temple of Heaven’s Echo Wall. Joe’s composition creates an intriguing dialogue of human energy and sensation that are always present and dominant.
The Creative Trajectory and Artworks of HUNG Keung
Artist HUNG Keung graduated from the School of Art and Design, Hong Kong Polytechnic University, began working in film and video while at the Central Saint Martin’s College of Art and Design in London and continued to expand his artistic and spiritual horizons while at the ZKM Center for Art and Design in Karlsruhe, Germany. In a decade of work in digital art, HUNG Keung has made the transition from two-dimensional film to interactive multidimensional space. Heavily influenced by Hong Kong pop culture and design, he uses a farcical and nonsensical cultural palette to reflect the richness that lies within social change and individual private perceptions.
Bloated City | Skinny Language by HUNG Keung
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 In the imhk lab, the media research organization he founded, HUNG Keung brought digital motion capture technology together with live video recordings to create this artwork. The audience walks into a multidimensional virtual space and becomes the organic component of the artwork, experiencing sensory input that does not exist in daily life. In the projection on the white, arched ceiling of the Yuanfen Space, components of Chinese characters in both traditional (Hong Kong) and simplified (Mainland) forms, fly like a flock of birds around live dual projections of audience members who become actors in the piece. The dual projections of the individual actors are identical, but the Chinese character fragments react in different ways. When the actor is in motion, the character fragments on one side chase the projected image of the actor, while the projection on the other side is empty of characters; when the actor is still, the character fragments chase around the screen according to deductions made by the program. The interactive aspect provides for limitless possibilities.
HUNG Keung believes that “new media is a multimedia, multidisciplinary tool of expression which provides the audience with more room for thought, clearer values and individual orientation.” With the body as carrier and sensory perception as entry point, HUNG Keung uses his lively imagination to draw the audience into a lyrical, three-dimensional realm of Chinese calligraphy where subtle humor and mutual surprise come together in a crafty combination. The boundaries become blurred between change and perpetualness, movement and stillness, chasing and avoidance, real and unreal. Language and reality, self and non-self, substance and emptiness are tangled in an instant, so that a contradictory duality is joined as one. It presents a paradoxical game over which the audience has no control, drawing thoughts and senses into a contradictory and perplexing virtual space - an unknown sensory realm.
The audience members can freely apply their imaginations, creating their own unique imagery or video through creative uses of posture. To HUNG Keung, traditional painting is a tool that few can master, but technological progress is bringing the masses closer to art, and new media has created new possibilities for art to spread to society on a broader level.
The Significance of Exhibiting in Beijing and Cultural Differences in Eastern and Western New Media Creations

Artists Joe Diebes and HUNG Keung have brought top-notch international digital art to the 798 Art District. For their first exhibition in Beijing, they hope to bring fresh stimulation and inspiration to this forward-looking city while at the same time, they will reflect on what Beijing inspires in them by making new creations on site.

Beijing, this city where the past and present are interwoven, this city so full of dreams and desire, has piqued the interests of the artists: the people here are ceaseless in their pursuit of advantage and personal achievement and are dizzy with pleasure; they are driven by material gain, pragmatic and hard working, opportunistic, ambitious and careful; a passively accepting and self-sufficient cultural confidence accompanies an internally unsatisfied modern common ideal, and uneasy and serene historical senses are inextricably intertwined. Here, Chinese contemporary art is being commercialized and is progressively being eroded by popular fashion and mediocre middle class tastes; having lost its edginess and critical nature after the 85 New Wave, the spirit of Chinese contemporary art is once again building strength. For these reasons, Joe Diebes has collected voices and sounds from public spaces around Beijing for some new pieces, abstractly releasing the familiar and strange impressions of coming to this international metropolis for the first time. And in HUNG Keung’s work, the audience might be able to experience the feeling of dreams and desires chasing and struggling in reality. This sense of paradox is also embodied in the hesitation and perplexity in the tug-of-war taking place in Beijing’s cultural development between new and old, change and preservation.
Joe Diebes’ and HUNG Keung’s works spring from the different philosophical and aesthetic concepts of the East and West: the American artist focuses on abstract and unknown sensory realms and abstract perceptions such as rhythm, time and space; the Eastern aesthetic ideal is figurative and spiritual. Chinese traditional wisdom has a penchant for “supernatural abilities,” such as the aspiration to possess special powers in the classic novel Journey to the East where Sun Wukong (the Monkey King) can fly for thousands of miles and change form constantly, while the Guanyin Bodhisattva can swallow lotus flowers. In contrast to the abstractness of Joe’s work, HUNG Keung gives the audience a sense of illusion. The spirit of the work has a bit of the Lao Tzu/Chuang Tzu Taoist concept of the “extremely profound and abstruse as a doorway to all things,” an illusory lyricism that carries on the elegant poeticism of the Eastern aesthetic.
Their pure and exquisite artworks shine with reason and technology yet still deeply touch our souls. Chinese artists can view new media as a medium of the spirit with unlimited potential; they have transcended the gulf between digital and emotional and the emotions coax us onto a journey into the unknown realms of the senses, stimulating the mysterious harmony and consonance that “destiny” encompasses.
Comparisons with Chinese New Media Artists

Joe Diebes and HUNG Keung are in their thirties, and Chinese artists of the same age, such as Cao Fei, Zheng Guogu, Wu Junyong and Ou Ning are now taking part in the extraordinary changes in Chinese contemporary art as new media artists. The latter are using independent film and computer animation methods to create a manuscript of Chinese portraiture reflecting the many social issues that China faces in its current stage. Cao Fei takes the social state of the Pearl River Delta as her inspiration; Zheng Guogu reflects the unique spiritual traits of the small city of Yangjiang; and Wu Junyong, a graduate of the China Academy of Fine Arts, has woven a tapestry of a society that is vulgar, shallow and full of revelry using computer animated little people in pointy hats. The absurd and extravagant scene reflects the many apparitions of Chinese society. Other artists such as Cui Xiuwen mostly use film and photography to engage in critical thinking about Chinese society.

Deep down, it appears that Chinese contemporary artists are still wary of foreign technology and the dearth of technological education has left Chinese new media artists in something of a technological bottleneck. For instance, Wu Junyong was entranced with the internet and interactive technology in 2003 and 2004, and expended a lot of time and energy on learning programming. But issues of knowledge structure, technology and equipment led him to give up his interactive artwork experiments in 2005. For this reason, the technological language of Chinese new media art has remained on the level of video editing and photographic composition. Yuanfen New Media Art Space is committed in building a cultural exchange platform for international new media art and technology, hoping to unleash the imagination of Chinese new media artists from any notions that technology is restrictive. 
If current Chinese new media art tends towards social critique, self expression, self-contained and video processing, then Western digital artworks as represented by that of Joe Diebes is marked by its experimental, abstract and open nature and by the depth of the interactive experience, which gives the audience more freedom and power to participate.
The differences in social and human environment between developed and developing countries account for the phase split between the digital art of East and West. But “there’s nothing new under the sun,” and humanity and emotion are the most essential sentiments of art from both regions. Through Mind + Soul | Sensibility x Sensation we can see that new media art is “humanist”; the works of Joe Diebes and HUNG Keung bring the coldness of technology and the passion of perception together and set them alight. They provide a body of reference for Chinese artists from the perspective of art history, thoughts on globalization, self recognition and Chinese contemporary art’s exploration of the richness of the human spirit.
PAGE  
3

