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Sideways a mountain
vertically a peak—Co

As a resident artist who has held exhibitions in many cities abroad, the young artist, Ting-Ting Cheng, has experienced all
sorts of predicaments caused by language barriers. Yet, these situations led her to initiate a different mode of interaction that
transforms language barriers into an approachable kind of foreignness. The artist began to interact with others through an

interoperable, unrestricted, and two-way communication based on imaged symbols.

The Competition Between Image and Concept

Composed entirely of smaller images, Ting-Ting Cheng’s Involuntary Reader (2011) reminds us of conceptual art between the
60’s and 80’s. During that period, conceptual artists sought to abandon formalism and text itself often became the artwork.
With the least amount of form possible, the works were almost just text panels. The simple content and framing of Involuntary
Reader is reminiscent of German conceptual artist Hanne Darboven’s (1941-2009) “wallpaper-style” work. Darboven indexed
eras in her works. Examples are chronological or numeric records of major events, or calculations regarding the world
economy. They express a reality lost in numbers as well as the artist’s standpoint lost in a moment. Darboven made time an

answer to the art creation of an era, while Cheng photographed newspapers to achieve the same.

"Involuntary Reader " features newspapers that the artist handily obtained in a metropolis, a melting pot of languages and
ethnicities. In London or any other metropolitan city, languages, districts, immigrant communities, and political parties are
so diverse, this is reflected in their newspapers. They either become a means for random marketing or an alien language
on an easily ignored piece of paper. Cheng photographed newspapers from the side to create images without information.
Multilingual yet self-contradictory, each image “tells its own story.” In an era where images can be duplicated and inspiration
easily fades away, Cheng uses minimalistic techniques to “idolize” stacks of newspapers, and let their “frozen in time" qualities
dictate the exhibition. Photos of newspapers presented the immediacy of news and its nature of expiring at the blink of an eye,
reinforcing the contradiction between information and images while juxtaposing eternally irreconcilable materiality with the
holiness of art history.

A Slice of Knowledge

With records of newspaper images, the artist addressed the question posed by “contemporaneity” in art, forming an interesting
contrast to conceptual art. Conceptual art started as a protest against formalism. It eventually overturned its own privilege of ‘I
art pour l'art” and discarded the priority of images in art. “Substance in speech” provided Cheng'’s conceptual art with original

references and symbols. Both the priority of an image and the interoperable nature of symbol systems have been retained
within the artwork.

I Judge a Book by Its Cover (2011) is a visual representation of language barriers and the intangible nature of knowledge.
Instead of expressing the anxiety resulting from language barriers, Cheng created a way to confront the unfamiliar. The artist
found books in various languages from the library, piled them up and photographed them from the side. Every pile was labeled
with a title, such as “Russian Books” or “Spanish Books.” Yet, no textual information of the piles is revealed in the photos, and
no viewer can actually verify whether the books really are in a certain language. From the onset, the artist recognized the
discrepancy between images without information and their textual titles. This refers to the void between Clement Greeberg'
s “post-painterly abstraction” and “conceptual art.” The artist exploration of this realm could be seen as an act of restoring
iconography and semiotics, and accessing epistemology. On one hand, ‘I Judge a Book by Its Cover” presented the impossibility

of recognizing knowledge and evidence. On the other hand, its images presented the collective physical experience when
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accessing knowledge or even the familiar feeling of seeing pages curl age and become crispy. Cheng’s creations connect
iconography and epistemology, fiddle with the Tower of Babel conundrum, and present a “thin cross-section of art history".

Discrepancies in Fables

Cheng's works connect language, image, symbol and narration, creating fables filled with contradictions and discrepancies. Her
visual approach is perfectly summarized by Su Shi's poem:

"From the front it looks like a peak, from the side, a ridge
How different it looks from far or near, from high or low
You'll never know the true shape of Lushan

Whereever you are”

Repeated meditation and association is a state of mind. In the Still Life with Fruits (2009-2011) series, the artist embedded
logos and political symbols in still life compositions similar to paintings of the 17th century to vaguely outline a timeline
of art history. Still life paintings of the 17th century were created for the collection of the middle class. Depicting randomly
placed utensils and scattered fruits, still life paintings reflected the rising class’ obsession with materialism and consumerism.
However, artists also used fruits to symbolize the transitory nature of prosperity, making art collection an act of desire and
virtue. With the Still Life with Fruits series, Cheng informs the viewers that logos have already taken over symbolism in art.
They don't need to be metaphors, nor do they need to be decoded or made into an aesthetic tendency. Logos of famous brands

have already become the themes and subjects for our perceptual culture.

In Dubbing Project (2012), the artist abdicated the right of speech. Cheng picked dramatic footage from Taiwanese films, and
then showed them to non-Chinese speakers who later dubbed the footages with their own imagined stories. Each piece of
footage was matched to four different dialogues and stories to present the storyteller’s cultural memories, social relationships,
experiences and imaginations. They were displayed in parallel in a compilation of just a few minutes. Translation, dubbing and
“language barriers” are hurdles the film industry are unable to resolve. Even so, they were transformed into a co-creation open
to interpretation. Different cultural backgrounds and memories are thus allowed to extend and interlace with each other amidst
random fragments.

The Path of the Mysterious Agreement

Cheng releases a sense of subjectivity with art; therefore, her works characteristically discard wisdom. Many of her works
are like puzzles. The artist is as speechless and ignorant as the guessing audience, echoing Laozi's statement: “He who knows
does not speak; he who speaks does not know. He will blunt his sharp points and unravel the complications of things; he
will attemper his brightness and bring himself into agreement with the obscurity. This is called ‘the Mysterious Agreement'.”
Excessive information and images appear to be impure and disturbing; excessive subtitles lead to communication barriers. On
the contrary, when viewers are placed in an environment with “a bit less” information, their imagination is unleashed. In Cheng’
s script, whether it is in art history, stories, riddles, film footage, cultural inscriptions, or even misunderstandings, one can
always discover new meanings created by the artist and audience. Multiplicity and the dual meaning of language can always
give rise to new meaning within film footage.
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