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Press Release

Star Gallery is delighted to announce the presentation of Wu Di's solo exhibition On Paper on October 15,2024,
featuring the latest works by Wu Difrom the pasttwo years.

On Paper

Text/Karen Smith
"Artis exploration, not result."-- Wu Di

This exhibition of Wu Di's work on paper comprises a dozen works on, and using, paper, selected from a volume
many times that number, all created through the recent two years. Wu Di has used paper from early in her practice.
The difference here lies in the approach taken through this recent period of endeavour, with Wu Di treating paper
as both surface and substance. She works across sheets of it, and with pieces of it, to structure compaositions,
quite literally, by means of assemblage. The resulting works are as textural, as spatial, as a physical installation.

Visually,in terms of their content, these works convey Wu Di's ideas about various topics as you might expect them
to do. Here, notably, by means that are intuited rather than specified. Within each of the works, there will be figures
and motifs that are immediately familiar. We may not be able to place them precisely in their art historical context, or
to name them or their original creators, but for Wu Di this is unimportant. What is, is that we recognize her play with
art history as a tool she uses to probe questions that begin from art as a progression of art history, and in regard of
the role artists might play today. The "on paper" approachis her way of disproving anagging doubt as to the point of
continuing to make art in a world saturated with artworks and artistic imagery. Her doubts arise through personal
experience of the difficulties faced in expressing herself in a wholly satisfactory manner; meaning, to the degree a
visual message hits its target, and is of a distinctly individualistic and compelling form that might echo on through
history long after the artistis gone. Where art today often appears to be little more than a sea of exhausted tropes
ofimagery and expression, what should an artist strive to achieve, by what means, and to what end? Can any
expression contemporary hope to be as effective and long-lived as Michelangelo's Leda or Botticelli's Venus?

Wu Dihas never given much thought to an artwork as an object of ready market appeal — even though numerous of
her pieces explore the nature of desire as exemplified by certainiconic artworks. She has aloyal set of supporters,
followers (and collaborators) and through her career to date, she has worked with moving image and with music-
makers, with designers in fashion and the field of graphics. She makes photographic collages, sculptures and
installations, some of them with sound, some using nothing but light. Materials have included desiccated lemons
veneered with gold leaf, shoes, dildo-like mushrooms: - - One might feel she is wholly inconsistentin her output, and
inapproach, from the forms and materials used to the subjects explored. Where multiple elements converge in her
art, it often appears daringly unresolved, reveling in its imperfections. To me, this air of "perhaps”, "not quite", and
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"what if" that unsettles the work; is her strength; evidence of a fearless determination to follow her own path, and
the wit to find other means to support this choice financially (for example, her work with fabric and clothing design).
By such means, she has thus far eschewed the pressures of commercial responsibilities and has remained free
to follow her artistic will. Is she an idealist? Simply naive? Perhaps. But, the attitude is refreshing, too. To observe
Wu Di at work is to understand that knows exactly what she's doing in every gesture and mark, even if she can't
say precisely what she's striving for. All the while understanding where every mark, every piece of paper, fitsin
constructing the whole, thick or transparent, rough or smooth, this she knows. But what willemerge at the end; that
is something she couldn't tell you. Having been a practicing artist for almost two decades, Wu Diis in no hurry to tie
her practice to a singular mode of expression.

Yet, references to art history, the appropriation of certain iconic goddesses and compositions, are elements to
which she returns at regular intervals, and a characteristic by which her style is recognised. Following several
years of wide-ranging experimentation, in the recent works on paper the appropriation of certain classic tropes
attains its strongest metaphoric voice, and aesthetic allure. Simultaneously asserting both dramatic purpose and
the spatial realm over which they preside as a space entirely open to speculation, and free imagination, through
them and the juxtaposition of elements that Wu Di brings together, we see the aesthetic or cultural pastin a new
light. Wu Di's approach raises serious questions about what kind of messages these art works communicated in
their time, and why it is that they have become standards by which subsequent successive painterly expression
is measured. Here, on/in paper, from Venus to Leda, from high German morality to the lazy exoticism of womenin
Turkish bathhouses, | read deft allusions to the contemporary position of women in art—from hangover narratives
from art history of woman as passive subject/Muse to questions of credibility and respect associated with women
as creators. Not least, to the shifting status of women in society today; how women are sloughing offimposed
definitions as virgins, mothers, hysterics, mystics, witches, temptresses and homemakers.

Suggesting this, Wu Di draws from the passive role imposed upon the figure of women through art history,
recontextualising the accepted interpretations of familiar icons by stripping away the known context for these
bodies and nudes. In her reconfigurations, the bodies of the women, be they Venus, Leda, and others now lost
to the vagaries of late Renaissance and early Flemish and Northern German allegories, are revitalised and,
importantly, injected with new life courtesy ofissues that, several hundred years later, are turned on their head. The
questionis just how far society has — or has not—come. Wu Di gives us women taking back the representation and
interpretation of their body; the passive women becoming active in their expression. She does them respectful
servicein plucking them from their familiar beige context, and thrusting them into the midst of present-day thinking
about"art"and life.

Wu Di also extends her provocation to questions of disorder, chaos; to what happens when the "correct/proper"
moral order of society changes. In literature as well as visual art, there is an historical association with weather
asindicator of disruptive forces abroad in the world. Wu Di's women find themselves collapsing, contorted, over
reproductions of black and white photographs that relate to decisive battles of twentieth-century wars —many of
which are indelibly etched upon the collective consciousness as reminders of the irreparable damage wrought
upon human lives when societies are in conflict. These, interspersed with figures of more modern workers,
anonymous, fearless individuals, who go where they are required to do what is required of them. We seek the
swoopinglines of cables, electric wires, and guide ropes; duped by a certain air of majesty and daring into admiring
the ties that bind us to notions of progress, itself evidence of the inevitable line of destruction that follows in its
wake.
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Order/disorder, chaos and disruption, indicative of a shuffling of power structures and common sense,
reverberates through Wu Di's clever combinations of seemingly incongruous narratives and themes. The various
components, together and their fragmented parts, are untethered from what they were, from what they meant
in the past, and released to pass plausible comment our own times through the baggage they haul with them.
Here, Wu Diis tapping into something essential in human nature in the form of confrontations that some might
read as inevitable; others, as examples of what happens where humans choose not to learn lessons from history,
for we seem to be eternally held in the thrall of explosive destruction. In conjuring an aura of uncertainty, Wu Di
might awaken our fear of chaos, but in challenging habitual inclinations to control, to define, and normalize, she's
provoking us. Can we acknowledge that the binary narratives of "saint versus sinner", "beauty versus ugliness",
"bad or true good" are myths designed to keep us allin line? For as the yin-yang symbol embodies, none can exist
without the other.

Yet, at the same time, the aura of these works on paper is not all ominous foreboding. Wu Di is playing; obviously
with the power of random encounters, perhaps with herself, but also with possibilities. From the application of line
to surface until it settles its form, hers is anironic, instinctive method of seeking solutions intuitively. The process
disrupts, destroys, the perfection of iconic images and forms as she cuts up the paper upon which they are
reproduced (by whatever means Wu Di determines, which might be hand-drawn as often as inkjet or photographic
printing); as she cut these exemplary constructs of the past apart, putting them back together in different ways,
in reconstituted form, often overlaid with lines that serve as hints of connections that are invisible to us; a bigger
picture of which we are ignorant. Nothing about the structures or the marks made on the paper are meant to
describe something in the manner of conventional drawing or academic drawing. There's a lot of sensation
contained within these works. Especially where Wu Di draws on an innate awareness of spatial understanding
found within Chinese painting; we read the association implied between one thing, one place without having to
have it spelled out for us.

Itis unusual for an artist to use paper as a medium of expression so exclusively. Itis ironic, too, that in China, where
the most valuable painting know within this cultural framework are on rice paper, in the contemporary period,
work on paper as amethod of contemporary art has always been somewhat undervalued. Paper is considered
preparatory field, a place where ideas get sketched out before moving to the final - "proper" — artwork, which
habitually takes another form, be that painting on canvas, a sculpture, or even an installation or film. The versatility
of paper is unique. Its surface can support all manner of materials and withstand heavy manipulation: scratching
with an etching needle, repeated scribbling with pencil/pen, being dampened with water, sanded with sandpaper,
layered with other paper and with paint and other papery layers — gold, silver and copper leaf. You can printon it
and cutitup, reform piecesinto anew whole.

In doing all of this, Wu Di makes expert use of the allure of the visual language we associate with "art". We're given
surfaces coated using velvety palettes of colors that are richly dark and very subtle in their variation. There are
textures and depths, layers enhanced by the luster of metallic surfaces from silver to gold leaf used as a veneer
in places, or as a base in others. The eye-catching metallic lilac illuminates works like A View to Infinity (72-panel

work), Untitled (lavender sky), and A The Flight of Lcarus (diptych). Like magpies whose eyes are drawn to the

glinting light of bright shiny baubles, taking a closer look, we discover the textures; the powdery diffusion of
inkjet prints on paper, where there's never a black but an infinite range of platinum and seal greys, as well as dark
autumnal colors that go from verdigris to Prussian and Manganese blues, and then through all the browns of the
hedgerows and the Italian soil (Venetian (red), (burnt/raw) Umber, (raw/burnt) Sienna, Naples (yellow) ---). These,
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whether opaque orin places transparent, are combined with lines made with pencil which, again, can go from hard
to soft, and produce an extraordinary wealth of tonal ranges and breadth of life. Similarly, those lines scribbled
through sheets of blue/red inked transfer paper (carbon copy paper). Other lines are incised, carved, into the
paper. Again, this produces a subtle yet startling boundary between two forms when spotted.

Still, the question lingers: why would a contemporary artist need so directly to appropriate elements from the
works of other (art historic) artists? What do these elements mean when transposed to another's work, as
in the manner that Wu Di uses? Wu Di doesn't have a clear answer. I'm not sure one is required. She borrows
someone else's "words to speak"; another's vision to convey her own because "Appropriated imagery (remains)
a popular choice for artists wishing to shake up and critique the mediated world around them."[1] Her practice
carries an echo of other pioneers in their time, like German artist Hannah Hoch (1889--1978) — "the only female
artist associated with the pioneering Dada group in Germany, Hoch was a trailblazer, combining revolutionary
photomontage techniques with politically subversive content.”

It all combines to an extremely rich investigative practice that says a lot about art today, as well as the timesin
which we live; in which there is no certainty. If this demands that the artist look hard at the work and question this
move, this gesture, this stroke, thisform -+ isitright or not, paradoxically, being "never quite sure how it's going
to go, or how it's going to turn out"is its own kind of rigor. Uncertainty gives the work strength. We are all, deep
down, uncertain creatures; it's the power of reasoning that helps us navigate through life. For all its seemingly
random, ad hoc juxtapositions and combinations, these loosely structured images convince us of their reality — of
human emaotion, relations, physical space and dramatic, at times, violent eruptions, that goes beyond any words
we could use to describe what we read as realistic in terms of the individual fragments of which these images are
thoughtfully, skillfully composed. Thisis the intractable sense of reality that pervades Wu Di's work on paper.

[1]. Rosie Lesso, "Hannah Hoch: Rebel with a Cause", February 13, 2024: https://blog.fabrics-store.com/2024/02/13/

hannah-hoch-rebel-with-a-cause/
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