From Pupa to Eve Clone: Lin Pey-Chwen Empowering Femininity

By Gwen Kuan-ying Kuo

The round figures wrapped in layers in reddish orange, violet, yellowish green lines were circulating around the space. This was Lin Pey-Chwen’s “The Image of Life” series in colorful abstract oil paintings showing at an alternative space Apt. 2 in Taipei in 1993. The elliptical pupa image was complex but elegant, hinting imprisonment but invitation in colors. Their spherical structures suggested continuous movements, while the oval shapes reminded me intuitively about eggs, the very private female experience. No matter how innovative progress in Lin Pey-Chwen’s art, those colorful pupas have vividly stayed in my memories for 20 years - retaining my first impression, as an oracle image revealed women art in my early career toward to art critic.

Transforming Female Figure 

"At that time I was struggling and wanted to breakthrough." Lin recalls her early “the Image of Life” series, and she opens the black velvet and walks in a dark space with black carpet on the ground, only the walls shining through the huge female figure. Now we are entering Eve Clone space at Taipei MoCA in the 2013 “Post-human Desire” exhibition. The projected three-dimensional Eve imagery is constantly growing and surrounding the viewer within the space. Eve is being cloned several times and presented in grand scale, slowly turning her body in a tube as if she is awake. Her gentle movements reveal themselves clearly about her half curled body still leaving chrysalis traces, hinting that she has not been completely transformed into human. The background music on the spot is a in the form of a sacred hymn which strengthens the ambient of a holy site, yet it is mixed with intermittent noises, metaphors of eschatological crisis. Twenty years ago Lin wanted to breakthrough; today she has made Eve Clone, a conceptualization which is being viewed by international audiences at museums globally. Eve Clone has drawn viewers’ attention around the world. Their perception and discussion of Eve Clone interactively generate Eve Clone’s art life.

“Once I knew that I wanted to be an artist, I had made myself into one. I did not understand that wanting doesn't always lead to action. Many of the women had been raised without the sense that they could mold and shape their own lives, and so, wanting to be an artist (but without the ability to realize their wants) was, for some of them, only an idle fantasy, like wanting to go to the moon.”  - Judy Chicago

Lin’s “Eve Clone” series has attracted universal acclaim from art critics, scholars and art patronage in recent years, but the original concept can be traced back to the context of Lin’s works throughout these twenty years. Those pupas in “The Image of Life” were made when Lin pursued her doctorate degree of Creative Arts from University of Wollongong in Australia, at the same time as she was handling the roles of being mother, daughter, wife, teacher and artist. Inspired by her cross-cultural art education, Lin continually deepens her awareness of the roles and the rights of women as well as women artists in the contemporary world and in Asian societies. In her early works, Lin insightfully expresses her concerns about women issues. However, unlike Western feminists using the body as weapons to pose questions about gender inequality, Lin eloquently uses oriental symbols, such as the beautiful but striking lotus shoes for bound feet, and implies a subversive meaning. She boldly contrasts the imagery of lotus shoes with the modern high heels to signify the great pain women often endure in attempting to execute a convincing façade of an ideal female image. In her “Antithesis and Intertex” series, she juxtaposes classical Asian lady's portraits with gold-lined lotus flowers to underscore the proverb "three-inch golden lotus," a traditional concept of a virtuous lady from a good family, a persona which is usually characterized by a pair of tiny bound feet. Yet this proverb was like a curse on women of the past as it disguised the ignorance of the inhumane brutality necessary to constrict and wrap human feet into three inches. Ironically today’s high heels for women serve the same paradox of female-beauty/female-torturing. In addition to her artworks, Lin has contributed articles and has been involved in the wider feminist movement to realize her ideas. She analyzes women's art such as Judy Chicago’s exhibition and Mary Kelly's Post-Partum Document by using personal objects of both womanhood and mothership. The female movement Lin and many women art professionals joined in 1990s has gave birth to the Taiwan Women’s Art Association. These twenty years to Lin is not abstract in theory, but a combination of women art theory and practice in the real world. Lin has breakthrough the struggle of the cocoon image of life series in the 1990s. Today she has achieved as an educator, artist and activist in the field of woman art and beyond.

Mother Nature Vs. Human Pride

The 921 Earthquake in 1999 had struck Taiwan in all aspects. The force of the nature was a great reminding of the vulnerable human-beings. The natural disaster alerted Lin, she reflected thoroughly about the true meaning of life. What meaningful is not to fight for the disadvantaged groups but to return to the core value of life. Human voraciously exploits, aggressively pillages our Mother Nature has caused ecological imbalance on the earth. Without the harmonious relationship between nature and humans, it will be unavoidably generating the conflicts and injustice between male and female, the privileged and the disadvantaged groups, and among racial and social classes. These are all oriented from the human pride and greediness. With this understanding, Lin started “Return to Nature” series since 2000 to examine the potential antagonistic relationship between nature, technology and human pride. By using of the artificial, reproduced and digital medium, Lin creates virtual reality to query about how humans have become over dependence on technology. One example is the oval-shaped "Treasure" she made in 2001 represented the idea of cherishing our Mother Nature and to honor her fertility power.  

This idea of exploring the relationship between life, nature and human has extended and gave the birth of “Eve Clone.” In “Return to Nature: Artificial Life” series (2004), she made three-dimensional interactive images of the pupa turning into butterfly, the caterpillar transforming into human-being, and then transfiguring into human-butterfly. The artificial life in virtual reality that Lin deliberately to build up is to criticize the cloning technology. By taking advantage of technology, human has presumption of superior power next to God; hence unconsciously destroy the harmony of nature.

Meanwhile, the significant Eve Clone has been generated, shaped, and molded in this process. This pupa-human has had her own evolution in the series developed by Lin for about a decade. Eve Clone possesses an elegant, slim but curvy body. She slowly rotates and revolves around in the tubes in front of the audiences. Under carefully observing we can find that Eve Clone’s back still left the traces of chrysalis, which suggested that she is not yet a complete “human.” Is this pupa-human going to transfigure into a stunning beautiful woman, or an evil spirit-alluring female? Through the moving imagery of Eve Clone, does the artist convey a message for female power, or to against it? “Well, this is Eve Clone, not Eve.” Lin emphasizes, “And Eve Clone is made by human, by science and technology.” Her words point out that Eve Clone is not the Eve created by God, but an ideal woman image oriented from human desire. Eve Clone, a desirable figure which in fact lacking of the fertile nature as Mother Earth.

And on her forehead a name was written: MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND OF THE ABMINATIONS OF THE EARTH. (Revelation 17:5)

“And the woman whom you saw is that great city which reigns over the kings of the earth.” (Revelation 17:18)

The progressing imagery of Eve Clone is actually the desirable projection from the viewers. Her evolution, on the other hand, resided Lin’s biblical perspective and interpretation. Hidden in Eve Clone’s curly fringe, the “666” characters inscripted on her forehead is the disastrous emblem of this femme fatale figure. The verses of Revelation (chapter 17-18) describes the counterforce of nature, human’s growing desire for money, power, and lust have been resurrected. The insatiable ambition of humans generates the damaging forces to destroy the universe, and of course, human ourselves included.

International art critics about
The complex meanings that Eve Clone connoted the struggles have transcended beyond gender and cultural boundaries. Eve Clone are connoted from various angles by international art critiques, such as biblical interpretation, the femme fatale figures, cyborg theory, the digital aesthetics and so forth. These discussions have extended the artistic life of Eve Clone in profound ways. Apparently Lin’s art has moved above the disputations on female-male, art- technology issues. However, her principle has never divorced from her caring for feminism-human rights which has rooted in her early PUPA imagery. The progress in these twenty years is that the artist has maturely wrapped the argument and her artistic ideal into a much more complete yet complex, interesting and intriguing image of Eve Clone. She is the artificial Eve, a clone of the first woman of Mother Nature based on human desires with perfect female figure. “She” symbolizes our flesh desire and fantasy which is now replying on science and technology to accomplish. “She” absorbs our worship to lifeless technology, as our homage to unknown super power as well as destroyable forces. Our mirrored desires have made Eve Clone alive.

Today, Eve Clone is almost completely transfiguring from pupa into an ideal woman figure. Existing in the three dimensional virtual world, our projected hope can never allow Eve Clone lifeless. Her almost perfection figure summons our inner desires. “She” is man’s fantasy, and woman’s desirable subject to control man as well. “She” represents the power of technology enticing human away from nature, seductively persuades us to believe that “man” is the creator of the universe. The evolving Eve Clone hence generates her gold head, silver body, bronze belly, iron leg and mud feet, the Great Image of Eve Clone. When the viewer touches the head of Eve Clone buste at the exhibiting holy space, through Lin Pey-Chwen’s elaborately designed interactive device, this homage gesture from the viewer will arouse Eve Clone starting her movements seductively. Since we humans believe that our desire is real; we crave and anticipate that this perfect female figure would come to life. This computer-generated Goddess is therefore becoming alive because of our desire, aspiration and projection. In our anticipation, Eve Clone has completely controlled over our hope.

 “Your Majesty looked, and there before you stood a large statue—an enormous, dazzling statue, awesome in appearance. The head of the statue was made of pure gold, its chest and arms of silver, its belly and thighs of bronze, its legs of iron, its feet partly of iron and partly of baked clay. (Daniel 2:31-33)

From the colorful, imprisoned pupa imagery in Lin’s early “Image of Life” series to Eve Clone, Lin Pey-Chwen never stops presenting artworks with sublime objects embedded thought-provoking proposition. For more than two decades, she retains keen insights in her art practices but offers even sharper, inspiring paradox. Eve Clone served as the metaphorical image, the desirable female feature, the oracle about vulnerable human nature, and highlights the disastrous human pride which is the absolute counter force to the natural fertility. Human’s arrogance and greed for the materialistic vanity, fame, and power, gave the birth of Eve Clone. The deathly seductive image of Eve Clone powerfully wrapped the weakness of human nature. The super-power facade of technology has made human over depending on it and obsessed the power which engaged in the deathly weapons and wars. By Lin’s hands, the Great Image of Eve Clone conveyed an oracle to remind us the core belief of life, to distinguish the divine essence of the universe.
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