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White Space presents Belly of the Beast, an exhibition of new paintings by Ce Jian.
The artist’s seventh solo presentation with the gallery, the exhibition opens from
October 14 to November 25, 2023.

The title of the exhibition references “the belly of the whale,” a notion described
by American writer and mythologist Joseph Campbell in his book The Hero with a
Thousand Faces. Untangling the shared mysteries behind heroic adventures and
world myths, the book posits the belly of the whale as a metaphor for the liminal
state in a hero’s journey, a passage of transcendence: as if being swallowed by a
whale, the hero who finds themselves in perilous situations goes through periods of
uncertainty and failure, through which they achieve rebirth.

Drawing inspirations from this motif, Ce Jian fuses her interests in the contemporary
renditions of classical myths, technological knowledge, visual experience, and
cultural production into the development of her own concept — “the belly of the
beast.” Here, the beast refers both to the classic portrayals of monstrous figures
in Western mythology and modern industrial robots, a symbol for future life forms.
The belly at once suggests the organ inside the beast’s body where the devoured
individual enters, as well as the factory space that houses manufactured robots.
Interwoven in Ce Jian’s compositions, the two motifs become vehicles to explore
artificial “life” and the meanings behind its cultural encoding and mechanisms.

For Ce Jian, beasts in ancient myths and robots of the modern industrial age have
many similarities, both embodying the state of liminality on multiple levels. The
beast is a hybrid creature who has always resisted classification, while serving as a
projection screen for human emotions and desires. They tend to share some physical
traits with the human being but possess unique characteristics of their own. They are
divine and powerful, yet cunning and dangerous. Often portrayed as the gatekeepers,
they guard the border between the known and unknown worlds. On the other hand,
industrial robots—essentially mechanical arms—do not resemble humans, yet their
structures and operations often reference the anatomies and movements of the
human body, but with powers far surpassing that of humans. Humans use robots
for production purposes to fulfill their own needs but are frequently intimidated by
their potentials. Both beasts and robots are creations of humans, yet they maintain
an ambiguous relationship with humanity: man praises their formidable strength and



intelligence, while dismissing them as primitive animals or machines.

In this new body of works, Ce Jian departs from the conventional art historical
depictions that assign humanoid forms to both beasts and robots. Blending the
ancient, organic bodies of the beasts and the futuristic, inorganic machines of
our present time, she recreates from them fluid forms rich with visual metaphors.
The artist also pays particular attention to the gendered portrayals of beasts in
mythological narratives, including but not limited to Scylla, the Sphinx, the Hydra,
and the Harpy. Despite their female gender identities, these monstrous figures lack
the appearances of women. Their association with evil echoes the demonization
of various feminine qualities. Similarly, gendered robots such as those portrayed
in Blade Runner and Ex Machina are also subjected to humans’ projection of their
own self-denial, desire, and fear. For Ce Jian, the essential task lies in the study
and decoding of the fictive narratives that created these figures, thus reconstructing
and affirming their mystery, complexity, and beauty, in order to critically look at our
own existence. The skin of the painting (the canvas) thereby merges with the skin of
the painted subjects (the beasts and the robots); they take on a renewed and rich
appearance in Ce Jian’s works, inhabiting a state of being that is organic and open.
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About CE JIAN

Ce Jian's works deal with the physicality of bodies and the illusionism through which
they are represented. She draws on historical pictorial traditions and reformulates
them in the context of a contemporary digital visuality. In doing so, she explores the
artificial structure and aesthetics of the technically transformed body, be it a human
figure or an object, using different approaches to highlight the role of distortion and
hybridisation.

Seeing painting as a historically rich medium in which both knowledge and emotions
are encoded, Ce Jian aims for a visual language that reflects the complexity of
today’s image worlds. Throughout her practice she emphasises the dual existence of
painting as a material body and a virtual window. Set in a compositional framework,
her paintings unfold their own physicality through the texture of their layered surface,
which combines clear geometry with expressive gestures and colour fields with
delicate drawings.

In her recent works Ce Jian creates hybrid figures named after mythological beasts
from European culture. The fantastic creatures are modelled on the anatomy of
industrial robots, merging the technical components with elements from art history
and natural history. With metamorphic fluidity, Ce Jian explores the boundaries
between the human and non-human, the biological and mechanical. Her focus lies
especially on the gendered concept of monstrosity both in classical mythology
and modern technology, where the sphinx and the cyborg meet in their role as
threatening (demonic) females, defined by their powerful composite bodies and
uncanny intelligence. The connecting arc between history and futurism runs like a
constant through her work.

Ce Jian was born in 1984 in Shandong Province, China and moved to Germany in
1988. She studied at Goldsmiths College, London from 2006-2007 and graduated in
2008 from the Berlin University of the Arts. She also earned a Magister Artium degree
in Art History from the Humboldt-Universitat and Freie Unversitét Berlin in 2009. She
received a PhD in Art and Visual History from Humboldt-Universitat of Berlin in 2017.
Her recent solo exhibitions include Belly of the Beast, WHITE SPACE, Beijing, China
(2023); Paradise, WHITE SPACE, Beijing, China (2021); Words of Art, Yell Space,
Shanghai, China (2019); Armada, WHITE SPACE, Beijing, China (2018); Bannermen,
Gallery SU, Seoul, Korea (2018); Transeuropa, Whiteconcepts, Berlin, Germany (2017);
CAPTCHA, Galerie Philine Cremer, Dusseldorf, Germany (2017); The Grand lllusion,



WHITE SPACE, Beijing, China (2016); Elephant, NON Berlin, Berlin, Germany (2016).
Recent group exhibitions include From Body to Dream, Braverman Gallery, Tel Aviv,
Israel (2023); Painting Unsettled, UCCA Edge, Shanghai, China (2023); The Situation
is Excellent, GLUE, Berlin, Germany (2022); The Hearing Trumpet, Galerie Marguo,
Paris, France (2022); Sonderlage, Lage Egal, Berlin, Germany (2021); E/ Lissitzky's
Rooms, Surplus Space, Wuhan, China (2020); A World in a Grain of Sand: Mapping
Shapes and Sites for Social Deometries, Atlantis, Sanya, China (2018); Art Patrons,
Qiao Space, Shanghai, China (2018); The Second Self, Peres Projects, Berlin,
Germany (2017). She currently lives and works in Berlin.
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F O Opening
2023
mERAKE, 3RE
acrylic and marker on canvas
50x50 cm
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HrZ552H (3) Sphinx (3)
2022
hEHAMK, B, DRE, BE
acrylic, spray paint, marker, oil pastel on canvas
220x200 cm
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4155 Red Grass
2023
hERAE, BR, DRE, BE
acrylic, spray paint, marker, oil pastel on canvas
85x70 cm
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HiZ5528F (8) Sphinx (8)
2023
hEHRE, DRE, WE, BE
acrylic, marker, crayon, oil pastel on canvas
220x200 cm
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HrZ55eH (9) Sphinx (9)
2023
hEHRAE, DRE, WE, BE
acrylic, marker, crayon, oil pastel on canvas
220x200 cm
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iB1EHI Hydra
2022
mEAK, TR, DRE, ¥ih, BE
acrylic, spray paint, marker, colored pencil, oil pastel on canvas
200x160 cmx3
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2023
MEAK, TR, Dn%E, ME, EE
acrylic, spray paint, marker, crayon, oil pastel on canvas
250x230 cmx2
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HrZ5 528 1 Sphinx |
2023
MEAK, HR, Dn%E, ME, EE
acrylic, enamel, marker, crayon, oil pastel on canvas
200x160 cmx2
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HrZ552HF I Sphinx |1
2023
MEAK, TR, Dn%E, ME, EE
acrylic, spray paint, marker, crayon, oil pastel on canvas
200x160 cmx2
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HrZ5528r (4) Sphinx (4)
2022
mHRE, SRE, HE
acrylic, marker, oil pastel on canvas
220x200 cm
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2023
MHRGE, DRE, 2K, EE
acrylic, marker, ink, oil pastel on canvas
90x70 cm
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2023
MHAM, DRE, ¥ib, B2
acrylic, marker, colored pencil, oil pastel on canvas
60x80 cm
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B Tail
2023
mHRE, SRE, HE
acrylic, marker, oil pastel on canvas
60x90 cm
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E Wing
2023
MHAN, DRE, BE
acrylic, marker, crayon on canvas
80x90 cm
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2022
MARRKE, ¥ih, ME, Hlb
acrylic, colored pencil, crayon, collage on paper
50x65 cm
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¥Fh (2) Species (2)
2022
BARDRE, ¥in, HE, Hlb
marker, colored pencil, crayon, collage on paper
50x65 cm
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¥ (3) Species (3)
2022
KRR, D=E, ¥, WHE, H#Hl
acrylic, marker, colored pencil, crayon, collage on paper
50x65 cm
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2022
LARME, DRE, ¥ih, ME, Hib
acrylic, marker, colored pencil, crayon, collage on paper
50x65 cm
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W (5) Species (5)
2022
KARDRE, ¥i0, HE, H
marker, colored pencil, crayon, collage on paper
50x65 cm
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¥ (6) Species (6)
2022
KARDRE, ¥i0, HE, H
marker, colored pencil, crayon, collage on paper
50x65 cm
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¥Fh (7) Species (7)
2022
BARDRE, ¥in, HE, Hlb
marker, colored pencil, crayon, collage on paper
50x65 cm
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¥ (8) Species (8)
2022
BARKG, DrE, ¥ih, BE, Hlh
acrylic, marker, colored pencil, oil pastel, collage on paper
50x65 cm
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¥ (9) Species (9)
2022
BARKG, DrE, ¥ih, BE, Hlh
acrylic, marker, colored pencil, oil pastel, collage on paper
50x65 cm
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¥ (10) Species (10)
2022
KARDRE, ¥i0, HE, H
marker, colored pencil, crayon, collage on paper
50x65 cm



