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“I am for an art that is political-erotical-mystical that does something other than sit  
on its ass in a museum...I am for an art that embroils itself with the everyday crap  

& still comes out on top.  I am for an art that imitates the human, that is comic, 
 if necessary, or violent, or whatever is necessary.  …I am for an art that takes its  
form from the lines of life itself, that twists and extends and accumulates and spits  

and rips, and is heavy and coarse and blunt and sweet and stupid as life itself.”    
 

 - Claes Oldenburg 1 
 
 

In August 2013, Chun Kai Qun cooked more than 70 eggs as part of a site-specific work at the 
Hospitalfield House in Arbroath, Scotland, placing them on the roof of the castle building. The 
artist chose this spot to avoid the more conventional sites within the historical building housing an 
artist residency, that would typically yield cliché works. The uncanny sight - a mass of fried eggs, 
flaccid, yet ever cheerful, perched precariously on the slanted roof - was Chun’s response to the 
notion of Scotland as a land of no sun but many seagulls, with his intervention entitled Sunny Side 
Up. It was also the artist’s quixotic attempt to see if his work could possibly “act as a bird 
repellent, because the birds would be seeing a form of their offspring.”  
  
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

__________________  __________________________________________________________________________________ 
1 Claes Oldenburg, extract from “I am for an art…” in Environments, Situations, Spaces, Martha Jackson Gallery, 
New York, 1961; reprinted in version in Oldenburg and Emmet Williams, (eds), Store Days: Documents from The 
Store (1961) and Ray Gun Theater (1962), Something Else Press, New York, 1967, p. 39 – 42 
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Chun’s awkward balancing act of resisting a cliché while operating on another, also places the 
significance of an artwork upon being both a joke and a punch line. It is a quality and thought process 
that lies in the heart of many his works. Sunny Side Up is an example of Chun’s works, amongst 
others, that present aesthetic and conceptual incongruities that strive to evaluate premises, rational or 
otherwise. While artists in Singapore have ventured into making works that deal with humour, the topic 
is not one that has been largely documented, in the research of art practices of the region which has 
tended to be focused on social, historical and political frameworks, or medium-specific studies. 
Granted, the objective of creating humour may not be the key intention in art-making for many artists.  
Yet the aptitude to create artworks that can incite meaningful laughter is a skill and finesse few artists 
here are endowed with. In this regard, Chun’s practice is remarkable for his consistent body of works - 
through pun, parody, irony or even the failure of an artist’s joke – that seek to use humour as a way to 
push the boundaries of art and representation. 
 
Solid Prayers is the artist’s largest solo exhibition to date, presenting a body of more than 20 works 
which includes new pieces, as well as developments and re-visitations of earlier ones. Through the 
course of his decade-long practice, Chun has worked with a variety of mediums, including installation, 
sculpture and video. His subject matter in art-making appears to be expressions of the banality of the 
everyday, with his penchant for engaging with domestic objects that range from burnt toasts to 
discarded mattresses, electric fans to garbage bags.  It is tempting to indulge in his works as odes to 
absurdity and randomness. But what is significant is the manner in which he deploys them as critical 
material in his practice, at times devising endeavours in his art-making that derive unexpected results, 
or staging illogical scenarios that in fact, investigate valid conceptual or philosophical propositions. 
 
 

Laughing Matters A way of entering the context of his art-making is to see them as punch lines of a joke, when art stages 
an instance of comedy, and where meaning may sometimes arrive belatedly. Take for example, Live 
and Die Forever, a work which has a component of Japanese manga-styled resin dolls being installed 
on the gallery wall at a strangely high level. Why so, one wonders? To create an upskirt sighting, the 
artist quips. Or Back-Up Dancers, a pair of inflated garbage bags on rotating platforms – curious 
contraptions that perhaps, make for audacious interactive sculptures. Truthfully, the work was 
intended by the artist to perform, literally, the role of back-up dancers for future performances he 
might stage, when he does not have enough participants.  
 
Chun’s works are coated with a naïveté and directness that shroud the more complex meanings of his 
aesthetic and semantic experimentations. His works, much like his personality, can come across as 
obtuse, which then often become part of the artist’s strategy to challenge the audience as they 
navigate through the coats of meaning, forged by some of his artworks’ image-title relationship. The 
three-channeled video, Waiting For The Same Things, features three toasters with nothing much 
happening until the toasts suddenly pop, in succession at each screen, and one gradually realises that 
the identical- looking footage has been edited to activate micro-seconds apart, and that one was, well, 
waiting for the same thing. In Framed Air, a print of a gas stove is featured within a boxed-up frame 
attached to a vacuum cleaner. Here, Chun is interested in the notion of the peripheral surroundings of 
an artwork, which is the immediate air it occupies. The artist is also more concerned about the 
functional meaning of the objects he uses, rather than metaphorical ones. It is upon a pragmatic, 
rather than a poetic reading of his work – the sheer impossibility of a perpetual flame in a vacuumed 
space – that the irony of his composition emerges. Are You Ready to Rejoin Society Today? tests the 
extent of the audience’s degree of acceptance of framed trash bags, hung on a gallery wall, be they a 
subversive sculpture, or a legitimate painting proper. It is however, also intentionally structured by the 
artist to facilitate its function as a trash bag, proper. For an artist who has no qualms about the work 
being thought of as rubbish, it also attests to Chun’s skillfulness in blurring the boundaries between 
common objects and reified artworks, and his ability to defend his practice, and re-situate his works 
within the edge of acceptance in an aesthetic discipline. 
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A major presentation in Solid Prayers is Stoned Another 50 Years, a large collection of new works, 
as well as works in progress, comprising resin relief paintings, posters and sculptural dioramas. 
Presented as what Chun calls a “Storyboarding Room”, it is also an incubating space for his ideas 
on his vision of an alternative National Day Parade.  In Stoned, artworks are concurrently titled as 
acts and scenes, and they function as unfolding topics that are not necessarily linear, of a larger 
narrative in Chun’s theatre. A set of six drawings that explore scenarios of authority and resistance 
form Act 1 (Scenes 1 to 6), setting the stage for the other works in the series.  Acts 2 to 3 – a series 
of laser-printed text superimposed on cast resin figures – reveal psychological impulses that inform 
Chun’s imagining of a National Day Parade.  In Act 2 Scene 1: The SG State of Love, political party 
symbols are depicted alongside instructional sex diagrams, conjuring a comical proposition of 
party politics in union. Act 2 Scene 2: Sometimes It’s OK If The Only Thing You Did Today Was 
Breathe draws upon the Internet’s infinite collection of self-help slogans, juxtaposed with signifiers 
of depression - Prozac, Van Gogh – alongside religious icons and symbols of salvation, that 
conflate into a giddy assemblage, and account about the irony of power of positive thinking. In Act 
2 Scene 3: A Wee Philosophy of Love, a plethora of toilet graffiti with wicked empowerment 
taglines such as “The Future Is In Your Hands”, is embedded with the artist’s personal anecdotes, 
and framed within an overarching composition of a flag. Together with Act 2 Scene 4; A Google 
Travel Guide to the Astral Plane, Chun’s garish pastiche of themes culminates in a bizarre 
vernacular pop aesthetic, where icons like Kurt Cobain, SpongeBob and Casper the Friendly Ghost, 
are placed effortlessly in sync with the worlds of Chinese folk songs, deities, hell gods and Taoist 
talismans.   
 
In addition, Stoned Another 50 Years also includes The Audition Announcements, a series of 
posters that invite guests to audition for the role of dance performers for his future National Day 
Parade, all designed with his similar tenacity for irreverence. What are we to make of Chun’s 
storyboard ideas for an alternative National Day Parade, be they his proposed new aesthetic 
language to reimagine nationhood, or a blatant rejection of the means in which the Singapore Story 
has been celebrated, and reinforced? The artist maintains that his works are not deliberate 
criticisms of political parties or the politics of nationalism. Having been made by what he 
indifferently calls, “Page 1 Google Images”, it is his intent to allow the translation of media into 
material, to create their own psychological imprints, rather than compose a pointed political 
statement. These storyboarding ideas may not cohere as a seamless narrative to a viable 
alternative National Day storyline. Nonetheless, they are clearly intended outcomes of the artist to 
disrupt our assumptions and sensibilities of what a commemorated national story should be. Chun 
draws attention to the scripted forms of nationalism that Singaporeans have largely been presented 
with, suggesting that there may be more to the question of formations of national identity, and the 
state’s chosen forms of its expressions. 
 

 
The Utility of Futility By the artist’s admission, these projects have been conceived with an awareness of the 

improbability of their realisations, and a sense of the futility of their endeavours. Chun’s works strive 
to effect, a potential realisation of the artist’s joke, and when they don’t, in spite of his efforts or 
because of it, what is noteworthy is the artist’s outright disclosure of his failure. The Mistakes I’ve 
Made While Building The Joe Olympic Swimming School Diorama started as his intent to make a 
diorama, based on his reflections of the journeys of Olympic champion Joseph Schooling and 
Paralympian Yip Pin Xiu, and how their stories provided alternative accounts regarding the ease of 
achieving one’s dreams. In the process of making the work, he noted some less than satisfactory 
results – defects that occurred - and Chun turned them into the basis of the artwork. The work 
became an artwork about itself, with the confessions of an artist detailing his imperfect skills.   
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More critically, Chun also deals with the perception of failure, and its relativity.  n One People One 
Nation, he presents the dilemma of students in a live drawing class setting, having to choose 
between the mastery of technique through making anatomically perfect drawings, or the expansion 
of individual expression as a way of innovation. As he noted from his teaching experiences, the fear 
of being incorrect has led most students to privileging accuracy and realism, resulting in the 
development of artistic talent that is identical and safe. The artist suggests this scenario of a vanilla 
conformity as emblematic of Singapore society. As part of the exhibition, One People One Nation 
will also be staged as a performance in the form a live drawing class in the gallery with a model in a 
monstrous-looking costume, as his way of making participants define their aesthetic priorities, and 
the choices that they might make in confronting what a failed drawing might really mean. 
 
 
By embarking on the futile endeavours that he insists on pursuing, and navigating through 
unfavourable conditions that he has chosen to situate his works within, Chun turns failure into 
productive engagements. Such a mode of working follows what Lisa Le Feuve has noted, in the 
artistic undertakings of unattainable outcomes, which are in fact, strategies of art-making that re-
evaluates notions of success, as a way of offering a defiant view of the world. By engaging with 
failure as a critical process and subject matter, artists recognise the limitations of the quest for 
perfection, thereby turning to the relativity of resolution in art-making, and risk-taking, which in turn 
helps us make sense of the imperfections of the human condition. “When failure is released from 
being a judgmental term, and success deemed overrated, the embrace of failure can become an 
act of bravery, of daring to go beyond normal practices and enter a realm of not-knowing.”  2 

 
 

Such is the nature of Chun’s works which operate in the realm between heroic aspiration and 
absurdity, using humour and failure to play off the futility of ambition against the ideal of excellence, 
and through such an artistic determination, bring about new possibilities for expanding the purpose 
of art. 

 
 

 
__________________  __________________________________________________________________________________ 

2 Lisa Le Feuve, “Strive to Fail” in Failure, Whitechapel Gallery, London, The MIT Press, Cambridge, 2010, p. 13-1 
 
This essay can be downloaded at www.fostgallery.com 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Michelle Ho is a curator and writer. Formerly a curator at the Singapore Art Museum, she has led 
the acquisition strategies of its contemporary art collection, and was in charge of its Thailand 
collection. She was co-curator in exhibitions such as Time of Others (2015), Image & Illusion: Video 
Works from the Yokohama Museum of Art (2014) and was also a co-curator of the 2013 Singapore 
Biennale. She also curated The Collectors Show: Weight of History (2013), Amanda Heng: Speak to 
Me, Walk with Me (2011) and Natee Utarit: After Painting (2010), amongst others. Michelle currently 
heads the ADM Gallery at the School of Art, Design and Media, Nanyang Technological University. 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  In Conversation 

 
Michelle Ho and Chun Kai Qun 
 

 
__________________  __________________________________________________________________________________ 
Michelle Ho (MH) Solid Prayers is by far, your largest solo exhibition that has been mounted. It is also a culmination of 

your practice of over a decade, featuring key themes and processes that include your work with 
objects and dioramas, and more recently, with performance. 

 
Chun Kai Qun (CKQ) There are three different types of works in the show. Stoned Another 50 Years are works of a 

speculative nature, or alternatives to what the future might be. Others are re-visitations of past works 
done through miniatures, and recombined in dioramas. Dioramas can transport you to a realm. It pulls 
you into that universe by the sheer play of scale. It is also a way for me, as an object-maker, to 
communicate with people. And then there are works that are models and prototypes for later works. 
They function for me as storyboards. 

 
MH I think it is significant that as an artist, you also identify with yourself as an object-maker. In your work 

with objects, you have devised various strategies to relate or situate them within the discipline of 
sculpture. 

 
CKQ  One of the principles of making sculpture is that you can’t have more than two elements. For example, 

you can have fried eggs on the roof, or a framed print with vacuum cleaner. Add anything else, and 
you will be creating a disturbance. This category of my works functions like haikus. I use them to 
develop a language for my larger projects. 

 
MH Stoned Another 50 Years was conceived and developed in 2016, right during the heart of the SG50 

festivities, celebrating Singapore’s journeys and successes. Your proposition seems to suggest a 
sense of disaffection and numbness towards established national narratives, and the ways they are 
being reinforced.  

 
CKQ I can’t relate to this Singapore narrative of community-building, and the way it has been presented at 

grassroots events or platforms like National Day Parade. It also affects me, seeing how art is being 
used in Singapore as a social tool and community binder to foster national identity. In Singapore, the 
arts are often about engagement with different communities. But I’m trained in art, not welfare. I once 
worked with old folks and had to reconcile with them as medium and material for art-making. They 
can’t really draw. Their limitations will pull down the aesthetics. These are ethical dilemmas. You can’t 
push the old folks too hard.  

 
I find it hard to work with community participation this way. The thinking is: the more people involved, 
the merrier. It comes to a point that they are actually statistics to generate an image of what social art 
looks like. And the art becomes secondary. 

 
MH To what extent is Stoned Another 50 Years an overt criticism of the politics of nationalism?  

 
CKQ  It is not deliberate. A lot of the elements that I use are existing information on the Internet. I am drawn 

to the fact that they are pre-established images, and I try to let them come out by themselves, as 
these are the things that unconsciously affect me. But they are not things that I’m out to complain 
about. These are Page 1 Google images. It’s also interesting to me that when you have the 
accessibility, things can go pretty wild. In this post-Internet age that affords the endless generation of 
images, you may not believe in the meaning of the images, but you can believe in the graphic. I’m 
looking at them materially and how they sit on the canvas of figurines. 

 
MH There are several layers in this body of work. First, you are already suggesting a statement of intent, 

about what might be the shortcomings of the present day National Day Parade. You create an 
audition for NDP dancers. You develop an abstract system of cast resin figures to be set as 
canvases, deploy taglines and drawings that introduce newer themes, and then obscure these 
contents with your application of colour. Many elements converge, and sometimes, it seems that 
there isn’t a central focal point. What is the fundamental idea that you privilege here, amidst these 
various processes?  

 
CKQ  I privilege the intention - which may not necessarily reconcile with the outcome. When you embark on 

a work of art, you are working with the application of new materials, and the reaction is sometimes  
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beyond your control. Still, I’m very materially led. I allow materials to speak for themselves. This is the 
intention. In a way, you can say I don’t want to take responsibility for the severity of what the works 
might end up saying, in terms of the interpretation of the contents. I let materials speak for 
themselves, and if they obscure what is perceived as key messages, it’s the materials’ fault.   
 

MH This can be read as a careless justification to absolve yourself from taking a position that your work 
had proposed, at the onset.   

 
CKQ It is not that I am trying to hide some message. I have every intention of making my intentions as clear 

as possible. It has more to do with the attitude that I have with issues. I always try to approach them 
light-heartedly. Even when I’m taking on a more severe theme, for example, this idea of wanting to 
make an alternative National Day Parade, I’m also trying not to be too precious about it. I don’t want 
the scale of my ambition to become daunting. In this set of works, there is admittedly, already a 
sense of futility at the starting point, that it will be incomplete. It’s a strange beauty.   

 
Take Haw Par Villa as an example.  It was built in the late 1930s. Back then if you were a wealthy 
businessman, you could acquire land and turn it into your Wonderland. It is a bygone era in Singapore 
where things could just happen. Could someone do that today in Singapore? How could you even 
conceive that? I just like the way Haw Par Villa was developed. It is like a sculptural drawing, built as 
the owners pleased. If I wanted to create my very own National Day Parade as a common individual 
today, it’s not going to happen.  So in my work, there is a sense of futility within the ambition, from 
which improbable and impossible creativities can emerge. For me, that’s the beauty to the work. 

 
MH You spoke about the importance of the work being led by materials, in this instance, with media as 

well, in the form of Internet-derived images, which in turn raise the topics of politics, religion, even 
mysticism and the afterlife. Elsewhere in this series, pop cultural icons like Kurt Cobain and 
SpongeBob appear, amongst others. How can we situate these choices that you’ve made, in this 
particular series of work, and in the larger context of your practice? 

 
CKQ Coming from Singapore’s multicultural background, you will see that religions have their own 

aesthetics. To me, Taoist imagery evokes a sense of the comical and the exotic, and this is partly 
influenced from our growing up culture of watching Hong Kong vampire movies.  I use these ideas 
from traditional Chinese folklore and the narratives of the hell realm where there is a lot of punishment, 
and the frequent chopping of heads. They are all very violent, but also very cute at the same time. 

 
As for the so-called Western icons, they are clearly not part of Singapore’s homegrown culture.  When 
you think of the traditional NDP stories, they always present an engineered idea of Singapore. I want to 
sneak in images like Cobain into this narrative, not to celebrate him, but to acknowledge the fact that I 
am more acquainted with him than with national history. It’s like, if you asked, who is the most famous 
artist in Singapore, honestly, it’s Vincent Van Gogh, not Cheong Soo Pieng. So there is this skewed 
reality in Singapore as to who are truly our spheres of influence that are of significance. It also makes 
me question myself more as an artist. 

 
MH In your works, there are irreverent associations, the mix of the sacred and the profane, topped up with 

a palette of colours that is garish and lurid. The aesthetics can be quite an assault on the senses, if I 
may venture to say. But what I also appreciate is this feeling of revulsion and involuntary attraction, 
and the tension that they create. 

 
CKQ The revulsion is created to test people. It is an approach, and a style that has been accepted by close 

friends. If I may say, it takes a certain mastery to produce that. It’s not easy and I’m actually quite 
proud of this fact.  It’s okay if these works are not considered aesthetically pleasing, because I didn’t 
set out to present a criterion for the judgment of beauty. I set out to present a world that people don’t 
see. There’s a certain shock value there, but I don’t do it for the mere sake of it. 
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MH Some images in Acts 2 to 3 look like ugly tattoos to me. I admire your courage. 
 
CKQ Thank you for being honest. I like that very much. My work is also about embracing failures. Perhaps 

in this regard, I could be setting criteria for beauty in the future.  But I’m not opposed beauty. The joy 
for me in art comes in presenting the inside out. The audacity of it… But it’s really me, who I am 
inside. Like vomit.  
 
The critic Steven Shaviro once referenced Kant’s aesthetics, pointing out that beauty is always 
exemplary. Our notions of beauty are based on examples of what we’ve seen before. For me, the kind 
of beautiful qualities I seek to present in this show, is authenticity and sincerity.  Take Tang Da Wu for 
instance. He has always insisted on using his tools, using what his body can accommodate, and 
using the very body as a measure. For me, sincerity can be seen in a body’s relation to the amount of 
physical exhaustion it can take. That’s my benchmark of beauty. All my works have components that 
are made with my hands. In this world, everything is so conveniently mass-produced.  You can buy 
elegant solutions.  The machine is always precise. But when you make art with your own hands, there 
might be parts that are not sanded down properly. You know it is not perfect. And that’s the allure 
and seduction of my work.  

 
MH Some of the titles of your artworks reflect a sense of awkwardness that suggests this authenticity and 

sincerity you speak of. 
 
CKQ When I make works, I sometimes find myself in clumsy and unfortunate situations, for example, when 

the site cannot accommodate how I have conceived the artwork, and I find myself in a fix. I want to 
put my audience into my psyche at that moment. When I title my artworks, I like to place the viewer in 
my plight. The titles are not metaphors to describe the work. They are not meant to be poetic. They 
are to inform audiences about the situation at that moment, drawing them into my reality, as I make 
that very piece. 

 
MH There is a certain relentlessness and excessiveness in the composition and making of some of your 

works that depart from your principle of the haiku sculpture.  
 
CKQ Sometimes, I overdo things.  In the process of making art, there is this sense of a gauge when things 

get exhaustive; a point where myself as the artist, or the artwork itself, cannot bear any more art-
making. There’s this idea in some of my works that is not unlike the scenario of someone piling food 
on a plate at a buffet.  That’s another of my working principle.  I want to see how much the canvas 
can hold, like how much food the plate can tahan. The only determining point of where I end it, is 
when I get bored. 

 
MH The idea of pushing the limits of representation has often been spoken of in art. But here, what we are 

really talking about, is the pushing of the limits of materiality to the point that it collapses upon itself, 
and possibly producing failure in an artwork?  

 
CKQ This is the dimension in my work that I call, the vandalising effect. With The Mistakes I’ve Made While 

Building The Joe Olympic Swimming School Diorama, at one point, I could have resolved the work, but 
I chose to take a gamble, and turned it into one that exposes my mistakes.  Other times in the process 
of making art, a particular work has reached a point of making where it has been resolved. I didn’t 
have to do more, and it could have been quite easily accepted as a work of art.  But I choose to go 
that extra step, which then tethers the work between success and failure. 

 
Why did I have to add further to the piece? It was already completed and passable. But I had to 
vandalise it, stain it or add a layer of graffiti.  Sometimes I regret it. But overdoing is also a working 
principle that I recognise as part of my practice.  

 
MH I appreciate it very much that these principles and processes are occurring at a meta level whereby 

your works go beyond self-awareness, beyond the artwork’s making a statement about itself, and 
beyond the reduction of form to express basic nature. It goes further into the terrains of self-doubt, 
self-deprecation and even self-abuse, because you insist on pushing it to places beyond 
representation, and in fact, resolution. 

 
CKQ There are works I’ve done that I took more than one attempt. I did something special, and I then chose 

to go further and I overdid it. It took me these later attempts, or mistakes, to realise that flaws are 
precious. And when you overcome them, you can either choose to see these flaws as faults. Or you 
can see these flaws as miracles. 

 
 
 

27 December 2016, Goodman Arts Centre 
__________________ __________________________________________________________________________________ 

This interview can be downloaded at www.fostgallery.com 
 


