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ELEEN LIN'S WHIMSICAL MISTRANSLATIONS

Ty|er Nes|er
April 29, 2022

_E|een Lin's work paired with scu|ptures by Tammie Rubin - M)/t/loa/ica/ at C24 Ga"ery
Installation image by Jeff Chien—Hsing Liao

A “third culture” l(id, Eleen Lin was born in Taiwan but grew upin Thailand with a Western education. In the age of
cultural cannibalism where everything is brought together and rearranged to formulate new identities, she reiterates

folklores and classical literatures into contemporized cross-cultural narratives.

At New York's C24 Ga”ery, Lin is current|y a part of their M)/t/loa//'ca/exhil)ition (on disp|ay through May 4, 2022). Lin
is showing works from her series Mythopoeia, a near|y decade-|ong project investigating the un|i|<e|y results of a series of
mistranslations between Eng|ish and Mandarin versions of the classic novel, Mol)y-Dicl(. Her works are paired with
scu|ptures l)y Alrican-American ceramic artist and educator Tammie Rubin. Rubin’s fantastical totemic ol)jects are

created {rom ul)iquitous {orms Found in the visua| |anguage OI: modern consumer cu|ture.
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“Perils of Life”, 2022 - Oil and acryiic on canvas - 72 x 96in. (182.9 X 243.8cm)

Both artists expiore the evolution of myti1s that emerge through total immersion in mainstream narratives, their vision
manifested ti1rougi1 a deepiy methodical and detailed creative process. Their respective identities offer additional |ayers
of perspective about both the immigrant and ethnic minority experience in the United States, and how essential these
points of view are to deveioping truths that cross both time and geographic boundaries. Togeti‘ner, their work points to a
shift away from a culture that centers the majority experience and designates all other perspectives as “other,” while

providing iascinating commentary on some of modern society's most cherished myti1s and traditions.

Your series Mythopoeiais a nearly decade-long project. How did it evolve into such a substantial undertaking? Did

you initially set out to create an ambitious large-scale thematic project, or did it develop more gradually/organically?

Before the Myt/)opoe/a series | was wori<ing on another series titled Pet Soc/et)/ior five years. These paintings
repositioned narratives of mainiy Chinese folklores into stories of urbanites’ reiationsi1ip and obsession with their pets. |
i)egan Myt/)opoe/a a series inspired i)y Moéy—D/cA'in 2014. | found many elements in this piece of classic American
literature relate to my experience as an immigrant artist: the cultural diversity of the crew-mates, the search for the

meaning of life away from homeiand, the mysticism of travei, and the journey from the US to Asia.

| also questioned wi1y Moéy—D/cK' was never reaiiy wideiy recognized in the Chinese speai(ing world and in fact the
majority of the peopie | spoi(en to thought it was the “Old Man and the Sea”. This prompt me to read the Mandarin
translation of the novel and this is what i)egan this iong journey of recreating the story through mistranslations and

contemporizing it with new interpretations.

| originai thought Myt/)opoe/a was going to take around the five years to compiete, but it has spanned out way more than
anticipated. The more | go back to the originai text and the mistranslations the more | am inspired i)y its impactiui

symi)oiism, aiiegories and cultural misunderstandings.
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These meanings and interpretations tend to shift with the changes in social, poiiticai and environmental condition of our
times. Which is why the project continues to grow organicaiiy. Currentiy | have a iong list of paintings that | know I'll be
mai(ing for this series, and | know this list will grow as I'm wori<ing through them. Obsession piays a i)ig partin Moé)/-
Dick, and | feel this book has cieiiniteiy captivated me in that way.

What do you think are some specific cultural differences that caused all of the Chinese mistranslations of Moby-
Dick? ls it possible that some mistranslations may have even added unexpected/unintended layers of meaning or

even unique enhancements to the text?

The main reason for the mistranslation lies in the lack of whaiing culture and history in China or Taiwan, so a lot of the
whaiing iingo did not have direct vocabularies that correspond to them. On top of that there was oniy one translation of
the novel that was pui)iisi‘neci in 1957, and all latter translations that were pui)iisiieci are all reformatted from this first
translation. (A newiy translation version was pui)iisi‘neci in 2019). Since these translations were reworked not from its
originai source, and the fact that some versions even took out certain chapters the pui)iisher found irrelevant to the

overaii story, a iot oi content was iost.

Moreover, Melville's writing is often poetic and to translate that |anguage without i)reai(ing the originai sentence

structure to fit the grammatic construct in Mandarin results in a “Googie" like format of translation.

These mistranslations inspired me to dwell on cultural indexes that have shifted and the humor that arises due to |inguistic
and cultural indifferences. They often add unintended |ayers of meanings, but also showcase how our cultural i)aci(ground
ciianges tiie way we uncierstanci parts of tiie story. | iinci tiie mistransiations eniiance tiie open-encieci context tiiat are

embedded in the paintings.
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“Blanket”, 2019 - Oil and acry|ic on canvas - 96 x 72in. (24348 X 18249cm)

You have a very methodical approach to creating these works - you've said before that you go from penci| sketch to
watercolor study to a small painting before embarking on the large-scale final work. What appeals to you about this

approach? Does it get you into a certain state of mind or concentration needed for the work?

Yes, while reac]ing the book | make sketches of ideas and elements that automatica”y poppec] into my head. These
sketches are then reworked several times until it forms its own story. | would then create a watercolor painting base on
the sketch so | can Figure out the color. A smaller painting on canvas usua"y 28" x 36" would then follow to assist with the

c]eve|opment and pre-p|anning on the steps of |ayering for the final 7’ x &’ painting.

| developed this process after years of trying out different methodologies. It is essential for me to go through these stages

P P Y ying 9 9 9 9
to find a balance between conceptual and com ositiona|/ formal elements. Each phase helps me to understand what will

P P P P
work best for the scale of the work and whether | needed to add new |ayers and features into the final composition. The
7 x8 paintings usua"y take around 3 - 4 months to comp|ete, and | a|ways add new imageries into the picture c]uring the
process of painting due to the |arge scale. This gives the painting a co||age-|i|<e effect, and | like to flood the painting with
different imageries to simulate what we experience in the digital wor|c], where multiple representations and images po
9 P 9 P P ges pop

on to the same screen anc] reproduce the Fee|ing oF an excess of information.
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Especially with Mythopoeia, you have an almost literary approach that resembles an author working through
mu|tip|e drafts of a text. Authors often strugg|e with l(nowing when a text is “done” and ready -do you ever
struggle with doubt like that? What gives you a sense that a painting is fully “edited” and ready for “publication,” so
to speal(?

Since | rework these images through so many steps and “editions” the Fami|iarity | have with the composition will tell me
directly when the work is complete. | will know if something is missing in a certain part ofa painting due to the iml)a|ance,

and once no additional information can be added to the canvas, | know the work is done.

Could you talk about how you believe Mythopoeiaworks in conversation with Tammie Rubin's ceramic sculptures in
C24's Mythodiical exhibition? How do you think her sculptures and your paintings complement each other and may

also add unexpected tensions or |ayers to each other when p|aced together in the same space?

David C. Terry and the team at C24 Ga"ery have done such a greatjol) pairing Tammie's work with mine. It is not on|y
through our sul)ject and ties with myths in contemporary culture, but the color pa|ette and forms in her scu|ptures rea”y
echoes my works. Some of her scu|ptures look like details of my paintings and p|acing them together rea”y draws the eyes

c|oser to Find e|ements that are present in l)oth my wor|< and hers.

https://inter|ocutorinterviews.com/new—|:>|og/2022/4/29/e|een—|in—interview—c24—ga||ery—mythopoeia—mythodica|
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