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Brook Hsu by Margaret Kross

Blue Umbrella, 2021. Ink on canvas.

200 x 160 x 2.5 cm. Photography by
Stephen Faught. Courtesy of the artist;
Kraupa-Tuskany Zeidler, Berlin; and Kiang
Malingue, Hong Kong.

fabric in her first solo show, “Panic Angel” (2017), at Deli Gallery: “in life, Eros
[the god of love and sex] was a painter who only painted butterflies / and the
butterflies were all Eros’s psyche / and / even though psyche experienced
trauma / being Holometabolous / transmutes.” This confession of pain and
sorrow hoping to be alchemized alludes to hand-painted impressions of

an ear overlaid with sweet fairies, butterflies, and other winged creatures

in femmme pastels, their phosphorescent glow akin to seemingly magical
properties of the earth’s metamorphosis — and the equally fantastical
transference of human connection via air particles, light, vocal cords, and
bodily appendages.

In Hsu’s 2019 exhibition “Conspiracy theory” at Et al., unknowability or
excess beyond understanding become subject matter, as in landscape with
skeleton and reflecting pool (2019), one of several motifs depicting poured
and pooling liquid (often bodily fluids). Here, a skeleton with horns (the figure
of Death) spews tears into a well against a misty valley. The work’s support

is shaped as though to frame a miniature cathedral threshold,
acting as a framework of belief or devotional object that claims
inherent meaning. As filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky wrote, and who
Hsu cites in her slow and dreamy landscapes: “A symbol contains
within itself a definite meaning [...] while metaphor is an image. An
image possesses the same distinguishing features as the world it
represents [with] indefinite meaning.” Unable to see itself reflected
in its gushing tears, the creature embodies the indefiniteness of
what it really is to be human in this world, the opposite of Narcissus.
The process of working in wet-on-wet or glossy surfaces
(PVC, soaked canvas, water-logged carpet of the best dreary
beige assortment) gives shape to what Hsu’s work describes as
an indefinite muck of representation, letting green and material
at large assume the protagonist role. Serving to abstract fictional
characters from new-wave Taiwanese and Japanese cinema and
to distort loopy symbols of horses, hares, frogs, hearts, or text like
“BABY,” and high-heeled boots into the metaphor of drenched
surfaces, Hsu's inky runny wash dissipates and recovers figures
in their surroundings. In skeleton cry-vomiting into its reflection
(2019), the Death character appears in drips of shellac made from
female lac beetle secretions of tree sap reminiscent of the color
of antifreeze: poison in the water, or a liberating formlessness of
being in vertigo, the ground on which her characters stand blurred
and smeared. In the painting grasshopper (2021) from her 2021
exhibition “Fictions” at Kraupa-Tuskany Zeidler, a rabbit drawn in
multiple in smudgy green on carpet deteriorates in clarity, recalling
the media dissociation of Warhol's “Death and Disaster” (1962-67)
series and other instances of reality’s mutability: Muybridge’s
proto-cinematic horses, evolutionary diagrams, Duchamp’s Bride
Stripped Bare (1915-23), even Turner’s nostalgic bunny quite literally
obliterated in the aging surface of Rain, Steam, and Speed (1844).
Everything at warp speed, ever-present representations
careening into real-time from the depths of cultural memory:
Are we all just about to be image corpses, violently throwing
up the bile of it all at the end? See Untitled 1(vomit/boobs/
dick) (2018). In her recent installation in the desanctified church-
turned-gallery Sant'/Andrea de Scaphis in Rome, the artist buried
a miniature painted copy of the pregnant Madonna from Piero
della Francesca’s Madonna del Parto (Our Lady of Childbirth) (ca.
1460). Also reproduced in Tarkovsky’s 1983 film of homesickness
and mysticism in a ruinous Tuscany countryside, Nostalghia, the
Madonna (here cropped to only her face and thus severed from
“female duties” of reproduction and motherhood) gives way to a
collective placelessness, dissolving when viewed from a few steps back
into the green monochrome line along the room’s perimeter. Among
equally miniature paintings of skeletons nuzzling and fucking, the icon
considers what has emerged from the dead. But the author surely hasn't,
as they have never really gone away. Hsu's work posits, instead, that they
are subsumed in greenwash and a recognition that reality can be found in
the annihilation of distance between symbols, places, others, narratives,
and selves — even in the “purified” and “secular” space of abstraction. It
might be time to revisit postmodernity, or retrieve a version of it, in which
“authenticity” and the genuine do still exist but are entwined with fictions
we've made of it. Hsu jokes about being labeled a “scorned woman” painter,
and of course, we know by now that no space or context is neutral, but it's
necessary to call out that the artist’s subjectivity and projections onto it are
also always present.

















