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KEN LUM

Born in 1956, Manhasset, NY
Lives and works in Philadelphia, PA

Ken Lum is an artist best known for his post-conceptual art employing various media—primarily
photography, sculpture, film and site-specific installations. Lum’s art is concerned with how meanings are
assigned to images, texts, and objects throughout everyday life. Lum’s playfully politically-oriented practice
takes an acerbic but humorous tone as an entry to a myriad of issues including identity, immigration,
language, and spatial politics.

Lum has an extensive art exhibition record that includes Documenta 11, the Venice Biennale, Sao Paolo
Biennial, Shanghai Biennale, Carnegie Triennial, Sydney Biennale, Liverpool Biennial, Gwangju Biennale
and the Whitney Biennial. Solo exhibitions include Scotiabank Photography Award: Ken Lum at The Image
Centre in Toronto, CA; The Yellow Man and Ken Lum at Magenta Plains, New York, NY; Death and
Furniture at the Remai Modern, Saskatoon, CA and the Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto, CA, among many
others.

In 2023, Lum was the recipient of the 13th annual Scotiabank Photography Award and the subject of a
published book distributed worldwide by Steidl.

Lum’s work is included in permanent collections of Tate, London, UK; Moderna Museet, Stockholm, SE;
RISD Museum, Rhode Island, RI; Museum moderner Kunst stiftung ludwig, Vienna, AT; Helga de Alvear
Collection, Madrid, ES; Musée d’art Moderne et Contemporain, Geneva, CH; Lilac Milne, Vancouver, CA,;
FRAC Nord Pas de Calais, Dunkirk, FR; Centro Galego de Arte Contemporanea, Santiago de
Compostela, ES; FRAC Haute Normandie, Rouen, FR; BMO Collection, Toronto, CA; Arco Foundation
Collection, Madrid, ES; M+ Museum of Visual Culture, Hong Kong, HK; National Gallery of Canada,
Ottawa, CA; Fundacién AMMA Amparo y Manuel, Mexico City, MX; Winnipeg Art Gallery, Winnipeg, CA;
Joanneumsviertel Neue Galerie, Graz, AT, Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver, CA; Stadtische Galerie im
Lenbachhaus und Kunstbau, Munich, DE; Kunstmuseum Luzern, Lucerne, CH; Walter A Bechtler
Foundation, Zurich, CH; Museum Boijmans van-Beuningen, Rotterdam, NL; Witte de With Center for
Contemporary Art, Rotterdam, NL; Museum Volkenkunde, Leiden, NL; Musée d’Art Contemporain,
Montreal, CA; Centro de Arte Contemporaneo De Huarte, Navarro, ES; Laumeier Sculpture Park, St Louis,
US; Long March Space, Beijing, CN; FRAC lle de France, le Plateau, Paris, FR; Tang Contemporary Art,
Beijing, CN; RBC Collection, Toronto, CA.

Lum was a keynote speaker for the 15th Biennale of Sydney in 2006 and the World Museums Conference
held at the Shanghai Museum in Shanghai in 2010. He is Co-Founder and Chief Curatorial Advisor for
Monument Lab. A longtime professor, he currently is the Chair of Fine Arts at the University of
Pennsylvania’s Weitzman School of Design in Philadelphia. Lum has published extensively, including a
book of his collected writings issued by Concordia University Press (2020) titled Everything is Relevant:
Writings on Art and Life, 1991-2018.
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ALEX DA CORTE

By Alex Da Corte &

Photo: Izzi Galindo

Alex Da Corte is an artist based in Philadelphia. He was the recipient of the
2021 Roof Garden Commission at New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art
and has been the subject of several monographic exhibitions at numerous
institutions, including the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in Humlebek,
Denmark, and the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art in Kanazawa,
Japan. “The Whale,” a survey of the artist’s paintings at the Modern Art
Museum of Fort Worth is currently on view through September 7. Next year
he will cocurate, with Meg Onli, a Roy Lichtenstein retrospective at New
York’s Whitney Museum of American Art.
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“KEN LUM: KLUMP!” (ULISES,
PHILADELPHIA, 2024)
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View of “Ken Lum: Klump!” 2024, Ulises, Philadelphia. Photo: Constance Mensh.

Lum is one of one—a supernatural creature, like a gremlin, who can multiply
himself after midnight. Always revisiting and remaking the world through
his own singular lens, Lum collaborated with Ulises, a radical and righteous
bookstore/gallery, to look again at his 1989 photo-work Melly Shum Hates
Her Job—a picture of the namesake woman, smiling and trapped in an
overcrowded cubicle. It was first seen on the facade of Rotterdam’s Witte de
With in 1990 as a temporary billboard, but public affection for the piece
became so intense and enduring that it was made into a permanent fixture.
The space even renamed itself the Kunstinstituut Melly in 2021. For his
contribution to Ulises’s yearlong “Commodities” edition series, Lum put the
beloved Melly—who resembles a character from an episode of The Office or a
Cathy comic—on a coffee mug. He forces Melly to reenter the workplace and
the drudgery of capitalist pursuit, forever hating her nine-to-five. She’s out
there somewhere now, sipping from the mug bearing a picture of her own
mug, spilling all the tea.

magentaplains.com 149 Canal Street, New York, NY 10002 +1917 388 2464



MAGENTA PLAINS

Observer

February 24, 2025

OBSERVER

Skepticism and Asian Voices in
Art: An Interview With Ken Lum

Observer connected with the Canadian-American artist to discuss his interest in
defying institutional frameworks, the whitewashing of Asian American history and
his approach to making public art.

By Xinyi Ye - 02/24/25 12:44pm
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Artist Ken Lum. Courtesy of Ken Lum
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“I don't like being a prisoner to the art market,” artist Ken Lum tells Observer. One of the
most celebrated contemporary artists hailing from Canada, Lum has enjoyed a
multifaceted career—he’s an artist who works in paint and sculpture, a writer, a curator, a
professor at the University of Pennsylvania and one of the founding editors of the Yishu
Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art. His works, which have been exhibited around the
world in museums and biennials, often critique the socio-political structures of class and
racial identities in contemporary societies.

Lum takes a unique stance as a teacher and mentor for young artists. He does not see
teaching as an extension of his artistic practice. Instead, he simply enjoys being in the
classroom because it allows him to reacquaint himself with the purpose of art, forcing
him to reread and rethink things in an environment where the dialogue of art and culture
can be fraught.

He has, he says, a longstanding skepticism about the art world. “l entered art thinking it
was a much more lofty idealistic pursuit, but there are many aspects of the art world that
| am not comfortable with. | don’t like being a prisoner of the art market. We always look
at art as for the common good when the reality of the art world is in many ways parallel tc
many other worlds. It’s also a social field where you have to learn how you negotiate
yourself.”

Lum’s writings, which cover a striking range of topics from Pazyryk carpet styles to Asian
American histories, express deeper concerns. In Art and Ethnology: A Relationship in
Ironies (2005), Lum wrote that the “game of art today is rather like the case of Don
Quixote,” reflecting on the institutionalization of contemporary art and the museum as
both cultural infrastructure and a social space. In the 1970s, when he started making art,
the art world was opened up to different constituencies, such as conceptual art, that
challenged the status quo of art and institutions. Among them, the most eminent
criticism of art was in terms of the most prominent material form: paintings. In contrast,
Lum notes a return of paintings in the art market: “Nowadays more than 90 percent of
the contemporary artworks displayed in galleries are paintings,” he says, which shows a
returning taste of painting among collectors that diverged from the turn to
conceptualismin the '70s.

The pursuit of art beyond the institutional framework is prominent in Lum’s works, both
in galleries and in public. When asked about the key message he expresses to young
artists who are navigating their careers in the institutional landscape, he says, “We all
know that institutional frames define part of art. | try to transmit this self-awareness to
my students for them to be fully cognizant of art and its relationship to politics, the socio-
economic forces and cultural biases. There will be degrees of compromise in one’s ideals
of art through negotiations, but one should be aware of one’s subject position to the
world of a constellation of institutions surrounding you.”

magentaplains.com 149 Canal Street, New York, NY 10002 +1917 388 2464
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Lum believes a good artist needs to be proficient at negotiating with institutions, but at
the same time, art should be a destabilizing force in many areas, including the
institutional frame. According to German philosopher Theodor W. Adorno’s concept of
“the acculturation problem,” the critique of institutions eventually becomes
institutionalized. However, Lum believes that the avant-garde spirit of art cannot be
totally defined by institutions. “The power of art to disrupt politics through its
undefinable language is still present in international biennales, especially in the less
developed parts of the world, where important questions like identities and immigration
are still being discussed.”

Today, Lum teaches a course called The Chinese Body and Spatial Production in
Chinatown. Over the past decades, multiple plans were proposed to turn Philadelphia’s
Chinatown into a casino, a stadium and, most recently, a new arena for the Philadelphia
76ers. Though the plan was approved by votes in the Philadelphia City Council, the 76ers
abandoned the plan after multiple protests by the coalition of Chinatown residents and
beyond. Long before teaching this class and recent activism, Lum had written two
screenplays about Chinese American history. Set in 1868, the first script involves a
wagon train carrying two wagons of Chinese workers contracted to work in the Idaho
gold fields during the gold rush. The second script is set in 1885, three years after the
Chinese Exclusion Act at the height of anti-Chinese sentiment.

His interest in Chinatown ties into the fact that the history of Chinese immigration has
been imagined and represented by the West in ambiguous or even fraudulent ways over
time. Topics like contracted labor are hugely underrepresented at the theoretical,
practical or even pedagogical levels. Lum gives countless examples of the forgotten
history of Chinese immigrants: They were among the groups that were part of the
indentured labor that built much of the infrastructure of the world in the 19th Century,
known as ‘The Chinese experiment.” Not only did many Chinese die, but there were also
countless massacres, like the Los Angeles Chinese massacre of 1871. Lum’s other
examples include the American clipper ship Waverly, on which in 1855, 300 Chinese
workers being shipped to Lima, Peru, were locked in the hold for the whole trip, and all
died of asphyxiation. “l always wondered why this is not talked about,” Lum says.

Lum'’s passion for teaching the history of the Chinese in America is driven from how this
community has suffered from misrepresentation, stereotypes, and erasure of history for
centuries, and these fraudulent rhetorics and representations are still inflicting suffering
and pain for Chinese in America today. “On one hand, the Chinese are seen as
hardworking, skilled, smart and highly educated workers. On the other hand, all those
attributes are also seen as the wiliness of the enemy, as seen in depictions of Chinese
fictitious figures, such as Charlie Chan and Fu Manchu. These stereotypes of Chinese
immigrants are still present today, as China becomes demonized again.” These
misrepresentations of Chinese are still pertinent in the sense that the Chinese in
America are seen as the quiet and successful immigrants who are effectively squeezed
out of the political discourse and public structure. The course aims to challenge the
limited representation of Chinese community in contemporary American societies and
fill the void of history of the Chinese in education so that it’s no longer something that
“no one talks about.”

magentaplains.com 149 Canal Street, New York, NY 10002 +1917 388 2464
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Lum’s interest in speaking for the Chinese communities sees him tracing the history of
Chinatown in America. Late 19th-century Chinatown, in particular, was an intriguing
place, for better or for worse, because it was a safe free space forimmigrants, LGBTQ+
people and so forth, but it was also where ruthless pimps forced women as young as 12
into sex work. Historically, Americans marveled at the skills of Chinese workers creating
marvelous works at trading ports, but at the same time belittling their physiques and
mental ability. In contemporary America, Chinese people are still underrepresented, both
politically and in arts and culture, Lum asserts. There is still the trope of effeminate
Chinese masculinity. Misrepresentations continue to affect how people perceive the

community—something Lum’s works (and his teachings) aim to counter.

o Ty Wk Wi

Ken Lum, Melly Shum Hates Her Job,1990. Courtesy of Ken Lum

That said, Lum’s works reach far beyond the conceptualization of art institutions and
explorations of Asian identities. One of his most influential public art pieces is Melly
Shum Hates Her Job (1989), exhibited on the side facade of the Witte de With Center in
Rotterdam, the Netherlands, since 1990, when he held a solo exhibition for the
commencement of the museum. In half of the billboard-style work, a friendly, smiling
Asian woman sits at a desk in her office, while the large caption “Melly Shum hates her
job” occupies the other half. It leaves an open-ended question of whether Melly Shum
faces discrimination in the workplace due to her gender, race or some other unfortunate
reason. The strong message received unprecedented attention and became such a
cultural icon in Rotterdam that when the exhibition ended, the gallery directors received
numerous letters and calls asking why the piece was gone. The piece was then
reinstalled, and the center was renamed Kunstinstituut Melly.
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Viewers’ experiences are always a crucial but somewhat unpredictable part of public art-
making, and Lum mentions that he did not expect the Melly Shum poster to become so
popular in the city and around the world. Still, as he works, Lum keeps viewer reception in
mind. “l think every artist tries to have an ideal reception in mind, and | do, too,” and the
ideal reception is based on a calculus built upon how his work has been received in the
past and what he knows about his audience. “You don't just say, ‘Il hope the reception will
be excellent’—it’s based on much research and thought you put into the work.” With
Melly Shum Hates Her Job, he hoped people would like it, but its widespread popularity
came as a surprise, “and it had nothing to do with me,” he said humbly. “Actually, | was
lucky as a public artist. | was lucky that whatever confluences came into play at that
moment in time. | was lucky that it resonated with people. It said something about the
changing dynamics of people’s lack of freedom to explore who they are because they're
tied to their work. | was lucky | was able to tap into that.”

Ken Lum, The Curse is Come Upon Me (Furniture Sculpture),2023. Courtesy of Ken Lum

In Moveables (2023), a group exhibition at the Institute of Contemporary Art Philadelphia
(ICA), Lum exhibited pieces from his furniture sculpture series, including The Curse is
Come Upon Me. (2023). He has continued the series from 1978 to the present, exploring
the potential of seemingly mundane industrially produced furniture. Why has this work
held his attention for more than four decades? “The obvious answer would be that |
continue to do it because | feel that | haven't fully explored,” he says. “The language and
concerns that are communicated by the work are still relevant.” On the one hand, “they
look weird.” On the other, “they also are highly deflective in the sense that when people
look at the furniture work, they are looking at a double image of other spaces in which
the furniture could end up in or come from.” While one can appreciate the form, artistry
and techniques of, say, a stainless steel sculpture, furniture evokes the invisible bodies
using them in all spatial contexts.
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Furniture, be it in a Fifth Avenue luxury apartment or Walmart, is characterized by
economic class and different tastes that fluctuate with context. One might find a piece of
Walmart furniture in a Fifth Avenue apartment if it is collected as a piece of art. “When
something is displayed in a gallery, no one questions its status as art.” Lum pauses here
to share an anecdote: in one of his talks in San Francisco, an audience member asked him
why he picked a specific piece of striped furniture, which the questioner described as
gaudy. Lum’s answer was that it was something his mother, who worked in a sweatshop
as animmigrant in Canada, would have liked. Oddly, the audience was not convinced that
it was a genuine answer.

Ken Lum, Untitled Furniture Sculpture, Graz. Courtesy of Ken Lum
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Most recently, Lum has been working on a number of public art projects for his
hometown in Vancouver, Canada. Previously, in Vancouver’s East 6th Avenue, Lum turned
the East Van Cross—the symbol of the city’s traditionally less privileged and harder-
edged half—into a 57-foot sculpture, Monument to East Vancouver (2010), that lights up
after dark. One of the tropes of public art is to recall something of the past. However,
when connecting sculptures to Vancouver’s history of former agrarian farmland, Lum’s
project instead reinterprets public art rhetoric by creating a sculpture of an Asian picker
holding a huge container of berries, which serves as an homage to the exploited labor of
immigrants. Here, too, Lum shines a light on the history of immigration with artistic and
social criticism shared in his thoughtful and innovative voice.

Ken Lum, Monument for East Vancouver, 2010. Courtesy of Ken Lum
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City of Surrey

July 11, 2024

B SURREY

Cheung’s Food Mart

Cheung’s Food Market is one half of a two-part
artwork that highlights Surrey’s agrarian past.

Artists: Ken Lum

Location: 133 St & Old Yale Road

Category: Private collection

Developer: Century City Parkside Properties
Year Installed: 2024
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About Fruit Stand

Cheung’s Food Market is one half of a two-part artwork that highlights Surrey’s agrarian
past. Although the number of animal and produce farms has declined, the City's
agricultural history has remained evident. This artwork, on King George Boulevard, is a
scaled-down replica of Cheung’s Food Market which operated in Cloverdale from 1968 to
2008. The other half of the artwork is entitled Fruit Stand; a recreation of a common in
site in agricultural communities.

These artworks recall a time with a simpler and more direct relationship to food and
grocery shopping, in contrast to the big box stores we see today. The artwork highlights
the importance of community, past and present. Lum often includes the owner's name in
his works, showing the diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds of the Fraser Valley. The
sculptures are detailed and contrast old farming buildings with new, dense
developments, reflecting the ongoing changes in the economy and population.

About the Artist

Ken Lum is an acclaimed artist known for his diverse works in painting, sculpture, and
photography. Lum’s public art explores themes of identity and historical trauma, evident
in commissions worldwide. He has worked on numerous permanent public art
commission including for the cities of Bienna, Rotterdam, St. Louis, Leiden, Utrecht,
Toronto and Vancouver. He currently chairs the Fine Arts department at the University of
Pennsylvania’s School of Design in Philadelphia. He co-founded Yishu: Journal of
Contemporary Chinese Art and regularly publishes articles, catalogue essays and juried
papers.

Aside from art, Lum contributes to architectural and curatorial projects, including
designing public spaces like Huron Square inToronto Chinatown. Lum holds an honorary
doctorate from his undergraduate alma mater, Simon Fraser University. He has received

a Guggenheim Fellowship, a Hnatynshyn Foundation Visual Arts Award and is a Penn
Institute of Urban Research Fellow.
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Designlines Magazine

July 3, 2024

designlines

Artist Ken Lum
Captures the
Dizziness of Urban

Life
We think of cities as places where people come together. The
truth is more complicated -
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To get from the subway to the Ken Lum exhibition at The Image Centre, you must

pass through Yonge-Dundas Square, always a destabilizing experience. You're on a
hot, treeless expanse of concrete. People come at you from all directions. You can’t
quite tell where the square stops and the street begins. A guy with a megaphone is
preaching the End Times Gospel. There are so many digital ads competing for your
attention that you feel like you're walking inside the internet. Nothing coheres. You
lose yourself in space and time. A billboard tells you that Janet Jackson is touring
Together Again, an album from the *90s, with Nelly, a rapper from the early 2000s.

Right now, the square is at the centre of a controversy. The city has moved to rename
it Sankofa Square—sankofa being a Twi word from the Akan Tribe of Ghana, evoking
the importance of historical memory. The change is meant to replace Henry Dundas,
the powerful Enlightenment-era Scottish politician who prolonged the abolition of
the slave trade. Jennifer Dundas, a retired Crown prosecutor and distant relative of
Lord Dundas, is furious. She claims her family’s legacy is being distorted. I have no
idea if her case has merit, but after a few minutes in the Yonge-Dundas hellscape, 'm
convinced that her anger is misplaced. If the City had really wanted to insult the
Dundas Clan, they would have left the name of the square as is.

Thanh Thuy Gabi

Vu Petrikovic
Janner Februar

Halima Manfred

De Souza Klumpp
Marz April

Ken Lum, Thanh Thuy Vu, Jénner, Gabi Petrikovic, Februar, Hamila De Souza, Mérz, Manfred Klumpp, April,
from the series Schnitzel Company, 2004-2023. Courtesy of Magenta Plains Gallery, New York, Royale
Projects, Los Angeles.
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I'll say this for Younge-Dundas, though: it makes for a good pre-show to the Lum
exhibition, which is all about the strangeness of urban life. Lum, the winner of this
year’s Scotiabank Photography Award, is currently based in Philadelphia, although
he came up in Vancouver as a leading member of the city’s vaunted photo-

conceptualist cohort—artists who work with cameras but traffic mainly in ideas and
provocations. I've always thought of Lum as an anthropologist with a taste for the
absurd. But the former surely implies the latter. To depict humans in the world today
is to be a surrealist, almost by definition.

For the series Schnitzel Company (2004 / 2023), a darkly funny work that opens the
exhibition, Lum invented a German fast food chain. He then hired actors to pose for
twelve portraits, each depicting a Schnitzel Company employee of the month. The
images—in which the characters appear in bright yellow work jerseys and tacky
Schnitzel Company hats—send up the indignities of late capitalism, which demands
not only that people accept lousy work for lousy pay but also that they show gratitude
for the arrangement. The guy in the top right corner caught my attention—a dorky
dude, improbably named Manfred Klumpp, with a smile that evokes Joaquin Phoenix
in Joker. It’s the look of a man who's about to break. Klumpp was employee-of-the-
month in April. One wonders what he did in May and June.

Ken Lum, Skateboarder (detail), from the series World Portrait, 1991, acrylic on canvas with silk
screen prints. Collection of Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery, Vancouver, B.C.
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The second room houses the World Portrait series (1991), six white canvasses on
which Lum has silkscreened photographs of various urban “types”—women with
shopping bags, parents with kids. A city, Lum suggests, is a wildly different entity to
its different inhabitants. It is an obstacle course to skateboarders who ollie down its
stairways, a smellscape to dogs who sniff the concrete, a realm of possibility to folks
who wait on street corners for friends or dates, and a zone of privation to unhoused
people who dumpster dive for food. Downtown, we're physically close. But the

experiential gap that separates us is more like a chasm.
v - t

Morning sun

will never be

at its peak again,
the day

grows

suddenly dark

in the West.

Ken Lum, Lau Hoi Ting Recalls a Poem of Her Youth, from the series Image/Repeated Text, 1994/2023,
powder coated aluminum with vinyl. Courtesy of Magenta Plains Gallery, New York/Royale Projects, Los
Angeles.

One feels this sense of dislocation most acutely in the third and final room, which
houses six panels from the Portrait / Repeated Text series (1994 / 2023)—large-format
diptychs with photographs on the left side and chunky wall text on the right. The
pieces don't fit together. You see an image of a standing woman and a man in a
wheelchair looking out over a concrete fence (“Please forgive me. [ sometimes get
frustrated”). Or another of a deshelled, balding man sitting calmly by a roadway (“I'm
not stupid. I'm not fucking stupid. You're stupid.”)

Do words mean anything? Do images? The room—and really, the entire exhibition—
feels like a quieter version of Yonge-Dundas. It’s lively, disorienting, and vaguely
sinister. Is there a deity who presides over this urban milieu? Maybe it's Manfred
Klumpp, looking down at us with a smile that isn't a smile at all.
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Toronto Metropolitan University

May 16, 2024

Toronto

Metropolitan
University

Check out this season’s exhibitions

at The Image Centre
TMU’s photography gallery opened new shows on May 15

By: Jess Leach
May 16, 2024

| know. | know.

| know the answer.
Ask me. Ask me.

| know the answer.

Please ask me.
| know the answer.
Please ask me.
| know the answer.

Ken Lum, | Know the Answer, from the series Image/Repeated Text, 1994/2023,
powder coated aluminum with vinyl. Courtesy of Magenta Plains Gallery, New
York/Royale Projects, Los Angeles

The seasons are changing and so are the exhibitions at TMU’s acclaimed gallery, The Image
Centre (IMC). On May 15, the IMC re-opened with five new exhibitions.

The main gallery hosts the work of renowned Canadian artist Ken Lum, curated by IMC
exhibitions curator, Gaélle Morel. Celebrating Lum's illustrious career, the show includes a
signature series alongside new works, offering visitors insight into the artist's creative
evolution.
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“Ken Lum’s conceptual work offers a unique blend of humour and critical inquiry,” said More
“Through his large-format photographic tableaux, which often combine image and text, he
invites audiences to confront pressing political and social concerns. Lum is also interested in
creating immersive experiences in his exhibitions, and this show will be no exception.”

Lum's conceptualist approach is informed by cultural studies, semiology, and political
philosophy. Through his impactful practice, Lum interrogates the relationship between
language and representation in public spaces, challenging prevailing social hierarchies and
dominant narratives surrounding identity, class, and gender. The exhibition promises to
provoke thoughtful reflection about, and critical engagement with, contemporary societal
dynamics.

The exhibition highlights over 25 pieces from across Lum’s distinguished career and
selections from the acclaimed series, Image/Repeated Text, featuring photographic portraits
juxtaposed with concise, slogan-like written texts (pictured above), produced between 1994
and 2023. Works from the World Portrait Series and Portraits from the Schnitzel Company
Series will also be on display.

Lum, born in Canada and currently serving as chair of Fine Arts at the University of
Pennsylvania's School of Design, has garnered international recognition for his diverse artistic
practice. His work has been shown at venues and events worldwide, including Documenta 11,
the Venice Biennale, and the Whitney Biennial.

Lum’s work will be exhibited from May 15 to August 3, 2024.
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Galleries West

May 13, 2024
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Two Show Picks for May 2

We head to Regina and Toronto

Morning sun

will never be

at its peak again,
the day

grows

suddenly dark

in the West.

Ken Lum, “Lau Hoi Ting Recalls a Poem of Her Youth,” from the series “Image/Repeated Text,” 1994/2023,

powder-coated aluminum with vinyl (courtesy of Magenta Plains Gallery, New York/Royale Projects, Los

Angeles)

Canadian artist Ken Lum, winner of the 2023 Scotiabank Photography Award, will have
work featured at Image Centre's Main Gallery, May 9 to Aug. 3.
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February 29, 2024

e-flux Criticism

“Another Beautiful Country: Moving
Images by Chinese American Artists”

Vanessa Holyoak

Ken Lum, Coming Soon, 2009/2023. C-print reproduced on vinyl, dimensions variable. Image courtesy of USC Pacific Asia

Museum, Pasadena.

USC Pacific Asia Museum, Pasadena

January 26-April 21, 2024

The Chinese term guanxi describes a web of relations between friends, family, lovers,
co-workers, even corrupt politicians. It evokes a sense of community and belonging
that can prove elusive for the diverse group of people commonly referred to as
“Chinese American.” A moniker that points to allegiances, however fraught, to the
two countries it references, “Chinese American” is a one-size-fits-all label that
attempts to forge a singular identity out of a heterogeneous array of diasporic
experiences shaped by displacement, immigration, and cross-cultural translation.
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Curated by Dr. Jenny Lin, “Another Beautiful Country: Moving Images by Chinese
American Artists” hinges on another transcultural exchange. Drawing connections
between gidanxi and French-Martinican philosopher of opacity Edouard Glissant’s
notion of a “poetics of relation,” the exhibition posits relationality over identity as an
alternate cornerstone of contemporary Chinese Americanness.! Referenced in an
introductory essay in the exhibition catalogue written by Dr. Lin, Glissant's emphasis
on diasporic relation is espoused throughout the show—which includes areas for
repose and relation amongst exhibition-goers—and enacted through real and
speculative social encounters between family, friends, and strangers staged within
the works themselves. Drawing its title from the Chinese word for America, 3

[/ méigud, which translates literally to “beautiful country,” along with the popular
shorthand for “American-born Chinese” (ABC), it offers a collective reflection on the
slippery mutability of Chinese American identity and the relations that come to define
it.

Working across video, installation, photography, language, and performance, the
artists in “ABC” produce images that “move” both literally and affectively. Diasporic
familial relations are foregrounded throughout. Taiwan-born, US-based Charlene
Liu's gipdo prints, Red Dress, Petals Undone, and Perfect Brightness (2015), for
example, feature digitally manipulated photographs of gipaos hailing from both the
artist's and curator’s families. These adorn a wall of her large-scale installation China
Palace (2023), an in-situ recreation of the artist's mother’s now-shuttered Chinese
restaurant, formerly located in a Wisconsin strip mall. In Patty Chang’s video
performance, Que Sera Sera (2013), the artist is seen singing the titular song to her
father on his deathbed, while rocking her newborn son to sleep, in an ephemeral
intergenerational encounter. Ken Lum’s photograph, Coming Soon, 2009 (presented
as a public billboard in Munich, Beijing, and Vienna), presents a staged interracial
Chinese-Causasian couple and their mixed-race progeny, bearing the foreboding
announcement, “coming soon,” in Chinese and English.

The early twentieth-century archival prints of Qing Dynasty family members that
make up Hong Kong-born, US-based Simon Leung’s Family / Archive (2023) were in
fact taken in St. Louis, Missouri, where his great-great-grandfather served as Vice-
Commissioner of the Chinese Pavilion of the 1904 World'’s Fair, in a rare exception to
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. Richard Fung was born in Trinidad to Chinese
parents; his video The Way to My Father’s Village (1988) narrates an ambivalent
return to the artist’s father’'s hometown in China, where Fung feels like a perpetual
outsider, locked out of both language and culture—countering grand narratives of a
diasporic “homeland” that would, despite distance and difference, actually feel like
home.
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Rania Ho also cultivates looser forms of “relationality” in performance works that
document karaoke encounters between strangers and an intervention into a former
site of artistic gathering, respectively. You Kinda Had To Be There (Motel Cali) (both
works 2023) is a video documenting a 24-hour performance in Beijing in the mid-
aughts. In Roundabout, the artist sprays water on the ground while walking in
concentric circles to “decontaminate” the site of recently demolished artist studios in
Beijing—a reference to Covid-19 sanitation practices and the city's disappearing
artist communities. Other pieces perform subversive odes to pleasure. Candice Lin’s
included kinetic installation, Lithium Sex Demon Workstation (2023), for instance,
highlights the speculative relationships between imaginary migrant workers in a
Chinese lithium battery factory who rebel and become “sex demons,” while Jennifer
Ling Datchuk showcases a neon wall sculpture and doormat that read “Love Yourself
Longtime.” The latter put in a self-care twist on the racist, subjugating line from
Stanley Kubrick's Full Metal Jacket (1987).

While references to Glissant and his poetics of relation have become familiar within
the context of contemporary art, they are perhaps less so to the kind of audience that
the USC Pacific Asia Museum seeks most ardently to address: the local,
intergenerational Asian American community. Indeed, PAM is one of the few art
museums in the Greater Los Angeles area to cater specifically to this community
(despite its architectural embodiment of staid Orientalist fantasies). The
transposition of a Franco-Caribbean poetics of relation to a Chinese American
context via the evocation of guanxi constitutes a significant intervention into an oft-
theorized terrain. This relationality/gaanxi framework constitutes the organizing
force of an exhibition that highlights an elusive sense of a collective Chinese
American identity—one that, in a challenge to its own representation, is forever
shifting and in flux, defined through relation rather than ontology.

Without explicitly reflecting on US-China relations, or indeed either country’s current
political agendas, “Another Beautiful Country” situates itself firmly on the level of the
diasporic individual/community rather than that of the nation-state, reminding us of
the “diasporic subject['s] inability to fully identify with a single nationality.”2 This shift
in focus away from the “motherland” overcomes the always illusory origin stories that
would trace us back to China, or a sense of national belonging that would situate us
firmly as American. What emerges instead is a kind of grassroots collectivity, a hybrid
child mapping out an emancipatory, if unsteady, new terrain—one grounded not in
isolated quests for elusive origin myths or national identification, but in a speculative
poetics of Chinese American guanxi.
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‘Another Beautiful Country’: USC Pacific Asia
Museum exhibit explores work from Chinese
American artists

USC Pacific Asia Museum’s latest exhibition, “Another Beautiful Country: Moving Images by Chinese
American Artists,” welcomes visitors with a simple red doormat, just like one would see crossing into the
threshold of a home or a Chinese business or restaurant, adorned with the phrase “love yourself long

time.”

Fashioned by Jennifer Ling Datchuk, the piece references the famous phrase originating from Stanley
Kubrick’s 1987 movie “Full Metal Jacket,” in which a Vietnamese sex worker approaches a United States
military serviceman saying, “Me love you long time.” Datchuk takes this racist, exploitative phrase and
turns it to encourage self-love and agency. The piece sets the tone for the ensuing artworks, which
challenge assumptions and stereotypes, creating dialogue around themes of identity, belonging,

representation, and conventional notions of nationhood.

The exhibition features the work of Chinese American diasporic artists, including Patty Chang, Jennifer
Ling Datchuk, Richard Fung, Rania Ho, Andrew Thomas Huang, Simon Leung, Candice Lin, Vivian Wenli
Lin, Charlene Liu and Ken Lum. The artists represent various American backgrounds, including the
United States, Trinidad and Canada.

“Another Beautiful Country” is curated by art historian Dr. Jenny Lin, an associate professor of critical
studies in art and design and graduate director of curatorial practices at the University of Southern
California. Lin’s extensive research on Chinese diasporic relations, her connection to Shanghai’s art
scene and her multi-cultural background laid the groundwork for the project. Growing up half-Chinese in
a cross-cultural household, the idea for the exhibit has “been brewing ever since | was a child, really,”

she said.

The exhibition’s title is lifted from the Chinese translation of America, which means “beautiful country.”
The title also has the same abbreviation as American-born Chinese, a term used colloquially in the
United States.

“It’s this idea of thinking about either the artists themselves as immigrants or their parents or their
grandparents who migrated to America and thought about this as a new start, a place of potential
prosperity and opportunity for them and their families,” Lin said.
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Prince George Daily News

New Two Rivers Gallery exhibition focuses
on humour and identity

Two Rivers Gallery is presenting a new exhibition, which features photographs,

installations, and video art created by five prominent Canadian artists.

For over a year, Two Rivers Gallery’s curatorial team has been looking at artists
who use humour in their works, in particular, those who explore the role of
humour in illuminating the complexity and twist and turns of identity in

Canadian society.

The artists in this show employ humour to explore perspectives on identity,
drawing inspiration from the gaps between social conventions and preconceived
ideas. Through their works, the artists invite us to contribute to the negotiation
of identity and self-presentation within a diverse pluralist society. These artists
delve into the experience of being an immigrant to Canada, challenge the
audience’s viewing experience, contemplate memories, and address the social,

historical, and narrative foundations of the nation and the terms of inclusion.

The exhibition features two of Ken Lum’s works, Melly Shum Hates Her Job
(1989) and Alex Gonzalez Loves His Mother and Father (1989) that have been
borrowed from The Vancouver Art Gallery. Both photos are selected from Lum’s
“photo-text” works, through which the artist reflect on issues of class, gender,

and race.
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‘Another Beautiful Country’ exhibition at USC Pacific Asia Museum shows moving
images

A touching experience awaits visitors to USC Pacific Asia Museum who come to see “Another Beautiful Country: Moving Images
By Chinese American Artists.” On view from Jan. 26 to April 21, 2024, the exhibition showcases ten artists whose work explores
diverse ways immigrants and their families embody, imagine, and reciprocate intercultural experiences.

Curated by Jenny Lin, Ph.D., an associate professor of Critical Studies in Art and Design and graduate director of Curatorial
Practices at the University of Southern California, the exhibition features the works of award-winning, distinguished, and renowned
artists in their specialized fields: Patty Chang, Jennifer Ling Datchuk, Richard Fung, Rania Ho, Andrew Thomas Huang, Simon
Leung, Candice Lin, Vivian Wenli Lin, Charlene Liu, and Ken Lum.

Drawing its title from the Chinese translation of America, 35Ef/méigus, literally beautiful country, and the popular abbreviation for
American-born Chinese (A.B.C.), this exhibition presents artworks as scenes of cross-cultural sharing. “Another Beautiful Country”
foregrounds fluctuating ideas of nationhood and belonging as portrayed by artists who identify as Chinese American. These
artists confront subject positions of being both, while neither singularly, Chinese and (nor) American, revealing the nuance and
multivalence of national categorizations.

“Another Beautiful Country” is the first full exhibition that Lin curated at PAM but she’s certainly not a stranger to the museum. She
explains via email. “I have had the pleasure of working with PAM on multiple programs. In 2020, | collaborated with USC students
and colleagues to create an online exhibition, ‘In a Bronze Mirror: Eileen Chang'’s Life and Literature, which showcases
gipao/cheongsam from PAM's collection. In October 2022, | organized the USC Visions & Voices event at PAM, ‘Taipei Night,
which featured Taiwanese pop music, snacks and boba tea, as well as talks, a special print giveaway, and film screening and
workshop by two of the exhibition’s included artists: University of Oregon Art and Printmaking Professor Charlene Liu and
Occidental Media Arts and Culture Professor Vivian Wenli Lin.”

Putting on an exhibition typically takes time and “Another Beautiful Country” was several years in the making. Lin states, “I've been
conceptualizing this project since | started my new position as associate professor of Critical Studies in USC’s Roski School of Art
and Design in 2019. The preparation, including working with the wonderful PAM staff, fundraising (we received a major Exhibition
Support Grant from The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Arts), crafting didactics, promotional materials, and a beautiful
publication, organizing related programming, and my favorite part — talking with the artists — has been ongoing since 2021."

Lin is also very familiar with the artists whose artworks are being showcased. She discloses, “I| had been following, teaching,
curating, and/or writing about the marvelous works of most of these included artists for years. I've had the good fortune of getting
to know many of them as colleagues and collaborators, and our discussions and further research introduced me to more artists
whose works align with the exhibition’s themes. All the selected artists inhabit and contemplate subject positions of being both,
while neither purely Chinese and (nor) American. Each artist creates works that | see as moving images - considered both literally
as videos, projections, and costume and set-oriented installations in transnational circulation, and figuratively as emotionally
evocative and addressing migration and Chinese American diasporic relations.”

Both curator and artist were active partners in choosing pieces that provoke discussion. Lin says, “Each artist is exhibiting one to
three pieces/series but we made the selections together in extensive conversations. Featured artworks vary wildly in style,
content, medium, and scale, with the exhibition encompassing a doormat, neon sign, prints, experimental videos, participatory
documentary, large-scale projection, hybridized sculptures, and immersive installations. While vibrantly diverse, all these artworks
closely relate to one another, and we've designed the exhibition to highlight those relations.”
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Ken Lum /#ERE

“Coming Soon,” 2009/2023

C-print reproduced on vinyl

Ken Lum’s ‘Coming Soon’ / Photo courtesy of USC Pacific Asia Museum

The print, facing outward from a museum window, resembles a family photograph of a mixed-race European-Asian couple and
their biracial daughter. This picture of a seemingly benign nuclear family, paired with the text “Coming Soon” in both English and
Chinese characters, resembles an advertisement for a Hollywood movie or global fashion brand, though without slick styling or
airbrushed perfection. The image counters historical anti-miscegenation laws and parodies superficial corporate diversity
campaigns. Simultaneously, for those in the know, “Coming Soon” reminds us of the ability of images to deceive and the
importance of questioning our assumptions; Lum divulged to me that the people in the photograph are not in fact a family, but
three strangers the artist met in Beijing.

(Ken Lum will be giving an artist talk in the galleries with Jennifer Ling Datchuk at PAM on Saturday, Jan. 27 at T p.m.)

Lin has consciously and mindfully put together an extraordinary show. “Another Beautiful Country” is an impressive collection of
thought-provoking artwork that invites a response and reaction from its audience.

She expresses eloquently what she wishes the exhibition engenders. “I hope people will spend time with each artwork, absorbing
the multivalent presentations of Chinese American experiences and identities, which collectively unravel grand historical
narratives, nationalist myths, and essentializing stereotypes. | hope people visiting the exhibition will come away with admiration
for these artists’ fantastic works and the unique, nuanced ways they portray Chinese American relations. Ultimately, | hope the
exhibition will inspire visitors to reflect on their own familial stories of migration and imagine belonging in another beautiful
country, a place where generous, cross-cultural relations flourish.”
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Duo of exhibitions showcase
"Moveables’ and portraiture

‘Moveables’ and ‘When the Children Come Home’ are the latest exhibits on display at the
Institute of Contemporary Art, which remains free to all.

One of three furniture pieces by Ken Lum, a featured artist in the “Moveables” exhibit at the ICA.

his fall, the Institute of Contemporary Art introduces two
T brand-new exhibits, on view through Dec. 17: “When the
Children Come Home,” by painter and performance artist

David Antonio Cruz; and “Moveables,” featuring five
artists who rethink functional design and its relationship to the body.
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“A lot of these artists are using metaphors of chairs, maybe the
apparatus of a stage set, to think about how they affect lived
experience,” says Alex Klein, who co-curated the “Moveables” exhibit
alongside Cole Akers. “And I think with all of these artists, there’s also a

sociopolitical backdrop.”

The show’s artists include Jes Fan, Nikita Gale, Hannah Levy, Oren
Pinhassi, and Ken Lum. Lum is the Marilyn Jordan Taylor Presidential
Professor Chair of Fine Arts in the Weitzman School of Design; it’s his

first time showing work at the ICA and he was an honoree at ICA’s

benefit this past spring.

Conceptually, the curators knew they wanted to engage artists who,

Akers says, “are thinking about functional design.”

The exhibit takes up the first floor and can be approached from either
the right or left side upon entering, cycling through a semicircle. It is,
Klein stresses, a primarily sculptural exhibit meant to be “experienced”

in the body and felt instinctually.

Lum’s furniture pieces illustrate concepts of movement and alienation.
Lum first began creating furniture art in the 1970s and, he says, this
side of his practice has grown in demand in recent years. The
arrangement of the furniture is meant to elicit a feeling of being closed
in—quite the opposite of what these arrangements are meant to do,
which is join people together for conversation. As a kid, Lum says, he

was struck by furniture arrangements in Sears catalogs.
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“There’s a logic to how furniture is configured and organized in
domestic spaces, which is about increasing the intimacy factor by having
more enclosure, and the closest to this [outside] of full enclosure might

be a sunken living room of rich LA people,” remarks Lum.

“But there’s always access points, whereas in mine, the access point is
not there,” he explains. “So, by denying the access point, I invert the
conversation space—it’s denied to you, and the conversation space

becomes the perimeter of space outside the conversation space.”

He describes it as the “hidden sociability of minimal art.” The inclusion
of mirrors, he adds, enhances the sense of inclusion in the work, and in
the case of the arrangement with arched mirrors, encourages spectators

to view the pieces from different angles and move around them.

Descriptions of the work he’s heard since the opening, he says: “off-

» <« » <«

putting,” “weird,” “strange,” “discomforting”—“Someone even said it’s

2

‘slightly yucky,”” he says, with a laugh.

But they all expressed liking the work, he clarifies, and he takes the

uncomfortable reactions as a sign he’s doing his job well.
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KEN LUM

Joni Low on the art of Ken Lum
Art Gallery of Ontario

By Joni Low

Curated by Michelle Jacques, Johan Lundh, and Xiaoyu Weng

WE LIVE IN A TIME of furniture without memories. Toni Morrison, in
her novel The Bluest Eye (1970), describes this as “certainly no memories to
be cherished.” Silent witnesses, our furnishings can evoke inarticulable yet
visceral reactions: Take the sofa that arrived damaged, which one still pays
for monthly, whose “joylessness stank,” to borrow Morrison’s words, is
“pervading everything.” This object bears haunted traces of the indescribable
circumstances surrounding our condition. Perhaps the truths of our
existence lie furtively between the sad sunken couch and the overarching

social architecture of racial capitalism, which whispers how and why dreams
die.

Ken Lum’s exhibition at the Art Gallery of Ontario, “Death and Furniture,”
begins with these philosophical certainties, only to unravel them. Through
his “Furniture Sculptures,” 1978—, a series of mirror works and image-text
pieces, Lum deftly conjures the larger social contexts and feelings that
exceed language and representation. The show—which was curated by
Michelle Jacques and Johan Lundh for the Remai Modern in Saskatoon,
Saskatchewan, before coming to Toronto; the current iteration has been
organized by AGO’s Xiaoyu Weng—presents a focused selection of Lum’s
oeuvre from the past forty years, connecting recurrent threads within the
artist’s practice: mortality, the instabilities of identity, and difference,
filtered through the artist’s trademark acerbic humor.
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View of “Ken Lum: Death and Furniture,” 2022-23. Floor: Untitled Furniture Sculpture, 1978-. From the series “Furniture Sculptures,” 1978-.
Walls: Works from the series “Photo-Mirrors,” 1998.

A row of upturned gray-fabric couches cuts solemnly across a gallery like
tombstones. Flanking them is “Time. And Again.,” 2021, a set of Lum’s
repeated-text billboards, updated to address the anxieties exacerbated by
our elongated pandemic and our cyclical “death while living.” The format’s
tensions oscillate between what is seen and what is said, enacting our
subjective interpretations to fill narrative gaps. The subjects portrayed are
from diverse backgrounds: a young contract laborer waiting for their next
gig, a freshly unemployed elder with a dog, parents struggling with the
collapse of work-life boundaries at home. The billboard I know I'm lucky. I
have a job, 2021, juxtaposes a picture of a masked, middle-aged white
woman delivering online orders with the deadpan mantra I KNOW I'M
LUCKY. I HAVE A JOB. I KNOW I'M LUCKY, I'M SO LUCKY. TO HAVE A
JOB. The work’s jarring red letters on a blue background aggravate.
Ironically, the delivery box’s logo reads FREE TO BE, the hollow slogan
echoing the false promises of late-capitalist consumerism.

What am |
going to do
with my kids
while | work?
What am |
going to do
with my kids
while | work?

2 w5
Ken Lum, What am I going to do with my kids while | work, 2021, ink-jet print, 78 x 102".
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With so much death surrounding us, how, and whom, do we commemorate?
Lum’s “Necrology Series,” 2016—17, a group of quasi-fictional obituaries
designed in a florid nineteenth-century style, monumentalizes the lives of
working-class people doomed by racial and global capitalism. The works’
overblown, eclectic typography and irregular kerning perform an absurd
parody of traditional death notices, honoring the quotidian lives of people
struggling to survive with few avenues for change. YASIR KHORSHED,
reads one headline that arches dramatically in an Old Western typeface.
Below it is a story about a man who fought tirelessly for garment workers’
rights, only to die at the age of thirty-four from cancer caused by benzene, an
extremely toxic chemical used in the textile industry. The Most Unfortunate
Case of Lucy Chona Santos, 2016, set in an archaic serif face, recounts how
Lucy supported her family in Manila by gleaning valuable objects from
garbage, only to be sentenced to death for smuggling heroin after being
tricked by an international drug gang. Indeed, Lum does not allow those who

have fallen through the cracks to be forgotten.
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Ken Lum, Mirror Maze with 12 Signs of Depression (detail), 2002, mirror, wood, Plexiglas, paint, acrylic sheet.
Installation view, Remai Modern, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, 2022. Photo: Carey Shaw.

In Mirror Maze with 12 Signs of Depression, 2002—an installation that
deserves mention since it was in the Remai Modern presentation but
unfortunately is not included here—we are confronted with ourselves,

reflected and fragmented ad infinitum, with no clear exits. Thoughts caused

by clinical depression—LIFE IS NOT WORTH LIVING, THERE IS NO
FUTURE FOR ME—are etched onto the mirrors, recalling the all-too-
familiar hopelessness produced by the pandemic and signaling humanity’s
wider mental-health malaise. Similar to virtual spaces we’ve created to try
and maintain connection and solidify our existence, Mirror Maze
presciently warns of the digital realm’s disorientations and claustrophobic
isolation. As social mirrors, Lum’s works map the difficulties of enduring
psychological and emotional dead ends. Trapped within these echo

chambers, unable to discern illusion from truth, self from other, who are we

really projecting to? Could this fragmentation be a death of certain egoistic
ideas of what it means to be human, offering another way through?
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“A lot of these artists are using metaphors of chairs, maybe the
apparatus of a stage set, to think about how they affect lived
experience,” says Alex Klein, who co-curated the “Moveables” exhibit
alongside Cole Akers. “And I think with all of these artists, there’s also a

sociopolitical backdrop.”

The show’s artists include Jes Fan, Nikita Gale, Hannah Levy, Oren
Pinhassi, and Ken Lum. Lum is the Marilyn Jordan Taylor Presidential
Professor Chair of Fine Arts in the Weitzman School of Design; it’s his

first time showing work at the ICA and he was an honoree at ICA’s

benefit this past spring.

Conceptually, the curators knew they wanted to engage artists who,

Akers says, “are thinking about functional design.”

The exhibit takes up the first floor and can be approached from either
the right or left side upon entering, cycling through a semicircle. It is,
Klein stresses, a primarily sculptural exhibit meant to be “experienced”

in the body and felt instinctually.

Lum’s furniture pieces illustrate concepts of movement and alienation.
Lum first began creating furniture art in the 1970s and, he says, this
side of his practice has grown in demand in recent years. The
arrangement of the furniture is meant to elicit a feeling of being closed
in—quite the opposite of what these arrangements are meant to do,
which is join people together for conversation. As a kid, Lum says, he

was struck by furniture arrangements in Sears catalogs.
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“There’s a logic to how furniture is configured and organized in
domestic spaces, which is about increasing the intimacy factor by having
more enclosure, and the closest to this [outside] of full enclosure might

be a sunken living room of rich LA people,” remarks Lum.

“But there’s always access points, whereas in mine, the access point is
not there,” he explains. “So, by denying the access point, I invert the
conversation space—it’s denied to you, and the conversation space

becomes the perimeter of space outside the conversation space.”

He describes it as the “hidden sociability of minimal art.” The inclusion
of mirrors, he adds, enhances the sense of inclusion in the work, and in
the case of the arrangement with arched mirrors, encourages spectators

to view the pieces from different angles and move around them.

Descriptions of the work he’s heard since the opening, he says: “off-

» <« » <«

putting,” “weird,” “strange,” “discomforting”—“Someone even said it’s

2

‘slightly yucky,”” he says, with a laugh.

But they all expressed liking the work, he clarifies, and he takes the

uncomfortable reactions as a sign he’s doing his job well.
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HYPERALLERGIC

Ken Lum Holds Up a Mirror to the
World

With their sophisticated interplay between image, text, materials, color
and driving ideas, Lum’s works often have a pronounced emotional

impact.

by Gregory Volk
October 18, 2022
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This is the first solo show in New York in some 10 years for acclaimed
Canadian artist, writer, curator, and educator Ken Lum, whose iconic 1989
photo and text work, “Melly Shum Hates Her Job” (not exhibited here),
achieved cult status in The Netherlands (and elsewhere) and ultimately
inspired a major Rotterdam museum to change its name. The former Witte de
With Center for Contemporary Art, named after a local street — which itself is
named for a virulently colonialist 17th-century Dutch naval offer — is now
Kunstinstituut Melly.

With their sophisticated interplay between image, text, materials, color, and
driving ideas, Lum’s works often have a pronounced emotional impact. That’s
certainly what has happened in Rotterdam. Spanning photography, sculpture,
text, and photo-text pieces, his new exhibition features nine works from four
series, making this an impressive survey show in miniature. In one room, two
digital prints from the series Time. And Again employ a similar strategy as

“Melly,” but updated for this raw pandemic era.

As a Black woman gently pushes a small child on a swing, she turns her face
toward something in the distance — a commonplace image. The text on the
right is jarring: “They have no idea how much I work. They have no idea how
hard I work. They have no idea what I do.”

4 LUCY CHONA SANTOS
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The word “they” is ambiguous; maybe other unseen people near this urban
playground, neighbors or passing strangers, insensitive or hostile management
at her place of employment, maybe a whole white-dominated culture that
consistently denigrates or ignores Black labor and achievements. Lum typically

leaves much room for viewers to make their own insights and connections.

“I Lost My Job” (2021) is an unremarkable image of a middle-aged white man
standing with his dog in an urban park. The rhythmic, repetitive, vividly
colored text — “I lost my job. What am I going to do? “I lost my job. What am I
going to do?? What am I going to do?” — succinctly encapsulates the despair
and vulnerability of joblessness and economic upheaval. Both works exude

palpable empathy.

Also here are two fictive yet plausible large obituaries from the Necrology
series. In the typographical style and cadences of 18th- and 19th-century
frontispieces, they announce the life and death of an otherwise obscure
Camden, New Jersey, clerk-typist/keypunch operator and a woman from the
Manila slums who was lured into drug smuggling by a “phony employment
recruiter” and ultimately executed in Indonesia by firing squad. Lum invests

them with historical drama and grandeur.

£t
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In the center of the other exhibition space is a square sculpture formed from
inward-facing plush purple sectional furniture (“Purple Square,” 2021); it’s
from Lum’s Furniture Series (1978-ongoing). This minimalist sculpture consists
of mass-produced items. It could easily seem a wry indictment of consumerist
culture, until one considers that for many people in poverty (including Lum’s
family when he was young) this is aspirational furniture signals the likely
unattainable good life: the seats cannot be accessed without climbing over

their tops.

Four works from Lum’s Photo-Mirrors II series are arrayed around the room,
each on its own wall and featuring a photograph printed on a glass mirror
mounted on aluminum. These works extend the artist’s Photo-Mirrors series,
which he began in 1997, and which include viewers and inspire them to

question their own identities and biases.

An undulating, grassy plain, with a few protruding shrubs, fills the bottom
quarter of “Little Big Horn” (2021); it’s an image straight from the American
heartland. In the distance is a small copse atop a modest hill, along with a
barely visible building. Colors are subtle, yet pronounced: dark and light green,
tawny yellow, the gray-black of elongated shadows. Materiality is also
pronounced: grass, tufts, the land’s slopes and protrusions, the stalwart yet

vulnerable trees.

Little Bighorn, in southern Montana, is where in 1876 Lakota Sioux and
Cheyenne warriors, led by Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse, warred with and
annihilated the invading US Army. It’s not their (brief) triumph that has been
celebrated in the United States, but instead the “heroic” defeat of the

colonizing US troops, led by General George Armstrong Custer.
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Ken Lum, “Main Street, USA" (2021), Canon LED curable inks, mirror, aluminum, 72 x 72 inches

The mirror seems, from some vantage points, like a huge, gray sky filling the
top three quarters of the work, but from others reflects the surrounding
architecture, other artworks, and — importantly — viewers. On an adjacent
wall is the startling and, for me, mesmerizing “Main Street, USA” (2021).
Costumed Disney characters — Goofy, Pinocchio, Mickey, Donald — along
with a marching band member in a splendid white suit, and others,
decontextualized, form an enthusiastic, but unnerving and bereft troupe in a

void.
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From Vancouver, the child and grandchild of working-class Chinese
immigrants, Lum relocated to Philadelphia, where he now chairs the
Department of Fine Arts at the University of Pennsylvania Stuart Weitzman
School of Design. His adopted, hugely conflicted country is approached
thoughtfully and obliquely, with hints and suggestions.

Witness the Chinese American woman in a hat, wearing a floral blouse, her
expression pensive, her face slightly covered by a gossamer veil (“Anna May
Wong,” 2021). She exudes smart, sultry movie star glamour and for good
reason. Anna May Wong (1905-1961), whose birth name was Wong Liu Tsong,
was Hollywood’s first Chinese American movie star. Appearing in more than
60 films, she was (unsurprisingly) pigeonholed into stereotypical Asian female
roles and moved to Europe, where she could be freer and flourish as an artist.

LIFE AS A KEYPUNCH OPERATOR

ORTHE

EXCITING ESCAFADES

Of Charlotre Wilson Gurner,
The seventh of 10 children of George and Harriet

Wilson

Who, upon graduating from Camden High School became a first rate

CLERK-TYPIST for the VETERANS ADMINISTRATION:

Comprising anecdotes of Willie Turner,

the police officer husband to whom she was married 62 years, with her death falling
exaclly Ihe one-year anniversary or her hushand's dealh,

Giving a full account of all their

STarks, Tprees, “Tows, “Tambes,

And other frolics, including saving up and going on a Caribbean cruise;
BEING a FAITHFUL PORTRAITURE of
Her joy in her daughters, Josephine and Lucy,

AND HER LOVE OF SEWING:

With particular observations of

Her attending the Camden School of Office Training

To furlher hersell as a keypunch operator until her health failed

Forcing retirement but remaining active as an usher in the Antioch Camden Baptist Church.
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The mirror works wonders, evoking the silver screen, returning Wong to star
status in a fresh context, while her portrait evokes the escalating anti-Asian
racism and violence (especially against women) in the United States. Both
Wong and Lum are from West Coast Chinese immigrant families, both knew

privation and faced racial discrimination, both gravitated to the arts.

“America at Night” (2021), likely a satellite shot of the nocturnal country,
shows the familiar shape of the continental US, but isolated on a mirror and
without neighbors — no Canada to the north, no Mexico to the south.
Populous areas (the East, parts of coastal California, large cities) are ablaze
with lights; less populated areas are largely dark. This gorgeous work evinces a
profoundly divided country and by extension its skewed, increasingly

dangerous political system, which favors white voters and rural states.

A remarkable thing about this exhibition space is how these static works are in
constant visual flux, always interacting with one another, because of the
mirrors and reflections. As one moves about, Anna May Wong appears in Little
Bighorn — a fleeting, visual connection between racism, oppression and
violence. The Disney characters loom in front of the nocturnal United States.
The US appears to balance — precariously — on the sculpture. Lum includes,

and directly challenges, viewers in this welcome, and welcoming, show.

magentaplains.com 149 Canal Street, New York, NY 10002 +1917 388 2464




MAGENTA . . PLAINS

Whitehot Magazine

September 2022

il

OF CONTEMPORARY ART

NOAH BECKER'S

Then and Again: The Perennial Present and Deep Reflection of Ken
Lum

By STEPHEN WOZNIAK, September 2022

Ken Lum

Magenta Plains

149 Canal Street

September 17 through October 15, 2022

&

Ken Lum: Death and Furniture

Art Gallery of Ontario

June 25, 2022 through January 2, 2023

&
S \‘\§ J/?@’l < \ )2y Ken Lum
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Art Toronto

October 27 through 30, 2022

Ken Lum, Anna May Wong, 2021. Canon LED curable inks, mirror, aluminum 54 x 54 in.
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“Learning to live ought to mean learning to die - to acknowledge, to accept an absolute
mortality.”

“I speak only one language, and it is not my own.”
“We are all mediators, translators.”

“Peace is only possible when one of the warring sides takes the first step, the hazardous
initiative, the risk of opening up dialogue, and decides to make the gesture that will lead not or
to an armistice, but to peace.”

—Jacques Derrida

One too many Derrida quotes? Perhaps, but postmodern French philosopher Jacques
Derrida’s influence on artist Ken Lum is unmistakable. And these blunt passages make plain
what Lum’s art often shows his audiences. It’s all - or at least often — about the critical
deconstruction and phenomenology. If you see the work, you’ll know what I mean. You can, if

you step into the three new Ken Lum exhibitions now on view.

Lum’s new solo art exhibition at Magenta Plains gallery in New York City presents nine
recent works that address perennial, present-tense concerns of the artist — from racist, pop
cultural identity to the despair of unemployment and to our eventual death, of course. Unlike
some work of other notable conceptual and minimal artists over the decades that present
austere, unitary, patterned text and objects that test viewer attention about space, time and
sense perception, Lum’s work helps us additionally focus on our cultural, social and personal
perceptions, which is a dire need in light of recently renewed international unrest.

I interviewed Lum in May for his Remai Modern Museum Death and Furniture solo
retrospective in Canada (Ken Lum Interview Podcast) and talked with him again in late
August about the intersection between life and the artifacts we create to mark our path, stake

our claim and essentially brace ourselves for this oblique world.

Clearly, Lum wants us to pay attention: to look, to review our gaze and check ourselves. The
large-scale, mirrored works included in his new exhibition perform just this task with some
help from the viewer. “Anna May Wong,” featuring a still image of the often-stereotyped,
eponymous silent film actress, depicts her squarely facing us, though looking just off to the
side to avert our stare. When we see ourselves in this very mirror, we’re reminded of our
regard for, and contribution to, her identity and our acceptance of a movie character, but
denial of the actual person who played her. Like the famous feminist Carol Hanisch’s rallying
slogan, “The Personal is the Political,” this and other works here start with seemingly smaller,
single-character personal (re)views that point to larger problems of systemic racism,
widespread economic failure, endemic warfare and the preponderance of institutional power.
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In another mirror piece, “Little Big Horn,” which alludes to the triumphant 19" century Sioux
and Cheyenne battle against Colonel Custer’s army, a remarkably peaceful, grass-covered
plain peppered with a few ramshackle homes in the distance is shown. With our reflection in
the sky above the field image, we might ask “what happened, when and what’s left,” but
certainly not without reviewing our complicity or understanding of the events and space in
which it unfolded.

While Lum recognizes that the medium sends the message, he’s also interested in the space
his individual art objects occupy.

“I’m always interested in multiple spaces, how works of art are sited and how they are
expected to perform, which is somewhat different, according to different spaces. The three
I’m interested in are: the private space of an individual, which could be a private art collector;
the spaces of museums, which are private spaces, even though they function as semi-public
spaces; and public spaces,” Lum explained. “Museums seem private and often look
denatured; they don’t have sociality, in a sense. Just clean white walls. They’ve been scrubbed
of any interference.”

I asked if he wanted to change that convention — since his art regularly exhibits in museums
and large commercial galleries — and does he think about his work as discrete objects or
grouped installations.

“I like hovering somewhere in between. I like discrete objects in the sense that I think the
autonomy of a work of art — an old modernist term — is important because that gives it a
perimeter of the intended meaning. At the same time, that containment acts in the service of its
relationship to the social world beyond the gallery,” Lum told me.

He’s not interested in the closure or the distance between what’s classed as non-art and art. He
genuinely likes the distinction of each category, but also the momentary confusion viewers
experience regarding the identity of what they see on a wall. So long as there is no default
“this is art” category that registers with audiences, he’s happy. “I hope what I present is more
interesting,” Lum said.

Two other works in the show, the large-scale text-and-photo “They Have No Idea How Much
I Work™ and “I Lost My Job,” unequivocally ask us to pay attention to the human subjects
featured and their bare interior revelations that occupy equal space on the picture plane. Both
the African American mother and elder European American man in the pieces are depicted in
pleasant outdoor public park settings, each with a child and dog, respectively. This helps us to
recognize them as whole humans who can and should deserve a break from the hard knocks of
life, but who are also depended upon by others they care for and love, putting them in a
quandary. In some circles, because of the early genesis of these works in the 1980s before the
Internet, Lum is known affectionately as the “Godfather of Memes,” something he concedes
today. While rich and complex, his work is also as direct as a poignant, witty scroll stop on
Instagram.
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Lum’s Necrology series, works of which I had seen at Royal Projects in Los Angeles, and now
showing in the Art Gallery of Ontario retrospective, sort of act as epitaphs or highlight
obituaries for primarily tireless workaday world laborers. With Lum, who writes all the
original text, we get more. In the piece “Life as a Keypunch Operator,” there’s mention of
essential family love, but also preparation of the subject for entry into a thankless lifetime
employment role. It’s funny that these pieces feature numerous, and wildly different, font
styles, which remind me of Old West outlaw wanted posters. It’s as if these humble servants
have been elevated to a fleeting, desirable, but problematic “wanted” position preserved in an
oversized recorded paper summary.

LIFE AS A KEYPUNCH OPERATOR

ORTHE

EXCITING ESCAFPADES

Of Charlotte Wilson Gurner,

The seventh of 10 children of George and Harriet

Wilson

{ Who, upon graduating from Camden High School became a first rate

CLERK-TYPIST for the VETERANS ADMINISTRATION;

Comprising anecdotes of Willie Turner,

the police officer husband to whom she was married 62 years, with her death falling
exaclly Ihe one-yesr anniversary or her husband's deslh.

Giving a full account of all their

Tarks, Tprees,  Tows, * Tambles,

And other frolics, including saving up and going on a Caribbean cruise;

BEING a FAITHFUL PORTRAITURE of
Her joy in her daughters, Josephine and Lucy,
AND HER LOVE OF SEWING:
With particular observations of

Her attending the Camden School of Office Training

‘ To further herself as a keypunch operalor until her health failed

Forcing retirement but remaining active as an usher in the Antioch Camden Baptist Church.

Ken Lum, Life as a Keypunch Operator, 2016. Archival ink on Hanhemuhle Photo Rag Ultra Smooth paper mounted
on 3mm dibond framed in powder coated aluminum, 76 x 44 in.
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Lum, it turns out, was initially struck by a recent faithful reproduction of an April 15, 1865
President Lincoln assassination newspaper cover story featuring Lincoln’s life highlights, in
which each appear as their own competing “mini- headline” written in “florid language.” To
Lum, it piqued his interest in the flux between “pictorialism and textuality,” but also the
replacement of picture for text that he hopes will help reinvigorate how we actively see and
imagine, since our brains are almost continuously overloaded with electronic imagery that we
don 't generate daily.

Lum and I talked ceaselessly about art, his work in Monument Lab, family and summer
vacations, his fantastic New York gallery, his day job as a professor at University of

Pennsylvania — and about history.

I asked him about his interest in the hidden history of the 1871 Los Angeles Chinese
Massacre, which was led by both whites and Latinos for revenge of a death that resulted from
Chinese gang conflict. The American massacre was marked as the single highest number of
lynchings in one event. Lum has written a motion picture screenplay about it he hopes to get
produced. Official notice of the tragedy has increased recently and Lum is going to submit a
proposal to the city for a public memorial honoring the victims — offering a symbol of new
beginnings to hopefully, and rightly, supplant the many statues of questionable leaders slowly
being dismantled worldwide.

All of this shows Lum’s interest in refocusing our perceptions, discovering our common
experience and living in the present, even though much of his uncanny and sometimes ironic
work draws on a deep and mired past and even though it’s his sincere intent to contribute to
what amounts to new history. He cares about what’s right in front of him.

To wrap up our interview, I sent him a quick text message. “What is your ultimate goal as an
artist: to present polemics, engage disenfranchised masses, reflect deception, and generate
peace — or something else altogether? If you had your druthers, what do you want in the life

you've chosen and manifested?”

In pure Ken Lum style, he quickly sent me this simple sincere text, “To leave the world with
my voice through my art. For others to think about my complexities after taking in my art. I
want to live as long as my children live, so that I can fully take in their lives.”

While I'm sure we’ll have Lum and his remarkable works around for years, hopefully, his
children and the generations to come will live long past his stay on Earth and carry his
fundamental present tense intent with them.

Ken Lum’s work is on view at Magenta Plains from September 17 — October 15 and the Art
Gallery of Ontario until January 2, 2023. His work will also be represented by Royale Projects
at Art Toronto from October 27 - 30. WM
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Ken Lum, Melly Shum Hates Her Job, 1989, c-print on on silkscreened plexiglas.Melly Kunstinstitut.

I first encountered Ken Lum’s work as a graduate student working at the early
stages of what would become my book Alien Capital. Even though Ken and I
are now based in the US Northeast, we are both from British Columbia and I
still think of him as a Vancouver artist, whose multimedia works have
profoundly shaped my own grappling with the contradictions of that city. I
gravitated toward his art because it filled a gap that my previous interest in
experimental poetry had left, particularly in terms of thinking about
aesthetics and racial abstraction. Ken’s work helped me generate new ideas
about place, occupation, work, and migration that better captured the scale
of argument that I was hoping for in my project. His art animates the vexed
intersections of race, class, global capital, and the neoliberal state’s
production of multiculturalism. Our dialogue here delves into some of the
push and pull of identity in Asian North America, and also more broadly in
the US and Canada.
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Iyko Day: One of the things I love about your work is that it taps into a pop
art irony and irreverence that is so effective at exposing political

contradictions and leaning into indeterminacies. For example, I think your
approach to the theme of “exclusion”—a central subject of Asian diasporic
studies—has been so generative in moving viewers toward a more complex
engagement with the interplay of national borders, settler colonialism, and

neoliberal capitalism.

One of my favorite of your early works is “Authority Piece,” which you made
as an alienated first year art student. In the work you took the keys of your
art-class colleagues and boarded up the classroom door so they couldn’t get
in. After getting drunk at a bar, you confronted your lock-ed out classmates
and proceeded to yell and curse at them. The point of the piece was to both
highlight and shift the authority of the space away from the university and

privileged art students. You also shifted the terms of exclusion.

I wonder if this example feels relevant at all for you today? Whose keys would

you steal to destabilize authority in the art world?

Ken Lum: Firstly, I don’t steal but I am sympathetic to Proudhon’s axiom that
“property is theft”! Even better, another Proudhon saying, “The great are
only great because we are on our knees.” People in general do not have the
tools to question authority so they lead what Socrates famously called “the
unexamined life.” That’s not entirely fair because I don’t think people accept
things the way they are as somehow natural—they understand the rules of
power—but that they feel helpless to do anything about it. As an ethnically
Chinese person, I was often told to remember two things—one was that the
world is cruel and full of injustices and the second was to accept the world for
what it is. [ was instilled with the importance of passivity and an extreme idea
of yin-yang, that competing impulses must be resolved in a harmonious
balance. “Authority Piece” was my first ever student work. I was new to art
and excited by the unexpected media that could be deployed for art. So
perhaps at the time and without knowing, I was challenging my own

formation as an Asian person.
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Day: The theme of exclusion is also captured so cleverly
in your furniture series, in which you arranged furniture
in ways that made it impossible to sit down—the
furniture is reduced to form without function. In addition
to offering a commentary on minimalism, the furniture at
once evokes and denies hospitality. The way the series
narrates exclusion through false hospitality and inclusion
captures the hypocrisy of legislated multiculturalism and

neoliberal immigration policy in Canada.

Do you think that the longstanding critique of legislated
multiculturalism in Canada has enabled a more ironic
artistic engagement with discourses of “minority
inclusion”? Are politics in the US so rigidly Manichean
that the broad-based critique of multiculturalist inclusion
remains on the distant horizon? It often feels like there is

little room for irony or a critique of what Dylan

Rodriguez calls “compulsory liberalism.” Does this

. . . Ken Lum, Orange Sculpture in Figure 8, part of "Furniture
characterization resonate with you, or am I way off? Sculptures” series, 1998

Lum: With respect, I don’t agree. For one thing, identity politics takes up a
lot more space in art in Canada than it does in the U.S. but much of it is and
has been quite sentimental, often taking the form of a cri de coeur of “I
exist!” Such a form disallows critical challenges and dialogue in return
because challenges could be misconstrued as ad hominem criticism. As for
Canadian work with a more ironic artistic bent, the irony is often announced
rather than disguised, a sign of unsophistication, and dare I say, artlessness. I
am generalizing. Of course, there are good artists in Canada, as there are
good artists in many other places. But look at the work of artists dealing with
multi-culturalism in Cuba and India just to take two examples that come
readily to mind. I am thinking of Carlos Garaicoa or Sandra Ceballos or Nalini
Malani. These artists’ works are visually stirring and deeply experiential.

They open up a lot of questions and thoughts.
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Day: The complex racial and colonial circuits of discovery, arrival, invasion,
and exclusion animate your Four Boats Stranded public art installation on the
roof of the Vancouver Art Gallery. Situated on each corner is a different ship:
the HMS Discovery, a First Nations’ Long Boat, the Komagata Maru, and the
Fujian migrant boat that was turned away after arriving on the coast of
British Columbia in 1999. Among the various themes, the work situates
histories of settler colonialism, racialized migration, and First Nations’
dispossession in dynamic relation. These are serious issues, yet there is
something both absurd and humorous about looking up to see ships in the
sky. How does humor come into play as you conceptualize these relational

histories or relational politics?

Lum: The idea for Four Boats Stranded had its precursor in Liverpool,
England, an important city in the slave trade. Liverpool was also important
for maritime insurance companies or underwriters, including one for the
Titanic. On the dockside of Liverpool, there are many buildings with
representations of ships as well as slaves, often in bas relief. I did see for this
work on the parapet of the Vancouver Art Gallery four directional markers,
each one symbolizing an epochal turn in the history of the Vancouver area.
Collectively, they functioned more like a grand montage with huge gaps full of
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Ken Lum, Bindy Sanjeet. Employee of the Month, 1990, c-print on powder coated aluminum, 6 by 8 feet. Private
Collection.
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Day: As a last question, do you think part of the problem Susette and Amy
are raising about Asian American art (being stuck in an identity frame),
rooted in a kind of museum industrial complex; narrow interpretive

frameworks, or other issues?

Lum: I think the identity frame to which they refer is a strait-jacketing frame
that has long existed in America, due to the logic of racial triangulation
meant to maintain the status-quo of white normativity. Asian-Americans
represent a third wheel that is at times lauded as model citizens and at other
times attacked as a foreign threat on domestic soil. Asian-Americans have
always been looked upon warily by official society. The somersaults that
Asian-Americans have to perform just to survive is a contradictory testament
to both Asian-American weakness and strength. The identity frame is so
strongly entrenched and in a preconceived way that every Asian-American
artist has little choice but to negotiate their artistic positions from within and
through that frame. This creates the museum industrial complex to which
you refer.

Contributors

lyko Day

lyko Day is Elizabeth C. Small Professor and
Chair of English and Critical Social Thought at
Mount Holyoke College and Faculty Member in
the Five College Asian/Pacific/American
Studies Program.

Ken Lum
Ken Lum is an artist and M.J.Taylor Penn

Presidential Professor and Chair of Fine Arts,
Stuart Weitzman School of Design, University
of Pennsylvania.
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With an illustrious career spanning over 40
years, Canadian artist Ken Lum'’s first solo
exhibition at the Art Gallery of Ontario in
Toronto, Death and Furniture (25 June-2
January 2023), brings together image and text,
sculpture, and installations that probe the
contours of everyday experience.

Ken Lum, Melly Shum Hates Her Job (1989). Photo-text work, Courtesy the artist and Galerie Nagel Draxler, Berlin/Cologne/Munich
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The recipient of AGO’s 2019 Gershon Iskowitz Prize, Lum is
particularly known for biting and satirical image-and-text
works that challenge viewers to grapple with what is seen and
unseen, while wryly surfacing political and economic
impositions that shape the human condition.

Melly Shum Hates Her Job (1989), for instance, is a
billboard showing the work’s title printed in bold
typeface alongside a young woman at her desk.

Melly Shum Hates Her Job is a permanent fixture on the
facade of the contemporary art centre formerly known
as Witte de With in Rotterdam, where Lum’s solo
exhibition marked the institution’s inaugural show in
1990.

The work was installed as billboards at various locations
throughout the city, and when the exhibition ended

these billboards were taken down, only for the one at

Witte de With to be re-installed due to its popularity

with the public. Speaking to the work’s place within the
fabric of Rotterdam, it was announced in 2020 that Witte de
With would hence be known as Kunstinstituut Melly.

The interplay between image and text is on full view in
Death and Furniture, which travelled to Toronto from
Remai Modern in Saskatoon, where it was curated by
Michelle Jacques and Johan Lundh. At Art Gallery of
Ontario, it has been curated by Xiaoyu Weng, Carol and
Morton Rapp Curator of the Gallery’s Modern and
Contemporary Art department.

The exhibition includes Lum’s ‘Time. And Again.” series

(2021): photographic portraits of people on the street

shown alongside their testimonies printed in bold text,

which take the pandemic as a jumping-off point to investigate
the vagaries and hardships of modern-day work life.

I'm interested in the textuality of images,” and ‘the pictorialism
of text’/, Lum says. But it’s not just about how the font looks; it’s
about the pictures the language produces and engenders in
viewers.
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Death and Furniture also includes Lum’s famed 'Furniture
Sculptures’ series (1978-ongoing), comprised of
commercial sofas turned into minimalist works that
upend and transform the utilitarian function of furniture,
causing viewers to reckon with narrow perceptions of
their surroundings.

Likewise, the 'Photo-Mirrors’ series (1997) wedges found
photographs into the corners of framed mirrors, inviting
viewers to become part of the work’s composition and
reflect—both literally and metaphorically—on what it
means to live in relation with others.

Born and raised in a Chinese working-class family in
Vancouver, Canada, Lum’s roots have formed a
worldview that makes him somewhat hesitant about the
art world’s excesses, having lost his mother at an early
age due to her exposure to toxins while working under
harsh sweatshop conditions.

Lum uses these experiences to mine the purpose and
meaning of objects marking his family history. In Untitled
Furniture Sculpture (1978-ongoing), a pink velvet sofa is
inspired by those considered luxurious in Lum’s
childhood—the kind his mother would have both liked and
protected from actual use.

Lum has contemplated death throughout his practice. In
his ‘Necrology’ series (2016-ongoing), represented here
by five works including Life as a Keypunch Operator
(2017) and A Recounting of the Events and Experiences in
the Life of Yasir Khorshed (2017), sensational obituaries
are derived from amalgams of real and fictional lives.

These obituaries are re-composed and designed using
18th and 19th-century fonts inspired by The Philadelphia
Inquirer newspaper’s front-page reprint announcing U.S.
President Abraham Lincoln’s assassination.
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Now living in Philadelphia, where he is the chair of Fine Arts at
the University of Pennsylvania’s Stuart Weitzman School of
Design, Lum discusses the many roles he holds in this interview,
and there are many to reflect on.

Besides being an artist, writer, academic, and university
administrator, Lum co-founded the influential Yishu Journal of
Contemporary Chinese Art, and also co-founded Monument
Lab, a non-profit public art and history studio involved in recent
discussions surrounding the removal of colonial statues.

= m-s,_A_A LA A L 2 ) h —

Exhibition view: Ken Lum, Melly Shum Hates Her Job (1989), Moritzplatz, Berlin (16 September 2019). Courtesy the artist and Galerie
Nagel Draxler, Berlin/Cologne/Munich.

NP

Your exhibition Death and Furniture at the Art Gallery of
Ontario brings together works spanning the last 40 years.
What parts of your practice does the presentation focus on?

The furniture works date back 40 years, to the 1970s, and the very
start of my interest in art. The image-and-text works go back
about 35 years. While I work in series, all the works are relatively
new.

The relationship between image and text is endlessly rich, and
both text and picture systems are fundamental to human
communications. Furniture is also fundamental to social
existence. Thus, I am always able to generate new works from the
many series that intertwine in my overall practice.

149 Canal Street, New York, NY 10002 +1917 388 2464




MAGENTA

NP

NP

KL

magentaplains.com

PLAINS

Do your ideas in the series change drastically, or are you
homing in on a consistent set of ideas?

My ideas within a series do change. It wasn't obvious at first, but I was
able to see their sources more clearly over time. They had a lot to do with
lived observations mixed with memories, including books I have read or
movies I have seen.

I am interested in subject formation, or how an individual is conceived
and produced as a subject; in community formation, and the difference
and subjugation of difference by normativity. I am also interested in the
relationship between form and content.

There are always new forms in the world and new ways of
imagining, much of it encoded for an oppressively market-
oriented world. Image and text are a huge system of
representation today, especially with the internet and the role of
graphics that dominate websites.

It's like a horizon line of possibilities. And, of course, when you're
making each iteration, there's always a new context. As time
passes, there are always new viewing circumstances that emerge
and have bearing over the reading of the works.

In your recent series, ‘Time. And Again.’, you present images of
people of various identities accompanied by text. In one image,
we see a Black woman who is in a park and there is a child on a
swing.

The text reads, in part: 'They have no idea how much | work.’
Could you unpack 'they’ in those statements? Is it an entry into
considerations around race, class, and power?

Forty years ago, I was making a lot of work depicting people of
different races and ages. I did quite a few image-and-text works
with very young children, the elderly, and nearly completed a
work involving a person in a wheelchair.

When I did that in the late 1970s and early 80s, I was often
accused of being Disney-esque. It was crazy; the works didn't look
anything like Disney. Plus, such accusations only undergirded the
idea of whiteness as neutrality.

Back then, to try to express a fact of the world—one that is multicultural
and multiracial, was considered Disney-esque, while to depict white
subjects only was to be neutral. And it's still largely this way.
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I'd say, does that make a difference? They would say, 'Of course
not.' But later, as the conversation developed, there would be
comments like, 'Of course you're interested in that—you're Asian.'
Or the converse, if I'm veering into territory that is not—in their
eyes—the purview of 'non-Asian', they would say, 'Well, you
should be doing this; you're Asian.'

I used to get a lot of shit like that; it was not easy, and it's kind of
an unspoken part of history. There are lots of artists of colour with
very similar stories. I just happen to be lucky enough to have built
a career despite the reasons just mentioned—for which many
good artists of colour resigned from the art world.

Images like the one | just mentioned run through
different possibilities of interpretation as people look at
this woman and try to cast her as a particular trope or
summarise her life. It seems to me they could represent
a whole number of onlookers.

The meaning behind the images is not specific, or not specified,
and it's partly imagined, too. It could also be a part of the
woman's own imagination.

I'm really interested in speaking truth to power in terms of social
differentiation, which is always seen as, 'You're just being political, you
don't need to,' or, 'Why are you being like that? We're human beings.
We're all equal.'

Text, which you use a lot, is always under pressure to be
minimised or reduced in the digital age. How has
technology affected how you think about the use of
text, such as abbreviations and shortening?

I’'m thinking of your works that take up flowery,
antiquated language. There doesn’t seem to be much
patience for that kind of text these days.

I'm interested not just in the relationship between text and image,

but the textuality of images, and the pictorialism of text. This isn't

only the way the font looks, which I'm playing with as well, but the kind
of pictures the language composition produces and engenders in viewers.

I was not only interested in paying homage to language, or the kind that
doesn't exist anymore, because the works pay tribute to frontispieces and
forms of description from the 18th and 19th centuries, too, as you've
picked up.
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With the passing of such a way of speaking is the demise of a way
to conceive of time and space, as well. Language forms us, so if
the language of a certain form or style disappears, that way of
imagining disappears, too.

In your ‘Necrology’ series, it seems you’re bringing old
ways of speaking and writing into contact with
contemporary happenings or incidents. It’s jarring to be
reading in this style something that could have
happened last week.

When I started in art, I really believed that art should be something you
just kind of get—that the artwork interpolates viewers, and that's it. But
now I'm interested in the idea of duration, and text that is so compelling
that it beholds viewers.

Ilike the idea that viewers take pleasure in the play of the text, in the
kerning, and the illogic of the ordering. There are all kinds of rules in
terms of good and bad design from today's perspective, in terms of
spacing, and so on.

It's a paradox because these are scenarios of today, but I could read in any
newspaper that a young woman was imprisoned by some authoritarian
government and died. I wanted to really bring the figures to life and
sustain viewers over time. I am telling viewers—I am demanding—that
they spend time reading this.

There seems to be a concern for the quotidian in your work;
whether it’s people who live or die, furniture we take for
granted, or thoughts about our work lives.

That's a fair observation, but I don't do it to fetishise the everyday.
This whole concept of the everyday man and woman is taken to
an extreme today—certainly by politicians, but not just them.

I'm interested in the everyday because it's oppressive for a lot of
people. For most, it's a slog: getting to work; missing the bus when
it's full, and you can't get on—you must wait another ten minutes;
or not having enough time in the day to spend with your children
or to make ends meet, even when you're working three part-time
jobs.

I think there is a huge disconnect in the art world on the

experiential level, despite the art world's propensity to want to
speak about subjects to do with race and class.
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I grew up with a single mom, who died too soon from poisoning
while working in a sweatshop. It's very real to me and I've always
been fascinated by the concept of the real. I took some philosophy
in university and came across the notion from Derrida and Lacan.
The 'real' as a kind of immersive soup that is out there, and yet
language can't totally grasp it because it eludes language.

There are so many things that are inexpressible; we can only
approximate. It's only in those moments, when someone's truly wailing,
totally broken, or in absolute ecstasy and pleasure that you start to see
tangents to the real. That's what I'm interested in.

Going back to theology, I like that kind of deferral, even when it's
temporal—this deferral of recognition from readers—is this a work of art
or is this real? I'm interested in that illusion and divide, as well.

You touched on your family, and | read an essay of yours
in which you tell this very moving story where your
grandmother attends one of your shows unexpectedly.

You mentioned the very disorienting feeling of two
worlds colliding: here you were as a practicing artist and
there’s your working-class grandmother coming into
that kind of space.

You’ve also discussed your working-class roots and you

have mentioned your mother. How have you managed

the tensions between the art world and your origins? How has
that tension influenced the work?

I mentioned my early biography, not to be confessional, but because
people always ask me where it comes from. And I've always believed in
saying, well, that's where it comes from. I don't try to couch it.

Often enough, when everyone asks you the same question, a narrative
starts to form. That's the capture of language that functions for artists,
right? But I don't beat my chest and say: 'I come from the working class.'

I1did a very popular public art piece in Vancouver called
Monument to East Vancouver (2010), and it's iconic there. People,
including writers, would come up to me and say, 'You're
expressing your pride in coming from the working class.' And I'd
say, that's not what it's about. I would rather have lived in the
richer parts of the town [laughs].
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People feel better saying, 'Well, you struggled in the beginning.

Now you're expressing pride. It's made you who you are.' It's made
me who I am, but that doesn't mean I'd prefer growing up that

way over living near the University of British Columbia (UBC). I try to
keep it real.

A decade ago, I co-founded the think tank Monument Lab with a
colleague at the University of Pennsylvania. We were finding ways to
evaluate and talk about the monumental landscape, the unevenness of
who gets heard, who gets represented, and who isn't even in the
conversation; a lot of the First Nations, for instance. It's kind of a big
thing now, I'm proud to say. We get all kinds of projects.

At the tail end of the 1990s, I also co-started the Yishu Journal of
Contemporary Chinese Art, worked on several curatorial projects,
including historical shows like Shanghai Modern: 1919 - 1949 in 2005,
wrote a lot, and published a book. I do all that not as an extension of my
art, but to save myself from solely being an artist in the art world.

Your work spans art, teaching, scholarship, and
academic administration—it’s pretty remarkable, all
these distinct roles. You say it’s a way to keep you
grounded and not entirely taken up by the art world.

I've always felt some degree of discomfort, rightly or wrongly,
being in the art world because it's not my background. I've met
lots of artists, and some of them are my close friends, and they
say, 'Ever since I was a little kid, I've wanted to be an artist."'

How is that possible? I knew nothing as a kid. I was drawn

naturally to art too, but my idea of an artist was someone who could draw
a horse. And you'd just be a graphic artist. I never imagined an artist in an
art world context, with galleries, and so on. I imagined it in the most
practical terms: applied arts. That was the extent of it. Everything else
that went beyond was foreclosed to my imagination.

You mentioned the word iconic. Almost everything I've
read about you online is connected to your Melly Shum
Hates Her Job image, which dates to 1989, and has been
repurposed by different groups and brought into
different causes.

What's your view on how the internet has enabled a
remixing and hacking of that particular work?
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Well, it's something beyond my control. But I've also been

referred to as one of the early meme founders. These were the

years before the meme. It felt like I tapped into something other people
appreciated and recognised, so I feel good about that.

In the case of Melly Shum, it was a response I couldn't have anticipated
from non-art audiences. The number of people who hate their jobs or are
dissatisfied is vast and they identify with that. It feels like that work
entered a truly public realm, whereby I could no longer take ownership;
somehow it belongs to the public.

Then in 2020, the Witte de With in Rotterdam changed its
name to Kunstinstituut Melly.

I was not involved in the renaming; it was a total surprise. The process
took over two years I think, and then they emailed me saying,
overwhelmingly, people wanted the Center to be named after Melly.

You are now based in Philadelphia. How has that move shaped
your practice?

Well, it's not just moving to Philadelphia, but the United States,
the most powerful empire today. One that may be declining, with
all the good and bad of being an empire.

I've always been interested in political questions and have never
been shy about detaching art from politics. Monument Lab,
which I previously mentioned, would not have been possible in
Canada. I started it in Philadelphia and the good thing about
America, despite all the bad things, is that if you have an idea and
present it to people who have the power to support it, they're very
receptive and fast.

You have talked about the pressure to produce that comes
with that kind of environment. It sounds like you’re constantly
navigating that.

I've never worked as hard as I have at the University of
Pennsylvania, which is one of the Ivy League universities. What
does it mean to be working at an Ivy League? You're near power. I
sat next to then-Vice President Joe Biden on campus, for
instance. It's a wholly different level.

On the other hand, I kept getting job offers from the United States
after I left the University of British Columbia. I didn't get any
offers from Canada and needed an income to survive. People
asked me why I moved down there. To take a job, I say.
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They say, 'You could stay in Canada.' Some even suggested that I
was turning my back on Canada by taking a prestigious position
in Philadelphia. Or that Canada formed me, and I show my
gratitude by taking a position in the United States.

The fact was that after I left UBC, I received multiple queries from
American institutions, including another Ivy League institution,
but nothing from Canada. I applied for positions in Toronto and
Montreal, but didn't even make the shortlist. I'm not telling you
this to gripe, just to say something about the way Canada often
imagines the motivations of people of colour, which aggravates
me.

NP I marvel at how you move between art and university
administration work, which is so often about budgets and
enrolments.

KL I'm getting to the point where I can't do all that anymore. I used to be
almost proud that I had a million things to do. But I think back and
realise it's very stupid. You must smell the coffee in the morning, you
know? —[O]

Ken Lum, I Said No (2010). Site-specific installation. Exhibition view: Audain Gallery, SFU Woodward's, Vancouver (2010). Courtesy
the artist.
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Sofia Hernandez Chong Cuy on Kunstinstituut Melly

In 2017, numerous signatories of an open letter called for the name of the Rotterdam institution
formerly known as the Witte de With Center for Contemporary Art to be changed. The art
space was named after the street on which it was located—which itself was named after a

PR RUMMER <022 seventeenth-century Dutch naval officer—and activists raised concerns over the title’s
connection to that officer, who was an infamous agent of colonization. The questions emerged
during director Defne Ayas’s tenure, as part of a community discussion around Wendelien van
Oldenborgh and Lucy Cotter’s project Cinema Olanda, 2017, which represented the
Netherlands at the Fifty-Seventh Venice Biennale. Ayas, together with her team and board, had
announced the need to make a change. When Sofia Hernandez Chong Cuy became director in
2018, she was tasked to take up the process. After three years of researching, workshopping, and
strategically listening to the broader Rotterdam community, the museum officially assumed its
new name, Kunstinstituut Melly, in January 2021. The unusual moniker is a nod to Melly Shum
Hates Her Job, 1989, an artwork by Ken Lum that has adorned the building’s facade since its

inaugural year.

e o - e - =

Ken Lum, Melly Shum Hates Her Job, 1989, billboard. Installation view, Witte de With Center for Contemporary Art (now
Kunstinstituut Melly), Rotterdam, 2013.
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WHEN YOU ARE CHANGING the name of a thirty-year-old institution, it can’t just be symbolic.
You need to make a structural intervention. In the arts, we know how to create signs and give
them meaning. That’s our strength. At the same time, if you really want to tackle
decolonization, you have to acknowledge that most of the symbols were and are made by people
allied with hegemonic forces. We can’t merely add symbols or question those we have; we must
create a context in which we shift those positions of power. You need a new and more varied

perspective on the production of signs and on the way these signs are empowered.

I grew up in Mexico, where we have a very different relation to our colonial past. There,
indigenous signs that spoke to another (pre-Hispanic) history had been either elevated or
sublimated, first as part of the independence movement and later as a national program of the
twentieth-century revolution. Here in the Netherlands, the colonial period largely happened
elsewhere, geographically and discursively. Locally, many people didn’t really comprehend the

Dutch empire’s effect on the countries and peoples it colonized.

When I was assigned the task of changing the name, I realized I had to know more. Where did
the problems really emerge? What is the history that is really being addressed? And what is the
relationship between this institution and the colonial history that is being criticized? This is an
art space that is known for a commitment to radical change—which includes enlisting a new
director every six years—but what became evident early on was that there were new voices,
primarily in Rotterdam’s communities of color, critiquing the institution not just for its name
but for its program. There was an assumption that the institution only showed artists who were
firmly within the system. That’s not exactly the case, but perception can have more validity than

fact. So, in the end, we had to recognize that there is a deep communication problem.

Over its three-decade history, this institution has introduced its local and international
audiences to artists such as Hélio Oiticica (1992), Meschac Gaba (2001), Yto Barrada (2004),
Cecilia Vicufia (2019), and so many others from outside the Western world. This was only
possible because the perspectives that were coming in had a presence in and a passion for parts
of the world that didn’t necessarily share the same visual language, philosophical references, or
cultural influences upheld by the dominant art-historical canon. By intelligibly and historically
framing these “new” figures, ideas, and conflicts, the institution was able to change the canon.
However, whether by choice or external pressure, over the past decade this and other cultural
institutions have sought to have an impact on a wider public sphere. A core component of this
has been developing outreach programs and other modes of public engagement, all of which

ultimately require different framing devices and languages.
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In changing our curatorial approach and communication strategies and acknowledging wider
audiences, we had to change our work culture and form a vision that accommodated many
different forms of knowledge and not just those promoted by the Western canon. This is one of
those situations where changing one little thing can have huge repercussions. It’s structural, but
it’s not as if you have to come up with all these policy plans and make all these promises to the

public.

Change doesn’t have to be revolutionary; there are many proactive, subtle ways of creating
culture. For example, one of our biggest moves has been to make our ground-floor gallery
admission-free and open it up to alternative programming, such as the Sessions created by our
new curator of collective learning, where “learning” happens through low-key yet festive call-
and-response-type events. It doesn’t matter if only ten people come, so long as something is
happening. Tradition involves ritual, and, likewise, culture depends on recurrence. People feel
more comfortable with a space as they become more familiar with it. It’s been so popular, in
fact, that we are finding that many of our visitors never visit the exhibitions upstairs. Through
March of next year, we’re hosting an initiative, “84 Steps,” named after the number of stairs
that lead up to the top-floor galleries. We’ve invited a group of artists to participate, and each of
them has taken a gallery to design an immersive installation for use as an activity space. It’s

quite beautiful, organized a bit like a wellness center.

When I first arrived, I had wanted to convert the ground-floor gallery into a bookshop. My
experience with booksellers in New York is that if you return often enough, they know the
books that you read and can make more personal recommendations than some online
algorithm. You keep coming back because you feel invested in an ongoing conversation. When a
bookstore proved fiscally unfeasible for us, our team developed other ideas, including the
Work/Learn program, a twelve-week collective-learning module for teenagers and young adults,
in or out of school. We already have a college audience, but if we really want to be socially
inclusive, we have to look outside our existing stakeholders. Our first program participants
helped us build the initial case study for how we might create a new name, and many of them

are still involved in the institution today.

We found that both our long-standing and new audiences responded to the figure of Melly
Shum because it really pushed the idea of diversity. Not only diversity in terms of this or that
race or this or that gender, but also in terms of class. Rotterdam is a very working-class city. The
character resonated not because she “hates her job” but because Ken Lum’s statement
recognizes that, as a third-generation immigrant, he only had the option of becoming an artist
because his grandparents had made the sacrifice to move from China to Canada to work on the
railroad. And so “Melly” became the name first of our ground-floor gallery and later of our
entire institution. Even if it wasn’t originally on our short list, it was the favorite in the public

forums and the advisory committees.
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Throughout the entire process, community feedback was key. Decolonizing encourages new
methods for listening—deep listening, strategic listening—that you can’t find in Harvard
business books on negotiation. Part of deep listening is that you have to let others speak,
regardless of whether you agree with them, because the point is not about agreeing or
disagreeing. The point is to understand. I am hoping that the institution’s long-term audiences
understand that this is a moment for new stakeholders to gain more visibility. People tend to
believe that they have to identify with things for them to be meaningful, but I don’t think that’s

the case. Art should be a space of confrontation.

Some people—many of whom happen to side with or benefit from dominant narratives,
however consciously—might think that we are erasing history by taking on a new name. [ don’t
agree. With the name change, the point isn’t what is eradicated but what is created, just as with
Rauschenberg’s famous 1953 Erased de Kooning Drawing. It’s a matter of which perspectives
you value. The past can be written in myriad ways. We’re not erasing our history. We’re adding a

new narrative.

As told to Kate Sutton.
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A Reckoning:
Monument Lab, Joel
Garcia, Ken Lum, and
Paul Farber

by Clayton Campbell | Jan 5, 2021

Joel Garcia, Toppling A Statue At Olvera 2, 2020

magentaplains.com 149 Canal Street, New York, NY 10002 +1917 388 2464




MAGENTA PLAINS

Monument Lab, based in Philadelphia, and founded by curator Paul Farber and
artist Ken Lum, is a public art and history studio whose moment has arrived.
Defining monuments as “a statement of power and presence in public” they've
intersected with the active national movement to remove monuments and
statues that reflect the racist history of the United States. Their values reflect
progressive antiracist, de-colonial, feminist, queer, working class, ecological, and
social justice perspectives working to inform our understandings of U.S. history
and its monuments. In just a few years they have expanded from local projects to
having a national and international profile. They just received a $4 million grant
as part of Mellon Foundation’s $250 million Monuments Project. Monument Lab’s
grant will support the production of a definitive audit of the nation’s monuments.
This will help identify the stories and narratives that have been ignored and do not
exist in monument or memorial form. They will be opening ten field research
offices, one of those offices may be in Los Angeles next year.

This past year has stretched our capacity to imagine what comes next, with the
confluence of the pandemic, a heightened movement for racial justice, and an
election with its caustic aftermath. Throughout we have seen offending statues
and monuments pulled down around the United States as well as Europe.
Questions are unresolved about how to contextualize these faded, flawed icons.
While some want to see problematic statues reflective of our racist past
disappear, others would prefer for them to stay, so long as placards and
descriptive texts that contextualize and educate the public surround them.
Beyond this however, how do we then begin to memorialize our country’s many
ignored and suppressed histories in their place?

Ken Lum is the Artistic Director of Monument Lab, but also a prolific Canadian
visual artist, writer, and teacher of Chinese descent. He has produced numerous
powerful public works challenging established worldviews about how we see
ourselves. Artist Hans Haacke says of Ken, “ Over many decades he has pointedly
challenged ruling classes in many regions of the world, religious suppression,
racism and other horrors. Driven by a deep sense of humanity, his engagement,
backed by a wide knowledge of history and pertinent literature, is reflected in his
thoughtful writings on art and life.”

Next year Ken will be having an exhibition at Royale Projects in Los Angeles. His
new works are photo-based images screen-printed onto mirrors. They make a
strong commentary about bias in our popular imagination, cultural legacy and
received histories. At sizes up to 6 by 6 feet, works like Anna May Wong, Batista, or
United States at Night, cover a range of his social justice concerns by looking at
Asian American stereotypes, U.S. foreign interventions, and climate change.
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Ken Lum, Anna May Wong, screen print on mirror, 6° x 6°, 2020

Ken Lum, Batista, screen print on mirror, 6’ x 6°, 2020
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Ken Lum, United States at Night, screen print on mirror, 6’ x 6°, 2020

| asked Ken what public art commission he would like to do in Los Angeles if asked.
His response was immediate. “The Chinese Massacre. Do you know about it?” | did,
in fact, know a little bit because there is a plaque about it in the sidewalk in front
of the Chinese American Museum on Los Angeles Street in downtown LA. What |
didn't know was that Los Angeles Street was the original location of Chinatown in
what had been named ‘Negro Alley’ after the dark skinned Spaniards who first
lived there. It was also the red light saloon district where Chinese had been
segregated to live. The plaque is all that marks the site of what is known as one of
the worst mass lynchings in US history, a part of Los Angeles’ history. It
corresponded with the rise of Nativism, as anti-immigrant hostilities boiled over in
1871 when a mob of Anglo and Hispanic people attacked, robbed, and hung 17
Chinese. This history was more or less erased when Chinatown was moved to its
new location in 1938. The site of the massacre is now an off ramp of the 101
Freeway. Not long after the massacre the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was
passed to maintain white “racial purity” and placate complaints that the Chinese
were taking jobs. They comprised .002% of the population at the time. Why does
this refrain sound all too familiar today? Over and over again Los Angeles has
been an epicenter of anti-immigrant hostility, racism towards people of color, and
the erasure of indigenous people. With dysfunctional immigration and homeless
policies, we are in the midst of yet another chapter of a long and tortured history

of abuse and neglect.
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THE NEW MONUMENTS THAT AMERICA
NEEDS

Ewery statue defends an idea about history, but what if those ideas are wrong?

@ By Hua Hsu

& September 15, 2020

Many images surrounding recent monument protests, including one of young people playing

basketball next to a graffiti-covered statue of Robert E. Lee, in Richmond, convey a sense that
tmylbing is /)o.v:i/)/e. Photograph by Eze Amos / Getty

efore protesters in America and Europe began painting over statues, or
B toppling them, or hanging them from trees, or rolling them into the
nearest river, the historian Paul Farber noticed that people were putting
masks on them. In the early days of the pandemic, from Wuhan to New
York, Valencia, and Limerick, anonymous people placed covin-19 coverings
over the faces of local monuments. There was something tender, even a little
funny, about these gestures, the kind of thing done for Instagram: a photo of
a masked Patience and Fortitude, the two lions that sit outside the main
branch of the New York Public Library, went viral. Whether monuments
take the form of a statue, building, or pillar, they present themselves as
universal and timeless, expressing something essential about all of us—at
least in a way that flatters the powers that be. Putting a mask on these
inanimate objects shifted them to a new context: the present, rather than the
historical past. The act suggested a kind of solidarity, a symbol that we are all
in this pandemic together. Yet Farber, who is the artistic director and senior
curator of Monument Lab, a public art initiative that creates new
monuments, saw the masked statues as an accusation, a reminder of how

official systems had failed us.
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In the early days of the coronavirus pandemic, from Wuban to New York, anonymous people

placed mask-like coverings over the faces of local monuments. Photograph by Byron Smith / Getty

Farber and the artist and scholar Ken Lum started Monument Lab in 2012,
shortly after they each began teaching at the University of Pennsylvania.
Farber is a native of Philadelphia, where Lum had just arrived from
Vancouver, Canada, a city with comparatively few historical markers. They
shared a fascination with Philadelphia’s rich monumental landscape, from
the Liberty Bell and Robert Indiana’s “Love” sculpture to the famed “Rocky”
steps. But they were curious about what stories these monuments weren’t
telling. Lum lived near Billie Holiday’s childhood home, where only a small
marker indicated its history. “I would see these white guys on pedestals who

I'd never heard of,” he said. “I was really interested in this unevenness.”

In 2015, Farber and Lum set up a makeshift office in a shipping container in
the courtyard of City Hall and asked visitors: “What is an appropriate
monument for the current city of Philadelphia?” They shared their answers
with a team of artists, which included locals, such as the poet Ursula Rucker
and the video artist and animator Kara Crombie, and others who shared
Monument Lab’s fascination with the politics of public space, such as Mel
Chin, a conceptual artist interested in the ecological imagination, and Tyree
Guyton, who is famed for the decades-long Heidelberg Project, in which he
turned a block in his native Detroit into a kind of living sculpture. Working
with these artists, the Monument Lab installed prototype monuments
throughout the city. One of the most striking pieces, a twelve-foot-high
Black Power Afro pick, by the artist Hank Willis Thomas, was recently
acquired by the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts.
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In March, Farber and Lum had just welcomed a new class of international
fellows when covip-19 forced everyone indoors. Suddenly, conversations
about public space seemed a tease. But in the wake of George Floyd’s death,
tens of thousands of people took to the streets in protest, and they
congregated in familiar spaces—near statues and monuments, in the
shadows of yesterday’s supposed heroes. Soon thereafter, statues across the
country started coming down—removed by crowds or by city officials trying
to get ahead of a controversy. President Trump signed a series of executive

orders to protect monuments from defacement, which provided the rationale

for a violent crackdown on protesters in Portland, in July.

When I spoke to Farber earlier this summer, he was excited, likening the
statue-toppling to the celebrations that took place along the Berlin Wall in
the dying days of Communism. Indeed, the scenes we were seeing
throughout America felt like reénactments of news footage celebrating
upheaval somewhere far away—the long-subjugated people, inspired by the
democratic West, toppling a despot’s statue. We were still in the “dancing on
the wall” phase, he joked. “We still don’t know if East Germany will be

dismantled.”

hat isn’f a monument? The term is used to describe an incredibly

wide range of structures, from ancient burial mounds, stones
arranged with some kind of intention, and the pyramids, to concrete
archways, magnificent palaces, columns, and statues of obscure local
merchants. Monuments connect us to the furthest reaches of history, though
why we value these things later on may have little relation to why someone
was inspired to alter the landscape in the first place. The Great Wall remains
a symbol of Chinese manpower, as well as a willingness to reject foreign
influence; in contrast, the ornate fagades of antiquity no longer communicate
civilization’s greatness so much as warnings about imperial hubris. In the
case of Stonehenge—designated a “scheduled ancient monument” by the
U.K. government—the mystery surrounding its origins and use contribute to

its aura.
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When we speak of monuments in America, we're often talking about
structures such as statues, obelisks, and memorials that celebrate a relatively
narrow band of our history: the Civil War, the First and Second World
Wars, the civil-rights era. Our monumental landscape preserves a sense that
we are an exceptional, upstart nation. (American civilization may not boast
standing stones that date back to the prehistoric era, but we do have
Carhenge.) The relative youth of our monuments also speaks to the
enthusiasm with which previous generations simply erased the histories of
those who came before. Mount Rushmore, for example, was carved onto a
mountain that was of great significance to the Lakota Sioux, who had

previously been promised the Black Hills of South Dakota and Wyoming.

In the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, there were not many
monuments to the Confederacy, beyond memorials placed in cemeteries for
soldiers who had died. Today, there are over seven hundred Confederate
monuments, situated in far more than the eleven states that seceded from the
Union in 1860. Many of these monuments went up in city squares or in
front of official buildings between 1890 and 1950, coinciding with the Jim
Crow era. As the historian Mark Elliott observes, groups like the Daughters
of the Confederacy were interested in rehabilitating and glorifying the
Southern cause. Monuments of this kind exist at the intersection of art and
infrastructure, public memory and élite whim. They possess what Farber
calls an “aura of permanence.” But they embody the struggle to interpret a
shared past, and they contain a desire, he said, to “stop time, to hold on to

power.”

For the past few years, Monument Lab has worked with fellows around the
world to bring conversations about power and public space to new
communities. Initially, Farber and Lum found it was often hard to convince
local officials to act on problematic old statues and placards in their cities. A
turning point in the broader public imagination came with the Unite the
Right rally in August of 2017, when white-nationalist groups went to
Charlottesville, Virginia, to protest the removal of Confederate statues and
memorials. The protests turned violent, resulting in the death of a counter-
protester, Heather Heyer. Monument Lab is now invited to assist forward-

thinking local governments and historical commissions.
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Earlier this summer, I spoke with the indigenous artist and organizer Joel
Garcia, a former Monument Lab fellow. Garcia grew up in Los Angeles,
deeply immersed in the local punk scene. He found meaning in the punk
ethos of D.LY. resourcefulness, particularly when it came to repurposing
spaces, like restaurants or community centers, to perform, create, and
commune. As a teen-ager, he got a job at Epitaph Records, a respected punk
label. Although the office was a straight shot across the city from his home
on the Eastside, he had to transfer buses at Grand Park, where a statue of
Christopher Columbus stood on the courthouse steps. Looking at all the
homeless people and those awaiting their court hearings, Garcia said, was a

contrast of “domination and poverty.”

Over time, Garcia became fixated on how the city landscape was decorated
with these tributes to a colonial past. “Who gets to decide what is the
authentic history of Los Angeles?” Garcia drew on his experiences working
as an organizer and realized that “you can spend a lot of energy doing a huge
push and not move an inch. Or you can become this little pebble in
somebody’s shoe that they’re always having to deal with. That’s what I
became.” He familiarized himself with the county officials and their
protocols, showed up to all the meetings, and became a kind of community
liaison. When the city finally agreed, in 2018, to remove the Columbus

statue, Garcia took part in a purification ceremony.

As part of the removal process, the city had hired an assessor to estimate the
statue’s artistic or historic value. “It’s not worth shit,” Garcia told me,
laughing. As far as Garcia knows, the Columbus statue is gathering dust in a
warehouse. The question of what to do with these monuments after they've

been taken down has proved vexing for many cities. Should they remain on

public display in museums or historical institutions, where they might be
surrounded by more detailed context materials? Or will they end up as a kind
of petulant, élite in-joke? That’s the impression many came away with when
a statue of Robert E. Lee that had been removed in Dallas in 2017 was
purchased two years later and placed in a luxury golf course along the U.S.-

Mexico border.
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The question of what a community wants is at the heart of the Monument
Project, but where does one find that data? In 2017, Farber and Lum worked
with Sue Mobley, an organizer and researcher, and Bryan Lee, Jr., an
architect and design activist, on Paper Monuments, a participatory design
project in New Orleans. The people of New Orleans, Mobley explained,
have a tendency to see themselves and their city as exceptional, overlooking
the way that New Orleans reflects the same inequalities felt acutely
throughout the American South. Mobley and her team posed similar
questions to the ones that Farber and Lum had asked Philadelphians, about
what new monuments people wanted to see. Predictably, many of the
proposals were about culture—jazz, the Mardi Gras Indians, and other
vestiges of New Orleans’s identity that are increasingly imperilled by
gentrification. But many answers engaged with the deeper structures of civic
life, Mobley said: “People were suggesting, “Tear down the statues. . . . but
what I need is a police budget that’s half what it is.”“What we need is health
care, what we need are protections to voting rights.” ‘What I actually need is

a living wage for all. That’s my monument. That’s what I would propose.’”

Mobley was also in the midst of a separate research project that mapped the
locations of protests in New Orleans. In the mid-nineteenth century,
protests would take place at the headquarters of local political parties, the
docks, or trade institutions. In the twentieth century, they took place in city
squares and plazas. More recently, they’ve moved to the elevated highways.
The two projects orbited the same set of questions about the politics of
shared space. “What does it mean to try and create a demos that has room
for all if inclusion is defined by ‘T get a statue, so you get a statue’ that breaks
into further constituent parts?” asked Mobley. “Is there a way in which we

can weave together and lift up what it means to occupy space together?”

magentaplains.com 149 Canal Street, New York, NY 10002 +1917 388 2464




MAGENTA PLAINS

Art Margins

August 2020

Everything is Relevant: Ken Lum’s Writings on
Art and Life 1991-2018

CRISTINAALBU

Ken Lum'’s collection of writings Everything is Relevant offers an insightful inquiry into the complexities of the
contemporary art world from the perspective of an artist, curator, and educator who refuses to be confined
by aesthetic, cultural, or professional categories. Primarily known as a conceptual artist, Lum creates works
that interrogate how we assign meanings to images, texts, and objects based on cultural, racial, and social
cues. Whether puzzling the beholder through incongruous visual signs or evoking overlooked historical
narratives, his practice compels viewers to reflect on misconstructions of reality and the explicit and implicit
biases which inform acts of interpretation. Lum’s writings closely tie in with the interrogation of how
meaning is decoded and by whom, what cultural and artistic views take precedence, and how seemingly
marginal practices play poignant roles in the evolution of art. His premise “Everything is Relevant” is not a
postmodern dictum enforcing relativism but a call for scrutinizing power relations within and beyond the art
world.

Gathering Lum’s writings over a period of almost three decades, the book offers a comprehensive picture of
the intersections between art and multiculturalism, the social and cultural disjunctions subsistent in the
globalized art world, and the politics of art in public space. It provides a candid view on Lum'’s misgivings
about the art system but is not a mere personal testimony on his approach to art production. It encompasses
not only essays and diary entries that attest to Lum’s struggle for distancing himself from hegemonic value
judgments, but also philosophical and historical reflections on the deep imprint of imperialism on cultural
exchanges. In addition to this, the volume includes Lum’s thoughtful commentaries on Canadian cultural
policy and the model of artist-run centers which strengthened social critique in Canada in the 1970s.

The only essays that fit less easily into the book’s framework are the artist’s exhibition reviews, which lack
the self-reflexive voice of his other writings. Although they address works that tie in with Lum’s interest in
the legacy of pop and minimalism, the reviews are slightly at odds with his broader critical views on the art
world’s operations. The essays in this volume are arranged chronologically, facilitating the observation of
changes in approaches to issues of art and identity from the 1990s to the present. Their organization by
decade also makes evident multiple stages in Lum'’s negotiation of his role in society, from his hesitations
about his position in the art world in the mid-1990s to his engagement in educational and curatorial projects
that enable him to return to artmaking with a greater understanding of the tensions subsistent in the art
system.
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Andre Malraux’s Imaginary Museum, composed of a seemingly endless series of reproductions, is juxtaposed
with an image of an as yet void exhibition space at the Sharjah Biennial; a panoramic view of an extensive lot
cleared for the design of the Gateway Arch in St. Louis paired with a Pazyryk Carpet with a similar grid
pattern that was preserved almost intact under a glacier; and an image of Karyn Olivier’s temporary
encasement of a Philadelphia monument in mirror plates that is set face to face with a photograph
representing a stoic group of Punjabis who were denied entry into Canada after traveling aboard a Japanese

ship at the beginning of the 20" century. These image juxtapositions are not easily legible. They repeatedly
ask the reader to suspend presuppositions and consider less immediate connections between contingent
events which may lie at a temporal and geographical distance. The book is prefaced by a short text by Lum
which introduces the reader to the artist’s views on writing, and an essay by curator Kitty Scott who
positions Lum’s engagement with social issues in the context of Canadian and global art.

One of the most recurrent themes in Lum’s writings is “the problem of non-identity” (p. 145) with the art
system, and the environment in which an artist establishes his practice. His thoughts on this matter are
resonant with Giorgio Agamben’s equation of “contemporariness” with a relationship of imperfect
coincidence with one’s time which can be a source of enhanced consciousness.(1) Lum’s ideas also recall
Okwui Enwezor’s thinking on the “unhomely,” an alienating experience which unveils the limits of totalizing
cultural narratives and prompts the assumption of an activist stance.(2) In addition to these concerns, Lum’s
ruminations on the issue of “non-identity” pertain to his attempt to resist absorption into the art system
after receiving critical acclaim in the 1990s. His anxiety about belonging may be one of the reasons for which
he has increasingly turned towards creating art for public spaces where measurements of success are not
restricted to the art domain.

Lum repeatedly confesses to unease with the quick rise of consensus in the art world, and with the persistent
dominance of art historical narratives that privilege the unidirectional transmission of ideas from Western
art centers to other regions. He insists that we need to question the notion of objective criteria for assessing
the value of art and examine long neglected circuits of art information such as those between Vancouver and
Hong Kong, or Nairobi and London. (p. 77)

To broaden his view on the global art system, Lum has resorted to traveling and teaching in different parts of
the world, thus repeatedly putting his assumptions about art to the test. Reflecting on his experience as a
lecturer in Fort de France (Martinique) or his visit to the Dakar biennial in 1998, he unveils clashes in views
onthe role of art and confesses his own limitations in evaluating art from non-Western cultural contexts.
Lum admits to his disappointment with the limited political content of art from these regions in the late
1990s. While students in Martinique were skeptical about the notion that art could address their personal
experience as post-colonial subjects, Senegalese artists exhibiting at Dak’Art 98 contended that their
abstract paintings held political implications which may be imperceptible to an outsider to their culture.
Despite his expectations concerning the convergence between art and politics, Lum defines art in
contradistinction to life, since he fears that the utter collapse of boundaries between the two would
jeopardize critical distance. In “Something’s Missing” (2006), he states that “art should be about life” and
“offer a space for pause and reflection” (p. 163) since it cannot compete with the complexity of life.
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This being said, he also ponders the limits of an Eurocentric view upon art which privileges an understanding
of art as representation rather than a creative act of shaping daily life. In later essays, Lum discusses the
functionality of art and its inextricability from social and cultural practice. In “The Other in the Carpet”
(2016), Lum questions the rigid separation between art and craft, asserting that “the debate between
aesthetic value and practical function is also a debate about a culturally constructed divide.” (p. 262) He is
deeply concerned about the ongoing consequences of colonialism and argues that universalism has
constituted a guise for the imposition of hegemonic views. Despite his unease with this oppressive ideology
rooted in the Enlightenment period, Lum believes in the possibility of a “genuine kind of universality” (p. 71),
but does not elucidate how this alternative might be attained in the contemporary context. Admittedly, this
is adifficult task to undertake, especially at a time when the celebration of the art world’s “pretense of
globality” obscures its persistent inequities.(3)

Having abandoned a promising career in chemistry research in his youth, Lum occasionally relies on scientific
terms to explain dynamic processes in the art world. Thus he draws attention to the “diffusion of art” (p. 147)
and to the lack of isomorphism in globalizing forces. By “diffusion of art” he means both the spread of ideas
about art and the erosion of boundaries of art categories validated by the art network. Given these analogies
between physical processes and art operations, Lum’s writings remind one of the thinking of conceptual
artist Hans Haacke who parallels the functioning of biological systems with socio-political and art systems.
(4) Well aware of the fact that an artist cannot function completely outside of the art world, Lum insists that
there are different degrees of integration and that an individual can maintain some agency in establishing his
position in this complex.

Lum’s oscillations between multiple roles in the art world, including those of art critic, curator, project
manager, and teacher, have permitted him to repeatedly recalibrate his relationship with that world. His
travels all around the world suggest a search for how to resist identification with a fixed cultural viewpoint.
Yet, alternating professional functions and intense mobility also pose problems. They reflect the logic of
neoliberal late capitalism which calls for perpetual adaptability and endless creative resources.(5) While
traveling helps Lum’s personal and professional growth up to a certain point they also prove to be energy-
draining. He expresses at times his desire to stay longer in remote places that are off the art world’s radar
but he does not fully commit to this goal.

Writing has constituted for Lum a strategic tool for maintaining critical distance and brokering identity
issues. As an artist born in Vancouver in a working-class Cantonese family, he is acutely aware of the
assumptions the public or critics may draw based on his physiognomy or linguistic abilities. In several essays,
he ponders issues of identity misrecognition and forcefully denounces essentializing attitudes. While
condemning such tendencies, he also acknowledges artists’ desire to belong to the elite circles of the art
system. In one of the most emotionally charged accounts of the book, Lum discloses his discomfort at having
his social identity exposed when his grandmother, a Brooklyn-based sweatshop worker, arrives at his
exhibition opening in NYC and asks who all the people gathered there are (p. 194). The social and racial
tensions underlying the art world become apparent in many other essays that expose ongoing disparities
leaving their mark on artistic judgments. Yet the overall tone of the volume is far from pessimistic. Lum
maintains hope that art can overturn misconceptions through its power of defamiliarization.
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Besides tackling many broad problems concerning the relationship between art and life, the volume offers
many glimpses into Lum’s encounters with other artists. His conversation with Chen Zhen on the physical
and psychic impact of migration (p. 173) or the correlations he draws between lan Wilson's art practice and
Buddhist thinking (p. 241) reserve to the reader many opportunities to examine how aesthetic experience
resists the foreclosure of meaning. Equally engaging are Lum'’s ruminations on art education in his letter to
art critic Steven Henry Madoff which signals the need for studio art programs to enable students to define
their practice in relation to their subject positions in society. Lum disputes the standardization of these
degrees and finds that the emphasis on “technical finish” (p. 78) can take away from the emotional charge of
art production. In Lum’s opinion, loopholes in the dense web of a market-dominated art system are likely to
emerge when aesthetic and social experiences overturn expectations. Throughout the volume, he deftly
intertwines phenomenological and psychoanalytical ideas with socio-political critique to complicate the
narratives of established art tendencies and emphasize the deep imbrication of corporeal and mental
responses to art.

Overall, the book offers a consistent perspective on the dynamics and contingencies of the art world. Lum is
adamant about defining art making in terms of a process of coming to grips with a feeling of insufficiency and
adesire to bring to the forefront what is misconstrued as irrelevant. Nonetheless, his confidence about
effectively confronting these challenges shudders at times under the weight of hesitations about the social
impact of art practice. In an essay on his move from Canada to the U.S., he skeptically states: “I still believe in
art, if only in the narrow sense of what art has done for me in my own life.” (p. 254) This statement is
somewhat surprising given Lum’s insistence on the social engagement of art in other parts of the book. There
is little doubt that he has accomplished much more through his art than merely enhance the understanding
of his own place in the world. Judging by the overwhelming public response to his phototext Melly Shum
Hates Her Job (1990 to present), one can easily tell how incisive his engagement with social issues has been.
The piece depicts a seemingly satisfied and proud worker whose smiling demeanor is totally at odds with the
message. Presented on a billboard in conjunction with Lum’s Witte de With retrospective, the work has
acquired a permanent position on the building at the request of the public and has become a significant part
of the visual culture of Rotterdam.

The artist’s curatorial initiatives have also gone a long way in extending the presence of art beyond the walls
of museums. His recent work on Monument Lab, a public art exhibition program co-organized with Paul
Farber in Philadelphia, shows his commitment to resisting the closure of meaning of both art and social
space. Interestingly, Lum sees his curatorial projects as “extensions” of his art (p. 159), but does not hold
similar views on his writings. In his words, they fulfill the function of preempting “a turn inward” (p. xxxi),
serving as an instrument for tackling differences that extend beyond his own identity. His resistance may
have something to do with his strong belief in the disruptive power of sensory experience, as well as with
taking a distance from certain conceptual artists’ insistence on equating discourse construction with
artmaking.

Lum’s writings reflect a fervent devotion to keeping the boundaries between the art and the world porous,
with the aim of resisting the congealing of categories, whether they pertain to identities or art tendencies.
He finds himself at home in liminal zones of the art system, where it is possible to envision alternative models
of art education and historical narratives. Everything is Relevant is an inspiring volume both for studio art
students and for those who have been part of the art world for a long time. It exposes the unevenness of the
global art system while maintaining a hopeful message about how art can serve as anirritant to the status
quo.
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KEN LUM WINS ART GALLERY OF ONTARIO'S 2019
GERSHON ISKOWITZ PRIZE

The 2019 Gershon Iskowitz Prize at the Art Gallery of Ontario
(AGO), which is presented annually to an artist who has made an
outstanding contribution to the visual arts in Canada, has been
awarded to Ken Lum. Administered by the Gershon Iskowitz
Foundation in partnership with the museum, the honor comes
with a $38,000 cash prize and a solo exhibition at the AGO that
will be staged within the next two years. “The circumstances of
Gershon Iskowitz’s life make him an exemplar of humaneness and
global citizenry,” said Lum. “I am honored to be consider worthy

of a prize began by and named after him.”

Born in Vancouver, Lum is a multidisciplinary artist known for his
conceptual and representational work in painting, sculpture, and
photography. Through his practice, Lum draws attention to issues

of identity in relation to language, portraiture, and spatial politics.

His work has been featured in international exhibitions such as the

Ken Lum. Courtesy of Misa Shin Gallery, Toyko. Whitney Biennial, Documenta, the Venice Biennale, the Sio Paulo
Bienal, and the Shanghai Biennale and has been showcased in solo

exhibitions at the Kunstmuseum Luzern in Switzerland, the Witte de With Center for Contemporary Art in Rotterdam,

and the Lenbachhaus Museum in Munich.

Since the mid-1990s, Lum has also worked on numerous permanent public art commissions, including installations for
the cities of Vienna; Zuoz, Switzerland; Rotterdam; Saint Louis; Utrecht, the Netherlands; and Toronto. A longtime
educator, Lum currently holds an endowed professorship at the University of Pennsylvania’s Stuart Weitzman School of
Design in Philadelphia where he also serves as chair of the department of fine arts. He is also the founding editor and

cofounder of Yishu Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art.

The 2019 prize jury comprised Catherine Bedard, curator and deputy director of the Canadian Cultural Centre, Paris;
Naomi Potter, director and curator at the Esker Foundation, Calgary; Geoffrey James, artist, winner of the 2002
Gershon Iskowitz Prize, and museum trustee; and Stephan Jost, director and CEO of the Art Gallery of Ontario and

trustee of the Gershon Iskowitz Foundation.

Commenting on Lum’s career, Potter said: “Engaged in art making, writing, teaching, curation, and leadership, he
continues to advocate for thoughtful negotiations of social and political conversations both inside and outside of the
art world. His personal reflections on identity and belonging, social justice, and the value of pedagogy makes his

outstanding contributions, regardless of medium, absolutely worthy of this prize.”
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From Margin to Centre, and
Back Again

“| sensed a social ecology | had to navigate but did not understand,” says artist Ken
Lum of the rules-based art world that surrounded him. “And when | did start to
understand it, | was unsympathetic to why this social ecology had to be heeded”

As a prolific international artist, curator and writer, Ken
Lum has written extensively and voraciously. Everything is
Relevant: Writings on Art and Life, 1991-2018 brings together

for the first time a survey of these writings from across four T

continents, covering expansive ground from art school pedagogies, cultural
nationalism and public art to writings on his contemporaries from Chen Zhen
and Tania Mouraud to more personal, nuanced reflections on identity and
belonging. As the inaugural publication of Concordia University Press’s new
Text/Context: Writings by Canadian Artists series, Everything is Relevant is an
illuminating exploration of our globalized art world through the lens of one of
its most self-reflexive thinkers. Currently based in Philadelphia, where he is
chair of fine arts and holds an endowed professorship in the Stuart Weitzman
School of Design at the University of Pennsylvania. In advance of the book’s
January 2020 publication date, Lum joins writer Amy Fung for a conversation
via email that weaves across personal and professional coping mechanisms for

self-perseverance in and out of the art world.
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A romantic myth pervades memories of 1970s New York. Movies like Taxi Driver, The French
Connection, and Dog Day Afternoon have immortalized the city as gritty, hardscrabble, streetwise;
glamour was somewhere else. Artists lived in lofts. Nonprofit spaces predominated. There was a
vibrant energy associated with a geographic locale simply referred to as Downtown—a space that
was ecumenical and radical, accommodating to both punk and poststructuralist theory. When
compared to the professionalized art world of today, this image of New York is idyllic. It stirs
wistfulness, dreams of better days. But nostalgia is just a representation infused with emotions. It
thrives on conceptions of the past, not actualities. And while it is real, in the way that any feeling is,
nostalgia nonetheless distorts the perception of time, filtering it through want and longing.

It may be precisely because it is instilled with this sense of melancholy that much of the work in
“Brand New” appeared remarkably contemporary. While the Pictures Generation is closely
associated with film, video, and photography, Jetzer presented a more expansive selection of work
that included the sly conceptualism of Louise Lawler and Dara Birnbaum and Bender’s
remarkable videos, but also the sculptures of Joel Otterson and B. Wurtz; the installations of Ken
LLum and Alan Belcher; the poignant critique of gender inequality offered in the Guerrilla Girls’
posters; and the paintings of Meyer Vaisman. What these works express is less a coherent critical
position than a shared sense of dispossession. In this way, “Brand New” feels like less a historical
survey than a field report of the current moment.
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Last lyo:ar,_ Ken Lum erected a monument to East Vancouver, sponsored by the 2010 Ol Fic and
Paral Sym ic Public Art Program. It’s a 65-foot-tall cross made of two words in white L ights,
“EAST”and “VAN,” intersecting so that they share the A. Lum was born and raised in East™
Vancouver, the rough side of town, where thé cruciform phrase has been a kind of underground icon
for decades, appearing in unofficial places-scrawled on the side of a building, tattooed across a
shoulder blade-often followed by the word “rules.” Lum’s Monument for East Vancouver is
positioned in the eponymous region so that it faces west, its marginalized voice projected outward.

Lum has spent 30 ?'ears depicting the tension between personal experience and external
classification. (Before he took up art at Simon Fraser University, the son of Chinese Canadian
immuigrants studied biology, specifically pest management.) Vancouver Art Gallery has organized
the largest survey to date of his career, including more than 50 works arranged in series: early
videotaped performances, la% captioned photographs, language paintings, text-etched mirror
pieces, furniture arrangements, personalized strip-mall billboards and psychologically controlling
installations. Throughout these works, the artist subtly addresses the discomfiting transactions that
occur at the convergence of public and private.

House of Realization, made for the 10th Istanbul Biennial in 2007, and not seen in North America
until now, is an environment that uses a stretch of t\_vo-wag mirror ﬁo transform viewers into voyeurs
and then back aﬁam, inviting them to inhabit both sides of the conflict it stages. The attempt to bring
ineffable internal phenomena into standardized language is the basis for Mirror Maze with 12 Si
of Depression, made for Documenta 11 in 2002. A viewer enters the maze and immediately confronts
self-reflections set at multiple angles, ﬁ,ndm%rthe space difficult to navigate without contiruall
gnﬁ‘hmg into the mirrors. Expressions lifted from a diagnostic test for clinical depression are etched
in the surfaces, serving as generic statements that viewers might or might not identify with (“I'm
afraid of doing something ba ou tter off without me”).

fraid of d d,” “You’d be be ff with )

Lum’s clashing lineups of image and text often borrow the fﬁ:phiq formats sand agendas) of simple
textbooks or commercial signage, with results that can be funny, bmnFly Ipo itical or s.tnkmgly
touching. An oversize photo%mph of a plump, distraught Asian schoolgirl leaning against a fence,
with an attractive young white woman bending down tenderly in front of her, 1s juxtaposed with a
purple monochrome panel printed with: “Don’t be silly / You're not u§l3i / You're not ugly / You’re
not ugly at all / You’re just being silly / You’re not / You’re not ugly at all.”

Only one room in the show has no visible text. It contains an installation in which the viewer walks
among a series of mirrors on the walls, unidentified photos from separate unknown lives tucked
lovingly into the edges of the frames. As the mind tries to read the photographs, it imagines what the
strangers looking outward would read in return.
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Ever watch a three month old baby stare into a mirror for the first time? Its face is an
expression of pure awe and confusion. What is the thing in the mirror? Why isn’t it like me
(three dimensional)? Over time, of course, that curiosity turns into fascination at the stage
when the child learns that the image he sees is himself... or, at least, the image of himself. That
recognition may seem trite but it is a critical site in the individual’s subjectivity-formation. At
this level there is still much play and experimentation as he learns how to be and how to

identify himself in relation to others.

How we self-identify relative to others is a key issue of exploration for Vancouver-based artist
Ken Lum. Lum’s retrospective at the Vancouver Art Gallery involves several installations using
mirrors as well as riffs on public signage that create what he refers to as “triangulation”: a
visitor is always projecting his or her own identity onto characters on a sign or poster. A kind
of looped communication occurs between expectations, projection/reflections, and
identification. These works by Lum are focused on issues of identity, evoking empathy at the

same time as alienation.
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Installation view from Ken Lum's "Photo-Mirror" series. Photo:
Raji Sohal

Installation view from Ken Lum's "Photo-
Mirror" series. Courtesy Vancouver Art
Gallery

In the Photo-Mirror series Lum began in 1997, the viewer walks into a room where personal-
use mirrors hang. Wedged on the inside edge of each mirror’s frame, photos of random people
and scenes stick out — strangers smiling in seventies school studio portraits, eighties
birthday shots, and scenes of backyards and beautiful sunsets that belong on postcards. As the
viewer amusingly looks at his own reflection in the mirror, his face is quite literally framed by
the small photos of other people looking back at him. A series of reflections in a room of
mirrors could go on forever. We get the metaphor. But here, also, art gets to perform its
occasional magic by debunking common sense, replacing it instead with what Gilles Deleuze
prefers to call “good sense.” Good sense, as opposed to common sense, is where “difference
exists at the origin of individuation,” and the subject’s sense of what is is defined by the
process of prediction, rather than recognition. I don’t actually recognize the smiling faces in
the portraits but they are ubiquitous nonetheless. Unrecognizable but familiar. I’ve got the

same (but different) photos in my roster of old photo albums at home.
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I'wo separate installation views of Ken Lum's "Photo-Mirror" series. Photo: Raji Sohal

In my conversation with Ken Lum for Radio Canada International, he shared that he aims to
“destabilize the position of the viewer.” While it’s not possible to consciously return to a state
of presubjectivity (like the infant in front of the mirror), destabilization is possible. A museum
is already a public space for private contemplation. It operates on a code of social conventions
when it comes to invading others’ personal space. This dynamic is exacerbated in a room
where the visitor awkwardly stares at reflections of himself — a highly personal experience —
but in public. Lum’s recontextualization of an everyday object reveals a certain continuity of
feelings of amusement as well as anxieties across various social strata that form (and inform)

the way people live ordinary lives.
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Lum’s Portrait-Logo series takes conventions of common studio portraiture (professional
lighting, individuals dressed and groomed to impress) to an extreme. In Steve (1986), a large
(one square meter) print, the subject’s name seems to cartoon-explode from his head in a
loud, radiant font; its spirit is celebratory, as though Steve were an award-winning
entrepreneur or better yet, just someone important. The implication is, of course, that Steve

matters, ordinary as he may be.

Casting an East Asian man as the subject of Steve is intentional and interesting, especially as
Lum produced the work in the mid-eighties when the image of an East Asian man in
Vancouver heralded on a poster would have occupied an ambiguous political and social status.
Many East Asians by that point in Vancouver were either immigrants themselves or
sons/daughters of immigrants if not grandsons/grandaughters. For that demographic cohort,
the game was much about ease of assimilation. “Steve” could likely have been a first or second
generation Canadian and as such could easily have faced feelings of exclusion and isolation
trying to fit in to what was then a predominantly (though changing) mostly English-speaking
Canada. In talking about Steve with me, Lum mentions a memory from his childhood in first
grade, when his teacher was asking him a question in English and he hadn’t yet learned the

language and thus had no idea what the teacher was saying. Lum calls the event “traumatic.”

The anecdote is a reminder of what the iconic-like image of Steve represents. After all, what is
being féted in the poster image of Steve? Is it Steve’s ability to conform to ubiquitous
conventions — be fashionaby dressed, appear happy, etc.? Or perhaps is it society’s successful
amelioration of Steve into the fold of mass and popular culture? Is this a poster for the

Canadian Multiculturalism Act?

CLOSING
DOORS
FOREVER

DROP DEAD

CANADA

]

Ken Lum, “Sandhu’s Maple Leaf,” installation view, 2002.
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Lum has said that his work has “always had a public address to it.” Lum tells me he considers
himself an “empath,” and the descriptor is a fair one in his case. He says he absorbed the
quality of empathy from his Buddhist mother who, while she was alive, worked strenuously
as a manual laborer in a suburb of Vancouver. As a child, Lum had hoped to get his parents
out of poverty and faced disappointment from them that he was not pursuing a more
professional career. That Lum went on to create works about existence and identity is fitting.
There are moments in viewing his works where a sense of social justice triumphs; where a
voice is imagined for characters often absent from popular images and public discourse,

including archetypal working-class individuals.

..phew...

...I'm tired...

“‘\’b ’\ ..Oh, man..
..man...

phew

.tired

Ken Lum, "Phew, I'm Tired," 1994. Chromogenic print, aluminum, enamel, Sintra
Collection of the Vancover Art Gallery; courtesy Vancouver Art Gallery

Lum’s Portrait-Repeated Text series puts ordinary people on the front of billboards and in the
center of signs juxtaposed with messages of uncertainties and inadequacies. However, in our
interview, the artist reminds me that it is the viewer who ultimately projects his own
experiences on an understanding of the subject’s woes. One possible narrative pairs an image
of a South Asian worker alongside text that reads “phew...I’m tired... Oh man...man...phew...
tired.” In another image, a partially-naked woman rests her head on her hand in what looks

like a dingy dressing room.
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In effect, these works provide a kind of history for Vancouver, where these stories — the less
obvious ones of everyday hardship and mundanity — can lack representation in the public

sphere.

g TAJ W
KABAB PALACE

FAMOUS FOR KABABS & TIKKAS

EAT IN & TAKE OUT
TEL. 84-44-32-76

FREE PAKORAS
BEFORE 7
PEACE IN KASHMIR
END CONFLICT
INDIA & PAKISTAN

Ken Lum, "Taj Kabab Palace 2000. Lacquer and

enamel on aluminum and plexiglass. Via artnet.com
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Lum’s Shopkeeper Signs series consists of low-end fictional retail advertising signs imbued
with social, political, and personal messages that often (but not exclusively) deal with the
complex place of newcomer status in Canadian society. The signs themselves look like
legitimate business signs you might see outside a small business while driving through a town.
But it is their text that sets them apart. One sign reads: ‘““Taj Kabab Palace Free Pakoras Before
7 Peace in Kashmir End Conflict India & Pakistan.” “McGill & Son Paper and Printing”

announces the moving words: ”To my valued customers: My son is no longer my son.”

TO MY VALUED
CUSTOMERS

Ken Lum, "McGill & Son," 2001. Courtesy Ptarmagen.

While it can be said that Lum is one of Canada’s most internationally-known artists working
today, his retrospective is a special one for Vancouver. This survey of over thirty years of work
finally establishes “Ken Lum” as a household name at home, in the very city which he proudly
shares as inspiring most of his work. And although some of the works convey bleak or
disparaging scenes and are embedded in fictional narratives, they are also small celebrations
of the city of Vancouver and a tribute to the differentiation it has engendered in its young

history.

Museum visitor looks at Ken Lum's "I Can't Believe I'm in
Paris" at the Vancouver Art Gallery Bookstore. Photo: Raji Sohal.
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Ken Lum’s five large diptychs clone boisterous sign painting and on-location photographs of

Ken Lum
ANDREA ROSEN GALLERY

dubious folk heroes; each begs the question, “What’s wrong with this picture?” A local
businessman ready to make a deal, a quartet of wannabe Jon Bon Jovis, a chainsaw-toting,
cigarette-smoking redneck couple, prosperous Oriental real estate agents taking time for a quick
snapshot, proud racially mixed parents and their darling daughter greeting a fuzzy pink pig
promoting pizza—Lum draws us into these everyday fictions gone strange and slaps on captions

that augment the slice-of-contemporary-life vignettes.

In Nancy Nishi, Joe Ping Chau, Real Estate (all works 1990), the two young Orientals pose
proudly on a balcony overlooking an urban boomtown. Taking time from their busy schedule to
oblige the photographer, Nancy and Joe exude (humbly, of course) the ethics of hard work and
pride of ownership before their concrete empire; the photo is emblematically captioned in
towering chiseled stone blocks that spell out the words “Real Estate.” The subtext is that of
entrepreneurial conquerors who have grown secure enough to become tourists.“ A Woodcutter
and his Wife,” spelled out with cute little logs and broken slats of wood against an acid-green
monochrome surface entitles a short fable about consumption and preservation. The gothic
story begins and ends at the base of a giant hemlock before the simple folk (stuck-in-the-’60s
hippie-types) set about their daily labor of razing a tree large enough to be a national treasure.
“We Are Sacred Blade”™—scripted in stylized daggers against a flashy hot-pink ground—seems
geared to attract fashion-conscious teenage devil-worshippers. Opposite is a shot of the band,
not nearly satanic enough to transcend the suburban rec-room aura of polished linoleum floors

and wood-veneer paneling.

The viewer who dismisses Lum’s witty combos of lettrism and flat photography simply as
humorous kitsch or making fun of the middle class deserves a starring role in a future Lum
diptych: a slightly bored, know-it-all gallery goer dressed from head to toe in black with a
caption set up like a slick exhibition announcement. The interpretive impulse finds far more

fertile turf in consideration of the split personality of these allegorical works.

The tautological relation that plays obliquely between text and image operates in a similarly
self-contained manner between paintings that aren’t paintings and photographs that aren’t
photographs—at least not in the traditional sense. Both are fake in their own beguiling way: one
with captions painted on aluminum by a commercial sign painter who makes pictures out of
words, the other with portraits of stereotypical real-life characters who, since they are
frequently played by actors, are wholly contrived. Lum sends a second-level shock wave by
leavening the austerity of the Jeff Wall school of conceptual photography (his mentor) with the
candy-colored trappings of Pop art, in the same irreverent manner that his sectional couches
and conversation pits played with the conventions of Minimalist sculpture. The salient effect of
his high-low synthesis of humor, sociopolitical critique, and art is to keep us guessing and catch

us just a little bit off guard.

—Jan Avgikos
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