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Some speculations on the recent paintings of Mengju Lin

It is a modest proposal. Some of the parameters are already determined. Paintings that look like 
objects the size of books and address you in the face. They rest on an imaginary line stretched 
across the walls of the gallery. They are painted on jelutong wood, a kind of tropical tree found in our 
regions. All of them have words on the surfaces that seem to be in formation—mute, incomplete, 
shy, teasing or gently proclaiming. Behind their word-shaped planets, they are awashed with a 
palimpsest of marks, colours and glazes. And lastly, they shimmer at certain angles at the surface 
like the sea under the edge of the afternoon sun, their chalky grey tiny grids revealing the soft grain 
of the wood.

There is much pleasure from looking at these paintings, for they seem to hide as much as they 
reveal, forming a luminous concreteness about them.1

And yet they resist you from probing deeper beyond their surfaces. They resist definition as to 
what typically paintings in galleries would be—canvas, stretcher, oil paint, large. You would not 
exactly say they are painterly as well. They seem to have roots in drawing and illustration, a certain 
naive style that is at once idiosyncratic and yet endearing. They also resist subject matter, just 
what is she painting? Words? Textures? Shapes? Messages? It would also be remiss to say that 
these paintings are about writing and language because the words here do not appropriate the 
visual; they are neither describing nor stating what is being seen. I would like to think instead, they 
appropriate the verbal as visual. 

1 This is inspired by T.J. Clark’s quote on Nietzsche from the Birth of Tragedy. See The Sight of Death, by T.J. Clark, Yale University Press, 2006, p. 5

So how do the text or words function here? They have something to do with brevity despite the 
duration of how they were made. They are like brief utterances that do not go beyond three words, 
four at the most. Some are barely discernible like on Leave the Day Free, they disappear as soon 
as you make them out on a partially mottled skin/surface. While in others such as Birds of Paradise, 
they never finish but extend out and beyond the periphery of their frames, continuing or lingering 
in your mind’s eye. 

It is reductive for Lin’s paintings to be approached through a modernist lens of medium specificity 
or merely painting pointing back to itself. However, we must first define her technical support 
as a kind of logic to how her paintings are being made beyond medium specificity. The first is a 
condition we are living in called the post-medium condition or age, to borrow from Rosalind Krauss, 
where information has superseded traditional conventions of painting, sculpture and drawing.2 

In these works at least, you find traces of painting, drawing, text and object in one entity, albeit 
through a personal lexicon. I would then venture further to say that her technical support is really 
the journal or scrapbook/sketchbook. Not as a readymade for exhibition, but as an archive to 
serve her ideas, thoughts and feelings. It is where she draws, doodles, and collages text, scraps, 
stickers, lyrics and other found media and paraphernalia. 

Again, this does not mean her sketchbook is a preliminary study for a final painting; they are hardly 
studies to begin with. What I mean to say is that her sketchbooks, and this will also include digital 
images recorded on mobile phones, are materials to her practice. These paintings are a distillation 

2  “One: Washed Away.” Under Blue Cup, by Rosalind E. Krauss, MIT Press, 2011, p. 3.
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of how she gleans information as a dematerialised strategy to create these paintings. So if she 
starts with painting an image from her mobile phone, it will be transformed through several thin 
layers of paint applications, then worked into with a text she finds suitable and rendered with 
graphite, which traces the natural striations and grids of the wood grain instead of a canvas weave.

If we were to make out the politics that defines a practice as much as these paintings, it is that 
Lin has opted to go against the spell of the verbal in image-production today. In using text, she 
visualises words in a personal code only privy to herself. These codes are perhaps portals and traps 
to her own images. Texts that go against the tide of advertising, circulation and clarity: slogans, 
memes, brands, catchphrases, instructions, signboards and the micro-narratives of social media. 
They behave more like half-refrains of songs and poetry titles, like things left unsaid or undone, 
perpetually a work-in-progress, much like life, of getting there while stumbling, perhaps never 
reaching. In a previous group exhibition at the National Gallery Singapore, she presented text 
paintings on the discarded packaging and detritus of everyday consumer life.3

The only difference here is that instead of found paper, she now paints on readymade blocks of 
wood. However, these materials belong to the same ecology of things she has an affinity for—small 
things usually organic, mineral and recyclable, and have a kind of life and quality in themselves 
already, like living patterns of the wood grain versus the found surfaces of discarded paper. Touches 
of her hand/brush are always evident in articulating the surface to the right tone, temperature, 
ambience and ripeness. The synecdoche of wood and tree would mean the same thing to her, 
something sustainable for both her practice and her environment. What is of use value here is not

3 “Mengju Lin, ‘New Radio’ series, 2019–2020.” Singapore Art Museum, https://www.singaporeartmuseum.sg/art-events/past-exhibitions/time-passes/mengju-lin-new-
radio-series.



Boom A Child
2021
Acrylic paint, gesso and graphite on jelutong
17.9 x 12.6 x 2.2 cm

Deep Pink
2021
Acrylic paint, gesso and graphite on jelutong
17.9 x 12.6 x 2.2 cm

so much the wood panels, that go in three sizes, but the words she dresses them in. Like used 
songs—you know when you use the lyrics of another for your own expression.

One way is to approach them as what Isabelle Graw calls ‘Quasi-Persons’—paintings that also 
attribute their value to the author who has left indexical traces which are embodied on these 
surfaces as signs, material and codes, and objects that create a social phenomenon that is con-
sumed by the receiver.4 In conflating the theories of both Krauss and Graw, these paintings are 
undetermined and undisciplined by medium, to convey immaterialities of thought, feelings, de-
sire, affect and sentiment.

We then come to the intentionality of the artist and how it is intensified on the canvas/wood pan-
els. Therein lies the liminality between the surface and interiority of the painting. Graham Harman 
describes this as the allure of the object, or the sensual object where the intentionality of the artist 
or viewer intermingles with the ideal of the object to create a third entity.5 This relates to formal 
causes: how the letters are actually written/painted/applied and differentiated from their ground; 
the shapes of their contours and negative spaces; and the interactions of hand, paint, drawing, 
pencil and wood that produce the aesthetic effects of the paintings. Tangentially, Jacques Derrida 
employs a pun he calls ‘différance’ to weave in the in   teriority of texts and compares the written 
text with that of speech.6 You will have noticed that all the letters in Lin’s paintings are in upper-
case without any punctuation. They would have produced significantly different effects had they 
been in lowercase. However in speech, they sound exactly the same. These qualities place an 
emphasis on the visual and written over the spoken.

4 “The Value of Painting: Notes on Unspecificity, Indexicality, and Highly Valuable Quasi-Persons.”Thinking through Painting: Reflexivity and Agency beyond the Canvas, 
by Isabelle Graw, Sternberg Press, 2012, pp. 54-57.
5 “On Vicarious Causation.” Collapse Volume II, by Graham Harman, Urbanomic, 2007, pp. 171–206
6 “Différance.” Margins of Philosophy, by Jacques Derrida, The Harvester Press, 1982, pp. 1–29
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seeing what the painting ‘may’ tell her to add, cover, dab or obscure in all its teeming minutiae. 
These actions culminate as an index of ‘signs’ that will also tell her when to stop.

Therefore the conditions of experience for the viewer first rests upon seeing firsthand what the artist 
has brought forth and made luminous upon the surface of the canvas/panel which is then severed 
from the real object by the viewer as a sensual object that creates meanings and metaphors.

So we are back to where we started in the gallery. They might catch you in a moment of folly 
when you least expect it. How to think of them? There will always be a gap in the inadequacies 
of language to ever describe what you are seeing and observing, reading and sensing. But again, 
paintings are never designed but are brought into being and that might be the intention.

This split between the object of outer sensory impressions, of which its sensibilia operates outside 
the artist’s consciousness, and the subject of the viewer’s own lived experience/interiority produces 
an effect of, at the most, pleasure for the viewer and at the very least, some sort of indifference on 
the painting/object. This opens up a host of meanings and responses from the viewer, and restores 
to things the ability to speak in their own language. 

The pleasure of looking comes from the viewer being an active participant making out what is 
faint and barely discernible in the details and qualities of the work. The painting, which takes into 
account Lin’s sensibility and style, then expresses the internal, subjective state of mind of the 
viewer, as opposed to operating as an impersonal sign system to serve the informational structure

I mention these two ideas in metaphysics in relation to ‘seeing’ and attempting to ‘understand’ the 
object of Lin’s paintings. For example in Generation Generation, two sets of letters ‘GENER’ and 
‘ATION’ are broken down into four staggered lines in tandem with one another. As a cluster of text, 
they are somewhat sloping down. Hand drawn, they are limbic and spindly, perhaps a little clumsy. 
They look like a community of arms waving. They float and recede against a meticulous textured 
grid, caused by the grain of the wood, painted in pale terracotta mixed in with some ashen tint. It 
resembles a ruinous wall, but the colour of the text appears to be closer to flesh tone. The music 
person in me is now thinking of the songs ‘My Generation’ by The Who or ‘Another Brick on The 
Wall’ by Pink Floyd, because of how the text appears to be. I think in terms of my relationship to 
youth, rebellion and idealism, and something past.

It is an object that only belongs to me and has to do with our own cognitive relationship with text 
and a desire to own their meanings, of which does not change the formal causes of the painting at 
all. Text here behaves disobediently as the deviant of language, refusing to perform its logocentrism. 
It is rather interior and transparent compared to the opaque commercial signifiers of our world. Its 
queering of space and borrowed meanings within the rest of the painting creates this new object 
of significance for the viewer. Their thing-ness too defined by scale, something that you can hold 
in your hand. 

Lin has compared her process of painting to ‘scrying’. In the conventional sense, scrying is the act 
of foretelling the future by looking into a crystal ball or some reflective surface. Scrying involves 
‘seeing’, ‘peeping’ or ‘looking’ into a suitable medium to find significant details. One imagines Lin 
hunched over the floor or table scrutinising the surface of her painting with her little brush and
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17.9 x 12.5 x 2.2 cmof graphics and text. Through a tautological function that mirrors both title and painting differentiated 

by the casing of their letters, Lin has created a lyrical convention where the words are intransitive. 
Some of them have double or even triple iteration of words. They create subjectless experiences, 
directed at no object. They mean nothing, anything, something. Looking at Generation Generation 
and other examples, we wonder: Whose generation? Leave the day free for? ‘DON’T DON’T DON’T’ 
what? Six years of? It is this experience that neither privileges the subjective (my identity and 
lived experiences) nor the rational object (painting on wood panel). Even though these paintings 
are beholden to no one, their aura depends on an interaction of gazes with multiple subjects 
(viewers) and returning to Graw’s theory—embodied indexes that create a social phenomenon for 
consumption and valuation.

So we are back to where we started in the gallery. They might catch you in a moment of folly 
when you least expect it. How to think of them? There will always be a gap in the inadequacies 
of language to ever describe what you are seeing and observing, reading and sensing. But again, 
paintings are never designed but are brought into being and that might be the intention.

With special thanks to Jon Chan for his insightful discussions on painting.

Jeremy Sharma is an artist and musician. His recent forays and experiments look into scenes and 
places through the effects of modernity while working with elements of the voice, light, atmosphere, 
film, music, movement and architecture. His work has been the subject of critical discussion in 
various print and online publications including Art Radar Journal, Asian Art News, Asia Art Pacific 
and Wall Street International and is part of a number of public and private collections. He also 
teaches with the McNally School of Fine Arts at the LASALLE College of the Arts. Sharma is 
represented by Sullivan+Strumpf Singapore/Sydney.
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Mengju Lin's (b.1996, Taiwan) artistic practice revolves around the agency of non-human things, 
especially images, sound, text and objects - and how they protest. Her current research involves 
punk ideology and guerilla metaphysics. She is a co-conspirator of radioriotgrrrl, a riot grrrl chapter, 
and she plays in a band called Terrapin. Mengju was born in Taipei, Taiwan and is currently based 
in Singapore. 
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