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Apocrypha
Artist: Ding Shilun
Exhibition Dates: 2026.05.21-2026.06.28

Marking the artist’s largest presentation to date and his first museum show in Asia,
Bernheim Gallery is pleased to present Ding Shilun’s institutional solo show at the
Song Art Museum which brings together a new body of work alongside earlier pivotal
paintings.

At the core of this new series lies the notion of “apocrypha”; writings or stories that
exist outside of official canons, considered hidden away with questionable authority.
For Shilun, such marginal narratives are not peripheral but generative, revealing how
imagination, misremembering, and projection actively shape our understanding of
reality. This conceptual framework underpins a shift in his practice toward a more
fluid and speculative mode of storytelling.

Across the exhibition, historical events, literary archetypes, and fragments of popular
culture are woven into complex, layered compositions that resist a singular
interpretation. These works act as the artist’s “personal fables,” foregrounding the
constructed nature of narrative itself. Figures and events are continuously
reconfigured, blurring distinctions between authenticity and invention, and reflecting a
broader contemporary condition in which histories and identities are perpetually
mediated and reimagined. Drawing on both Chinese and Western artistic lineages,
Shilun’s works are inspired by Feng Zikai, Francisco Goya and Joan Mir6 both in
symbolic visual language, narratives and situates his practice within a transhistorical
and cross-cultural dialogue.

Several of the new works draw explicitly on Chinese historical and cultural material.
In 1390, Shilun revisits the legend of Wan Hu, reconfiguring it as a moment
suspended between myth and speculative possibility rather than failure. A Ming-
dynasty official in China is depicted launching into the sky on a chair strapped with
47 rockets in a pursuit to reach the heavens. In the story, the official explodes
moments later, never to be seen again. Shilun rewrites this narrative, catapulting the
protagonist into outer space and encouraging successors to follow in his wake.



Ding Shilun’s Pearl White engages with the visual language of 19th-century export
painting to propose an alternative account of early encounters between China and
the West, privileging imagined, unrecorded experiences over official narratives. The
title takes its reference from the 1850 export painting ‘Factories in Canton’, which
depicts the Thirteen Hongs district in Guangzhou, Shilun’s home town. Guangzhou
was the only port open to Western trade under the Qing dynasty’s isolationist policy
in the eighteenth century before the Opium War. The artist turns to a day to day
narrative of ordinary people: on the banks of the Pearl River, a girl transformed from
a pearl tries to protect her pearl from being discovered by a comprador. This
speculative historiography extends across the exhibition, where allegorical scenes -
inhabited by hybrid figures and displaced agents of authority - destabilise
conventional structures of meaning. In The Fraud, the narrative of Pearl White is
reconfigured through a mirrored composition, as two thieves disguised as roosters
are caught attempting to steal a fisherman’s pearls.

Chain of Fools captures a moon-faced sorcerer’s attempt to cast a spell on a rooster
using Voldemort’s Elder wand, a borrowed symbol of power. This only incites
disorder as the rooster is unable to stop excreting gold and silver treasures causing
disorder among figures of authority, who turn against one another in their pursuit of
illusory wealth.

Hold the Tears is a story about betrayal. In a deceptively tender scene of two trees
embracing, violence and manipulation is revealed as through a hidden malicious grin,
one of the trees unveils satisfaction at the destruction of the other. Across these
works, Shilun stages systems of belief, power, and desire as inherently unstable,
structured as much by deception and projection as by truth.

In this new series, Shilun has experimented with a softer, muted palette and more
refined, delicate lines inspired by the broader aesthetic characteristics of the Lingnan
School Gondi Painting, a local style from his hometown, Canton. Shilun’s use of
diluted oil paint and layered surfaces in which forms emerge and recede, reinforces
the conceptual instability of the images themselves.

The presentation at the Song Art Museum is particularly resonant. As an institution
dedicated to tracing the trajectories of Chinese contemporary art while fostering
dialogue across generations, the museum provides a critical framework within which
Shilun’s practice can be situated. Engaging simultaneously with the legacies of
Chinese painting and the conventions of Western art history, his work articulates a
position that is both historically grounded and globally informed. In this context,
Apocrypha & N\ B underscores the capacity of contemporary painting to renegotiate

inherited narratives, proposing alternative modes of history rooted in multiplicity,
ambiguity, and imagination.

Through this exhibition, Ding Shilun extends his investigation of painting as a site of
mediation between past and present, reality and fiction, offering a body of work in
which meaning remains open, provisional, and continually in flux.
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