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Huang Bingjie: Don't Wake Me (2023)

Text | Fiona He

It's unknown when using definite theories as guidance became conventional thinking. For instance,
when speaking of feminism, one has to mention Simone de Beauvoir, or it's impossible to talk
about dreams without revisiting Sigmund Freud. In other words, the consensus based on history,
experience, and knowledge ultimately shapes our thinking. Huang Bingjie's second solo exhibition,
"Don't Wake Me," provides an alternative way of thinking that follows clues presented in her
dreamscape, revealing the artist's coming of age while exploring the boundary between the imaginary
and reality through the practice of painting.  Extending the thread of Huang Bingjie's previous
solo exhibition, "Dream and Beast," she perceives dreams as projections of her subconscious mind,
the interpretation of which provides her with rational ways of self—discovery and self—understanding.
The canvas then becomes the interface onto which she translates such discoveries. The artist's
sincerity in confronting the self has since delivered a scene that is not entirely made of wonder
and splendor, where one finds blossom behind wilted flowers, facial expression suggesting ulterior
motives behind kissing lovers, and a monument of birds perched together with traces of
ruins. "Growing up comes with compromise and acceptance, bearing grids in one's eye,
confronting decay, facing things and places from the past, and still choosing to smile, embrace
and turn them into memories of one's life.” Huang Bingjie calls the painting process a passage
where she traverses between her subconscious and waking moments or a recall of last night's
dream, where some scenes naturally surface and other details require her imagination to
complement.  Dreams conceal memories of one’'s past experiences, reflections of current
conditions, and projections of future aspirations. Huang Bingjie's subject matter visualizes
her dreams and grounds lived experience to empathize with others, providing an outlet for
self—interpretation for the viewer. A recurring dream (2023) paints a dream the artist has had,
in which the bed, perceived as a safety zone, is invaded by leering bony black cats; even the
gentle and while pillows render a false sense of comfort and security, they still fail to fend off
the artist’s underlying fear. The kitten in the middle, whose helpless eyes become the focal point
of the dramatic conflict in this picture, also represents the artist's subconscious self—portrait. In
addition to her subject matter, Huang Bingjie intentionally chooses colors more
suitable  to  enbolden the emotions she tries to  convey. For  instance,
she believes that although black is saturated with many colors, it may also be perceived as
an absence of color, which is not her preferred choice to represent fear. Instead, the deep purple,
filled with enigma, brings a sense of distance that the artist sees as even more unfathomable.

Huang Bingjie extends the same somber, psychedelic tones to Up Above, Hanging
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Below (2023) — a work inspired by a passage from the part biographical part philosophical
book Existentialism Caf € , focusing on the era between two World Wars that gave rise to
existentialist philosophy. Sarah Bakewell's intertwining narrative on the lives of Sartre and
Beauvoir set against that epoch is particularly fascinating. In the summer of 1948, for example,
Sartre and Beauvoir faced multiple political attacks and entangled in love affairs. During their
holiday in Northern Europe, Beauvoir's medication was making her hallucinate, during which she
felt flocks of birds swooping down on her, and her hair was pulled by many hands
upwards. Huang Bingjie sympathizes with the fear and emotional entanglement of this historical
figure's hallucination and the similarity of the psychological pressure exerted by the physical
environment in disparate time and space. The imagery depicted in the text is reconfigured in the
artist’s imagination. At the same time, the upended land above the sea in the background of Up
Above, hanging below, renders a surreal scene blending dreams and reality, suggests the push
and pull in Huang Bingjie's experience with rationality and emotion, and sets the tone
for the central theme of this exhibition. In Huang Bingjie's recent paintings, distinct visual
symbols are ubiquitous: the juxtaposition of the angel holding the arrow of love and its “innocent
eyes," the contrast between the “splendid” fireworks and the blind eyes, the last touch between
two hands against the setting sun above the horizon, the optical illusion of bedsheets and ocean
waves, and more. Without choosing to depict complex
imageries, Huang presents compositions rooted in her subjective sensibilities, identity, desire,
memory, and imagination. This solo exhibition intentionally accommodates artworks revolving
around personal emotions, intimate relationships, and the internal psyche in a partially enclosed
space. At the same time, the works that project the artist's broad social environment are placed
in an open space, revealing a complete path of the artist's coming of age. Hence, the exhibition
design, on the one hand, provides the viewing experience that resonates with the
internal spatial sense in the artist's works, and on the other hand, it intentionally draws the
viewer's gaze closer to these works and brings their attention to Huang Bingjie's small—dimension
works, and her in—depth exploration on painterliness since her last solo exhibition. Among the
works on display, it is easy to notice the thinning texture on Huang Bingjie's painted surface
compared to earlier works, where lighter, transparent, and more assertive brushstrokes are widely
applied. Huang Bingjie is vigilant of falling into the “trap of visual comfort.” For example,
in Lovers, she uses various shades of brown and vyellow pigments to build up a
metallic luster, to render the mottled, wind—eroded texture of the figures' faces, which,
together with the dusted gold, present the brokenness and loss., and foretells
the tumultuous process of pursuing one'’s ideal suiter. The challenge is also found in improving
one's painting process. Huang admits to searching for a sense of freedom within the confines
of  painterly conventions;  thus, in  her skyline bifurcated compositions,  the
artist exhibits her sense of control by using large horizontal brushstrokes in the backdrop of the
image, with the help of vertical flowing details and curves in the foreground to appeal to the
viewer's gaze, pulling them into the dreamscape of this exhibition—her delicate brushwork and
the dripping paint form a tension between the artist’'s focus and release. Compared to the previous
tension of trying for perfection, Huang Bingjie's maturing approach begins with her inadvertent
laxness. Huang Bingjie's study of various textures is magnified in her series works “The Gilded
Age ."The high chignon, drawn from the 18th century’'s elaborate and ornate decorative

style, stacks on top of the bird—head figures to create a unique aesthetic of extravagance and
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pomposity. The artist introduces interchangeable elements to bring about diverse interpretations,
thus breaking away from the connotation of being confined to one body and expressing another
view of the era. Notably, this hairstyle revived in Huang Bingjie's paintings is known
as fontange, which literally translates to a type of “dove” in Chinese. Although the artist does not
intend the work to make specific references but rather to follow the natural growth of the image.
this unintentional accident (the use of the dove) alludes to the unity present in the social construction
of visual experience. As George Berkeley put it in his An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision,
published at the beginning of the 18th century, “The factual aspect of the world as it appears
to the eye has been constructed by a great deal of experimentation in the course of history.” In
his view, people’'s eyes can receive no more than the “color” stimuli on the retinal
level produced from life, and the final visualization is consolidated in the mind through the
integration of the various sensations. Light pink and powder blue dominate the imageries
of the “The Gilded Age” series, by which Huang conveys a lighthearted and gentle
visual sense while pointing at a specific visual taste impression. Spatially, she creates a sense
of depth by contrasting the subjects in the foreground and opacity in the background
of The Monument, emphasizing the dominant position of the statue. In Beauties and Small Talks,
she brings a sense of familiarity with everyday life scenes, with fluid lines and asymmetrical
curves rendering the naked torso, revealing an unnatural sense of dissonant flirtatiousness
and composure. The unstable S—shaped and C—shaped curves echo the wigs on the figure's head
while undermining the pictorial balance. No matter how lofty and ostentatious the character's
hair ornaments are, the floral and pearlescent embellishments intensify the contrast
between the idealized image of a manic, fierce, audacious, and morbid figure accentuated
by their rough skin. The stage set—like images are highly performative, alluding to the hypocrisy
of the internet—enabled world of fame and fortune. Huang Bingjie's dreams are the starting point
of her discourse. She sees them as an ordinary reality to be accepted openly in everyday life,
whether they are intimidating or mysterious. She enters the vague dream with a keen sense of
perception, interacting and transmitting with the real world. Amid an upended self and the
anxiety in one's coming of age, Huang Bingjie allows her narrative to pave the way and extend
into her latest works, with which, perhaps, "not being awakened" would unleash more

possibilities.
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