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Eleen Lin in her studio

Born in Taiwan and raised in Thailand with a Western education, Eleen Lin is a true “third culture kid.” Lin studied at
Slade School of Fine Art, UK (BA 2005), and Yale School of Art (M FA 2008). Her work has been exhibited in
Guangciong Museum of Art, China; Queens Museum of Art, NY; Gwangju Museum of Art, Korea; and gaiieries
throughout Austria, Thailand, Taiwan, the United Kingciom, and the United States. Lin has been awarded with the
Elizabeth Canfield Hicks Award and Sanyu Sci‘noiarsi‘nips, and she has participated in NYFA |mmigrant Artist Projects,
the Fountainhead Residency, and the AIM program from the Bronx Museum of Art.
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Eleen Lin, ink drawings from Myt/)opoeia series

Jaeger: Your paintings appearing in this month’s issue are a selection from your series Mytl\opoeia, origina"y
inspired l)y the nineteenth-century American nove|, Moby Dick. As a self-described “third culture l(id," wl\y did you

choose this narrative as a sul)ject of artistic inquiry?

Lin: Growing up, | studied in an international high school in Thailand. Mo/))/ Dick was one of the most cha”enging
mandatory readings and | strugg|ed to finish it. The nineteenth-century vocabu|ary, the countless digressions, and the
comp|ex allusions made it hard to fu”y comprehend. [t wasn't until a few years after moving to New Eng|and that |
attempted to re-read this classic. Then, | was intrigued by many elements which were reminiscent of my experience as an
immigrant artist: the cultural diversity of the crew-mates, the journey from New Eng|and to Asia, the segregation from

society, and the mysticism of sea travel.
| was curious why Mo/))/ DI'CA’, one of the greatest American nove|s, was never well received in Asia. When | read the
Chinese trans|ation, | realized there were a lot of mistranslations due to cultural differences. Additiona”y, there are even

more footnotes in the Chinese edition than the origina| text.

| was inspired to retell the tale of Mo/))/ Dick through a different cultural lens.
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Eleen Lin at work

Jaeger: Could you talk about the designation “third culture kid” and its influence on the evolution of the project?

Lin: As a third culture l(id, which | would define as a person who grows up in more than one cu|ture, | was exposed toa

wider variety of cultural heritages. | tended to picl( up on similarities between stories from different parts of the world.

While reading Moé)/ Dick | realized there's a simi|arity between the White Whale and Bal(e-l(ujira, animated skeletons
of white whales which are bad omens in Japanese mytho|ogy. In my work, | combine these narratives into one, i||ustrating

how the g|ol)a|ized world l)rings us closer together and creates a collective consciousness shared across cultural divides.

Jaeger: Your pieces have a strong conceptual basis in cultural hybridity but also clear attention to color, light, and
shape, such as in your fantastical portrayals of water in each painting. How do you balance the conceptual and

compositional elements in each piece?

Lin: | deve|op each painting according to a set process. My paintings usua"y l)egin with a vague penci| sketch that | turn
into a watercolor study. Then, | paint a smaller piece to assist with the deve|opment of the final 7 feet l)y 8 feet painting.
Each step he|ps me understand what will work best for the scale of the work and how to add new |ayers into the final

composition, almost like how a poet would insert word p|ay. | believe the balance between conceptua| and compositiona|

elements is achieved l)y years of |earning through trial and error.
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Eleen Lin, Don't Leave Me Hanging

Jaeger: You have worked in oil and acrylic on canvas in past series. Why did you decide to paint on linen in

Mythopoeia? How did this change in medium influence your artistic process?

Lin: | have a|ways been attracted to the color of raw canvas and linen. It reminds me of Chinese silk paintings, where
blank silk forms the negative space in the painting. | wanted to think of linen not on|y as a surface to paint on but as

material—to incorporate its raw, i)uriap-esque texture into nautical scenes.

Jaeger: In your last series, Pet Society, you explored human obsession with pets. Moby Dick also features an
obsessive relationship between Captain Ahab and the White Whale. How have you pivoted the theme of animals in

this new series?

Lin: 7he Pet Soc/et)/series i)egan when | aciopteci my first pet cat, Meme. Especia"y after moving to New York and
uncierstanciing urbanites attachments with their pets, | wanted to fuse old Chinese folklores about the human-animal
reiationships with this mociern-ciay exampie. | feel that Captain Ahab has a similar obsession with Moé)/ Dick. Captain

Ahab wants to control and defeat the whaie, but simuitaneousiy its existence drives his.
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Eleen Lin “Water is usuaiiy the first tiiing | put on the canvas.”

Jaeger: One of my favorite pieces, “Don’t Leave Me Hanging,” combines a strong narrative feel with political
undertones and surreal humor. How did you come to its particuiar imagery and can you walk us througi\ the process

of creating this piece?

Lin: | was trying to search a picture of a whale tail on Googie images. Instead of a whale taii, all | got were pictures of

iiigii-riciing G-strings. | wanted to continue piaying with contemporary siang that related to the narrative of Moé)/ Dick.

For example, “wi'iaie" can ciescrii)e an overweight woman, “Quai(er" is oiten more iamiiiar as ti'ie commerciai oatmeai

brand than a reiigious movement (Captain Ahab was a Quai(er).

| i)egan with a sketch inspired i)y exampies of ami)iguous ianguage and gestures. Since | compieteci this painting ciuring
my stay at the Fountainhead Residency in Miami, my color paiette was also cieepiy inspireci i)y the colors of the city.

Jaeger: Many of the paintings in Mythopoeia are rife with humor and fancy, often reminiscent of storybook

illustrations. How do you see the roles of humor and childhood functioning in this series?

Lin: | have aiways believed that humor is the easiest way to communicate and even resolve conflict. It is sometiiing we
share no matter where we come from. Humor is also a common trope in children’s storyi)ooi(s. Aiti‘lOUgi‘l my parents
usuaiiy told me Chinese mytiis and iegencis as bedtime stories to teach me my cultural iieritage, | was still drawn to Roald
Dahl and the Berenstain Bears. | iiope to use humor and storyi)ooi(-iii(e illustrations to establish a universal ianguage that

everyone can appreciate in combination with their personai interpretations of my work.
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Eleen Lin's Wet the Line, in progress

Jaeger: You describe water as a stabilizing and recurring image in your art because of its prevalence in every place
you've ever lived: “I felt like wherever | went, I'm comforted with the things that recur in different cultures.” In
Mythopoeia, your portrayal of water—bold, fantastical, and almost celestial—is, perhaps, realization in style unique

to this series. Could you talk more about the stylistic development of water in your work?

Lin: | am fascinated l)y the variety of artistic depictions of water throughout history. No matter how the image is
rendered, Huid or rigid, we a|ways know what it signifies. Water a|so never signifies a specific p|ace. A painting of water,

out of context, cou|d depict anywhere in the wor|d.

Woater is usua”y the first thing | put on the canvas. | |et it |oose|y stain the surface and a||ow the paint to flow free|y. The
rest of the painting is composed around the initial shape of the water. The more | paint water, the more I'm able to lose

control. It is the one part my paintings that is tru|y abstract and |'m still deve|oping ways to p|ay with various renderings.

Jaeger: You have referenced German expressionists such as Max Beckmann and traditional Chinese ink paintings.

How exactly do these artistic forerunners influence your own work?

Lin: | have a|ways admired how both the German expressionists and Chinese ink paintings intricate|y compress mu|tip|e
perspectives into a confined space. German expressionists fit comp|ex narratives and emotions into one picture, while
Chinese ink paintings portray entire expeditions. These artists have taught me to exp|ore different methods of

composition so that my audiences can return to the same painting and a|ways discover something new.
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Jaeger: In your artist s statement, you descrll)e a tension in your artistic process l)etween free association anc]

conscious control.” Could you talk about how this manifests in “Wet the Line”?

Lin: My paintings a|ways deve|op from a central image. “Wet the Line” Began with the image of aman harpooning a
whale. As | sketched the water, | was drawn to the idea of portraying the scene as an artificial experience. | Began to add
seats and stage props to the painting. | liked the visual push and pu” between the structura”y repetitive, controlled
patterns and the abstract Huidity of the water.

Jaeger: What do you think is the next evolution of your artistic process?

Lin: | still need another coup|e of years to finalize the whole Mo/))/ D/’t:[’—inspired series. I'm also working on a series of
etchings that mimics old illustrations for this project. | have several ideas in mind for my next series, which might include

stories such as /?ama)/ana, Journe)/ to t/le Center o)[ t/le Eart/l, and /m[erno.

However, as an artist, | am so open to ideas that | never quite know what is to come.

https://www.thewoventa|epress.net/2016/11/11/interview-e|een-|in/
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