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The Poetics of Engagement: Ed Pien and the 
Three-Dimensional World
Interview by Joni Low

Joni	Low:	Let’s	begin	by	talking	about	the	foundation	of	your	art	practice:	drawing.	Your	drawings	

are	well	known	for	their	fascinatingly	hybrid,	grotesque,	and	sensual	characteristics.	How	did	you	

become	interested	in	these	forms	and	begin	drawing	in	this	manner?

Ed	Pien:	Guo	Pu	(276–324	AD),	exponent	of	The	Classics	of	Mountains	and	Seas,	stated	that	“a	

thing	is	not	strange	in	itself;	it	depends	on	me	to	make	it	strange.”	My	work	is	always	about	the	

figure.	The	grotesque	and	hybridized	beings	in	my	work	challenge	preconceived	notions	related	to	

the	idea	of	normality—what	is	acceptable,	beautiful,	and	perfect.	This	has	to	do	with	the	fact	that	

as	a	child,	I	immigrated	to	Canada.	This	was	in	the	late	1960s,	and	I	moved	with	my	family	to	a	

small	city.	It	was	culture	shock.	I	couldn’t	speak	any	English.	I	looked	different	and	felt	completely	

self-conscious	and	out	of	place.	

I	am	also	interested	in	the	ways	we	present	ourselves	to	the	world	and	how	different	bodies	are	

perceived	by	ourselves	and	by	others.	I	believe	there	is	an	enormous	difference	between	how	one	

presents	one’s	body	and	how	that	same	body	is	read	by	another.	

Joni	Low:	In	your	series	3	Minute	Drawings:	Spectacle	of	the	Body	(1998–2005),	you	created	a	wall-

sized	panel	of	over	two	hundred	drawings,	most	of	which	were	produced	within	the	time	span	of	

three	minutes.	How	did	this	discipline	inform	the	development	of	your	practice?	Is	there	a	ritual	

element	in	your	more	recent	work	that	has	carried	over	from	3	Minute	Drawings?

Ed	Pien:	I	still	make	three-minute	drawings.	It	is	an	incredible	way	to	cull	from	the	subconscious	

and	the	imagination.	It	also	frees	me	from	feeling	obliged	to	make	perfectly	controlled	and	

finished	drawings—whatever	that	means.	Three	minutes	provides	just	enough	time	to	put	marks	

Ed Pien, Promise of Solitude, �00�, installation detail, paper, wood, ink. Photo: Ilsoo Kyung MacLaurin. Courtesy of the artist and 
Centre A, Vancouver.
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down	and	realize	an	image.	When	

the	time	is	up	I	can	let	that	image	

go	and	tackle	the	next	blank	sheet	

of	paper.	The	drawing	sessions	

last	from	two	to	six	hours,	non-

stop.	Though	they	are	intense	and	

disciplined,	at	the	same	time	it		

is	a	tremendously	liberating	way	

to	draw.	

In	terms	of	how	it	carries	over	to	

my	recent	work,	some	of	the	mark-

making	is	similar	and	the	focus	

is	still	on	the	body.	The	approach	

has	become	more	involved	as	the	

drawings	have	expanded	onto	

larger	papers	that	are	pieced	

together.	I	have	also	begun	to	visually	break	down	the	figures	even	more.	The	bodies	are	opened	

up	and	the	boundary	of	the	body	is	ambiguously	defined.	These	are	my	attempts	to	achieve	a	sense	

of	movement	and	suggest	that	the	figures	are	undergoing	some	form	of	transformation.	It	is	my	

strategy	to	achieve	a	sense	of	non-fixity.

Joni	Low:	This	is	interesting,	since	you’ve	mentioned	before	how	you	don’t	like	to	have	things	

fixed,	a	preference	which	is	reflected	in	your	choice	of	medium—drawing	is	very	mobile,	flexible,	

inexpensive.	Would	you	say	that	nothing	is	fixed	in	your	world?

Ed	Pien:	The	destabilized	state	that	I	attempt	to	realize	in	my	work	is	purely	conceptual	and	

imaginary.	My	engagement	with	it	is	also	temporary.	It	would	be	quite	uncomfortable	and	

dangerous	if	one	were	to	be	living	in	it	all	the	time.	

Joni	Low:	Much	of	your	work	traverses	a	liminal	space—where	the	distinction	between	creatures,	

genders,	cultures,	and	emotions	are	often	blurred.	Is	this	related	to	your	imaginary	space	and	your	

world	view?

Ed	Pien:	Everything	is	in	flux.	This	flux	is	slow	enough	that	human	beings	don’t	have	a	chance	

to	notice	it	most	of	the	time.	Change	also	occurs	in	terms	of	ideas	or	thinking,	it	occurs	through	

time,	and	through	reconsideration	and	re-evaluation	of	ourselves	and	of	the	rest	of	the	world.

Joni	Low:	You’ve	also	described	your	practice	as	an	"obsession	with	making,"	and	indeed,	passion	

can	border	on	obsession.	How	do	you	balance	your	existence	within	this	imaginary	space	and	not	

be	consumed	by	it?	

Ed	Pien:	Quite	simply,	real	life	takes	over	and	pulls	me	out	of	it.	I	can’t	control	that.	For	instance,		

I	have	to	teach,	I	have	a	partner,	I	have	a	life	to	live.	In	terms	of	daily	realities,	I’m	constantly		

pulled	away	from	being	completely	consumed	by	my	work.	While	I	am	working,	it	is	consuming	

and	obsessive	because	of	my	process	and	having	to	address	the	fragility	of	the	materials	used	for	

the	installations.

Ed Pien, Promise of Solitude, �00�, installation detail, paper, wood, ink. Photo: 
Ilsoo Kyung MacLaurin. Courtesy of the artist and Centre A, Vancouver.



5�

The	artist	Paul	Mathieu	and	I	were	talking	about	this	in	relation	to	The	Promise	of	Solitude	at	

Centre	A	in	Vancouver.	It’s	important	to	me	that	although	a	lot	of	work	is	put	into	the	piece,	it	

doesn’t	look	unnecessarily	laboured.	

Joni	Low:	Yes,	I	get	the	sense	with	your	work	that	it’s	very	methodical,	very	process-based,	

and	requires	a	lot	of	patience.	However,	the	resulting	energy	conveyed	to	the	viewer	is	not	of	

exhaustion,	but	of	vitality.	It	almost	seems	as	though	you	create	a	structure	of	discipline	by	

relinquishing	some	of	your	control	of	the	art	and	the	process	of	making	it,	where	you	can	let	your	

consciousness	go	and	let	things	have	their	own	life.

Ed	Pien:	Right,	and	there	are	always	constraints.	The	materials	I	choose	dictate	the	process	and	

approach:	at	a	certain	point	either	the	materials	break	or	I	do.	I’m	limited	by	physical	materiality	

and	what	my	body	can	do.	There’s	no	sense	in	pushing	materials	if	they	will	break	or	stress	out.	

So	I	do	have	constraints—some	I	don’t	wish	to	have,	but	that’s	just	the	way	it	is	living	in	a	three-

dimensional	and	gravity-based	world.	Drawing	is	more	liberating	because	I	can	create	a	realm	

where	the	only	limitation	is	the	two-dimensional	surface	that	will	hold	it;	within	that,	the	work	is	

bounded	by	the	limit	of	my	imagination.

Joni	Low:	Yet	you	have	even	pushed	the	limits	of	that	two-dimensionality	with	your	installations,	

where	you	build	up	your	drawings	into	walls	and	labyrinths.	Your	kite	works	also	bring	your	

drawings	to	life	in	a	very	performative	way.	Can	you	talk	about	your	loyalty	to	drawing	as	the	

foundation	of	your	work?	

Ed	Pien:	If	I	was	to	take	drawing	for	granted	it	would	become	uninteresting	for	me.	Drawing	

is	important	for	all	the	reasons	we’ve	discussed	so	far,	and	for	other	possibilities	that	I’m	still	

exploring.	The	appeal	of	drawing	lies	in	its	sense	of	open-endedness.	Furthermore,	it	is	accessible	

to	almost	everyone	because	a	drawing	is	relatively	inexpensive	to	make.	There	is	a	common	ground	

from	which	everyone	can	begin,	so	drawing	is	very	democratic.

Joni	Low:	Recently	there	has	been	a	surge	of	interest	in	drawing	as	a	relevant	medium	in	

contemporary	art.	Why	do	you	think	this	is?	Can	you	talk	a	bit	about	how	this	has	evolved	during	

your	practice	as	an	artist,	teacher,	and	curator?

Ed	Pien:	I	began	to	take	drawing	

seriously	around	1994.	At	that	time	

in	the	art	world	there	was	already	

a	general	sentiment	that	drawing	

was	gaining	more	attention	and	

greater	status.	From	my	research	

into	the	recent	history	of	Canadian	

drawing,	I	found	that	during	the	

1970s	drawing	(printmaking	too)	

was	quite	popular.	I	was	curious	

why	the	interest	in	drawing	and	

the	activity	of	drawing	waned	

and	why	recently	the	relevancy	

of	drawing	re-emerged.	Interest	

in	drawing	seems	to	rise	and	fall	

Ed Pien, Promise of Solitude, �00�, installation detail, paper, wood, ink. Photo: Ilsoo 
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5�

like	the	tides—and	our	memory	

of	drawing’s	past	is	very	short.	I	

think	the	cycle	will	repeat	itself	at	a	

certain	point	in	time.

Currently,	drawing	is	hugely	

popular,	and	I	surmise	it	is	partly	

tied	to	the	rise	in	popularity	of	

comics.	The	recognition	of	comics	

as	a	legitimate	art	form	is	fairly	

recent	but	long	overdue.	There	

is	a	strong	relationship	between	

drawing	and	comics.	The	approach	

to	comics	could	be	as	direct	and	

similarly	democratic	as	drawing.	

Besides,	most	of	us	were	exposed	

to	comics	(and	drawing)	when	

young,	and	it	has	left	a	lasting	

impression.	

Joni	Low:	You	mention	research	as	a	response	to	your	own	curiosities	about	the	world.	I	

understand	you	have	received	several	research	grants	to	expand	your	ideas,	which	you	used	to	

study	childhood	myths	and	ghosts	from	both	European	and	Asian	traditions.	I’m	interested	

in	your	research	methodologies	and	how	research	can	complement	art	without	becoming	too	

academic	or	fact-laden.	Rather	than	being	a	sort	of	scholarly	approach,	your	research	seems	almost	

intuitive,	like	a	recalling	of	a	collective	historical	memory.	

Ed	Pien:	Yes,	I	would	never	call	it	scholarly	because	in	a	way	it’s	like	my	drawings—quite	

organic.	In	Taiwan,	I	started	my	research	by	making	a	few	contacts,	asking	a	handful	of	people	

for	information.	I	was	interested	in	experiencing	first-hand	the	different	rituals,	festivals,	and	

celebrations.	To	witness	a	culture	so	alive	with	past	belief	systems	and	then	see	them	assimilated	

into	contemporary	realities	was	such	a	rich	experience	for	me.	The	Taiwanese	are	very	future-

oriented—their	biggest	industry	is	information	technology—yet	there	is	a	need	to	hold	onto	

elements	of	the	past.	Their	past	grounds	everything	in	the	present	and	paves	the	way	for	the	future.	

In	London,	my	research	was	more	systematic	in	that	I	went	to	different	museums,	and	to	the	Print	

and	Drawing	Archives	[at	the	Victoria	&	Albert	Museum],	to	look	at	actual	drawings.	I	also	bought	

many	books.	I	was	researching	how	colonial	Britain	perceived	the	people	they	colonized	by	the	

ways	they	depicted	them.	I	compared	this	to	how	the	wealthy,	the	elite,	and	the	royalty	in	Britain	

chose	to	represent	themselves.	There	are	complex	visual	codes	that	perpetuate	the	dominant	power	

structures.

Joni	Low:	I’m	curious	about	your	research	in	Taiwan	with	respect	to	the	idea	of	the	"other,"	and	

how	people	perceive	the	"other."	In	the	particular	case	of	these	rituals	and	festivals,	it	seems	like	

this	"other"	refers	to	other	spirits	rather	than	other	people.

Ed Pien + Johannes Zits, Moon Beings, DVD, �00�, duration: �0 mins. Courtesy 
of the artists and Centre A, Vancouver.
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Ed	Pien:	The	whole	notion	of	the	"other"	is	interesting	because	it’s	a	postmodern	term	that	evolved	

from	cultural	theory.	It	is	a	problematic	word	and	so	is	the	word	"White"	because	such	words	tend	

to	polarize	and	be	reductive.	Once,	I	jokingly	said,	“The	Whites	are	the	other’s	other.”	To	me,	there	

is	a	sense	of	circularity.	The	"Whites"	may	be	more	dominant	politically	and	economically	in	the	

world,	but	nonetheless,	no	one	is	exonerated	from	having	preconceptions	or	stereotyping	groups	

of	people	who	are	different	from	oneself.

What	is	fascinating	about	ghosts,	spirits,	or	gods	as	the	other,	in	cultures	that	do	believe	in	them,	

is	their	necessary	existence	and	function—especially	in	this	day	and	age	when	technology	and	

science	seem	capable	of	explaining	almost	everything	we	need	to	know	about	the	world.	This	

relationship	[with	ghosts]	is	a	healthy	one.	They	are	real	in	that	some	people	need	them	in	order	to	

feel	grounded	and	to	negotiate	their	own	realities.	

The	existence	of	ghosts	and	spirits	implies	an	"us"	and	"them"	scenario.	Why	are	they	here?	Why	

do	we	need	them?	Are	concerns	with	fear	and	guilt	part	and	parcel	of	ghosts	and	spirits?	As	

Edward	Said	suggests,	we	create	this	other	and	set	up	a	dichotomy	in	order	for	the	other	to	help	us	

construct	our	own	sense	of	identity.	

My	interest	in	ghosts	comes	from	having	been	brought	up	in	a	culture	that	believes	in	them.	I	was	

in	China	two	years	ago,	asking	people	if	they	believe	in	ghosts,	and	most	said	they	didn’t.	Most	go	

on	to	add	that	they	were	told	by	Mao	that	there	are	no	ghosts	and	no	gods.	Of	course	they	are	only	

suppose	to	believe	in	Mao.	One	man	I	encountered	said,	“Well,	the	issue	isn’t	whether	or	not	we	

believe	in	ghosts.	The	fact	is,	everyone	is	afraid	of	them.”	

Joni	Low:	You	were	raised	in	Taiwan	before	you	moved	to	Canada	with	your	family	at	the	age	of	

eleven.	Were	you	brought	up	believing	in	ghosts?	Is	this	somewhat	embedded	in	your	psyche?

Ed	Pien:	I	won’t	say	that	I	believe	in	ghosts—I	have	seen	ghosts	once,	but	that	one	time	is	not	

enough	to	categorically	state	that	I	believe	in	their	existence.	Possibly	I	need	to	have	repeated	

sightings	before	I	can	offer	a	firm	answer.	However,	the	existence	or	non-existence	of	ghosts	is	not	

the	issue.	It	is	their	effect	on	me.	

Joni	Low:	So	where	did	you	see	the	ghosts?

Ed	Pien:	At	York	University’s	student	residence	in	1983	when	I	was	living	there	and	going	to	York.	

One	afternoon	I	woke	up	from	a	nap	and	saw	a	blond-haired	boy	and	a	girl,	about	nine	and	twelve	

years	old,	standing	in	the	furthest	corner	of	the	room.	They	were	from	a	Little	House	on	the	Prairie	

era.	They	faced	me	directly	and	had	their	hands	out	as	if	wanting	to	take	or	give	something.	They	

were	motionless,	but	it	wasn’t	like	a	still	photograph.	Their	presence	was	real.	To	my	surprise,	I	

wasn’t	afraid.	I	just	felt	that	they	were	in	the	wrong	place	at	the	wrong	time.	I	didn’t	know	what	to	

do	so	I	asked	them	to	“please	go	away”—and	they	just	vanished.	

In	2003,	I	made	a	video	documenting	people	who	have	encountered	ghosts.	Ghosts	are	not	made	

out	of	flesh	and	blood.	You	can’t	just	kill	them	or	kick	them	out;	alternative	strategies	must	be	

applied	which	involve	negotiations	and	truce.	That’s	a	model	we	might	apply	to	the	real	world.

Joni	Low:	I’d	like	to	touch	briefly	on	your	work	and	its	relationship	to	your	Chinese	heritage.	In	a	

recent	interview	during	your	London	residency	at	SPACE,	Mary	Doyle	asks	whether	your	choice	
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of	using	brush	and	ink	to	draw	is	a	conscious	reference	to	Chinese	calligraphy.	My	question	is	

more	about	your	work	in	relation	to	literati	painting,	a	tradition	formed	by	Chinese	scholars	

who	describe	painting	as	beyond	representation,	as	an	expression	of	the	ideas	and	spirit	within	

the	artist	rather	than	an	attempt	at	formal	likeness.	I	see	a	lot	of	these	elements	in	your	work.	Are	

those	conscious?	What	elements	of	Chinese	culture	would	you	say	are	active	in	your	art?

Ed	Pien:	It’s	true,	the	literati	spend	years	looking,	contemplating,	and	practicing.	Then	when	they	

make	work,	it’s	a	sum	total	of	all	of	that	coming	through.	I	have	spent	a	lot	of	time	practicing	and	

experimenting,	and	the	3-minute	sessions	allow	me	to	be	expressive	and	spontaneous.	What	I	try	

to	avoid	is	illustrating,	and	instead	embrace	play,	letting	the	unexpected	enter	the	work.

Joni	Low:	I	also	want	to	talk	about	your	experience	with	the	contemporary	Chinese	art	scene.	In	

the	past	five	to	ten	years	there’s	been	an	explosion	of	activity	and	interest	in	contemporary	Chinese	

Ed Pien, Flying Creatures, �00�, kites. Courtesy of the artist and Bizart Gallery, Shanghai.
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art.	Increasingly,	you’ve	been	exhibiting	in	

China	and	in	context	with	other	Chinese	artists.	

How	has	the	rise	of	contemporary	Chinese	

art	affected	the	way	your	art	is	perceived	or	

understood?	Do	you	find	it	has	opened	more	

possibilities	for	your	work?

Ed	Pien:	The	interest	in	contemporary	Chinese	

art	hasn’t	opened	up	more	possibilities	for	

my	work.	This	is	because	in	the	eyes	of	the	

art	world,	I	am	not	Chinese	enough.	I	wasn’t	

born	in	China	and	wasn’t	part	of	the	wave	of	

artists	coming	from	there.	In	fact,	it	has	been	

somewhat	negative.	This	past	summer,	my	

relationship	with	my	Berlin	dealer	came	to	an	end	because	he	wanted	to	focus	solely	on	mainland	

Chinese	artists.	China	is	one	of	the	fastest	developing	nations.	Along	with	the	sense	of	optimism	

is	the	flux	and	uncertainties	in	their	culture.	Many	Chinese	artists	are	able	to	convincingly	capture	

these	contemporary	realties.	Even	so,	I	can’t	help	but	relate	part	of	this	success	to	Westerners	being	

seduced	by	a	sense	of	"authenticity"	and	"exoticism."

Joni	Low:	One	thing	that	strikes	me	about	your	work,	which	can	be	quite	refreshing	in	

contemporary	art	today,	is	that	it’s	not	specifically	political,	and	not	positioned	as	social	

commentary	or	social	critique.	Your	work	is	personal,	it’s	private,	it’s	sensual—it’s	very	intimate.	

But	your	interest	in	investigating	fear	and	the	"other"—in	opening	things	up	and	exploring	

alternative	ways	of	dealing	with	fear—is	a	very	relevant	topic	today,	especially	in	our	post-9/11	

world	and	the	war	on	"terror"	in	its	many	forms.	Do	you	have	any	thoughts	on	that?

Ed	Pien:	I’ve	seen	an	evolution	in	what	makes	me	afraid—it	started	with	childhood	fears	of	

ghosts	and	monsters	and	evolved	into	fears	of	terrorism.	It	is	quite	humbling.	Individually	and	

collectively	it	would	be	nice	to	feel	more	empowered	and	have	more	say	in	the	ways	the	world		

is	shaped.	

My	work	has	its	political	and	social	edge,	but	they	are	hopefully	embedded	in	the	poetic,	the	

materiality,	the	sensuousness,	and	the	colours.	Colour	and	form	couldn’t	possibly	sustain	my	

interest	for	too	long.	I	need	to	pursue	and	somehow	address	the	complexities	and	contradictions	

in	the	world.	As	part	of	it	all,	I	am	obliged	to	be	engaged,	to	participate.	Issues	don’t	need	to	be	

forced	on	the	viewer.

Joni	Low:	What	would	you	do	if	you	couldn’t	draw?	It	seems	like	it	gives	so	much	meaning	to		

your	life.

Ed	Pien:	It	would	affect	me	differently	at	various	points	of	my	life.	If	you	were	to	take	drawing	

away	from	me	right	now,	I	would	just	read	a	bit	more	and	rest.	Just	as	much	as	I	need	to	draw,	it	

is	essential	that	I	have	time	away	from	drawing.	And	as	I’ve	stated	before,	I	have	to	continually	

question	and	challenge	anything	I	do;	otherwise,	I	become	complacent	and	bored.	That	lack	of	

interest	will	show	up	in	my	work	and	the	viewer	will	see	it	and	sense	it.	

Ed Pien, Flying Creatures, �00�, kites. Courtesy of the artist and 
Bizart Gallery, Shanghai.


