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GENEVIEVE CHUA
Cicadas #5, Castanets
2014
Acrylic and screenprint with enamel on 
shaped canvas, 21.6 x 22.9 x 5 cm. 
Courtesy the artist and Gusford, Los Angeles.

In the mid-18th century, French philosopher 
and art critic Denis Diderot (1713–84) used the 
qualification of “the sublime” to elevate depictions 
of natural landscapes to the status of historical 
painting, the highest of the academic categories  
for art at that time, writing in 1767 that “all that 
stuns the soul, all that imprints a feeling of terror, 
leads to the sublime.” At age 29, Genevieve Chua  
is a Singaporean artist who exhibits an 18th-
century-style Romantic sensibility beyond her 
years, creating stunning bodies of work that 
expound upon the mystifying and consumptive 
forces of nature. In 2010, she created a hand-
colored photographic series, “After the Flood” 
(2010), picturing the adinandra belukar—a type  
of secondary vegetation that grows voraciously 
(up to a foot a day) in the abandoned, flooded 
agricultural lands of Singapore. This series was 
followed by “Ultrasound” (2012), in which Chua 
eerily depicts flooded underground spaces as 
grainy, black-and-white screenprints on linen, 
which resemble images of a womb seen through  
an ultrasound machine.

In her latest body of work, exhibited at Gusford 
gallery in Los Angeles, Chua takes on the cicada as 
her subject, creating yet another meditation on the 
awe-inspiring yet chilling qualities of nature. The 
cicada, known for producing a reverberating sound 
that can be heard as much as a mile away, festers 
underground for up to 17 years before surfacing 
above ground en masse to find a mate. Chua’s 
cicada-inspired works are to be the first of a three-
part series entitled “Unnatural History Drawings” 
(2014– ). The second installment, planned for 
production in Hong Kong in 2015, will focus on 
moths, while the third and final part will be made 
in Singapore and be devoted to orchids. 

The 13 new acrylic and silkscreened paintings 
and wall-hung sculptures displayed at Gusford 
have the same hazy, indeterminately digital finish 
as Chua’s “Ultrasound” series. The smaller of the 
new works resemble insect body parts or bug-
catching equipment. The two red ovoid canvases 
that comprise Cicadas #8, Pupils (all works 2014), 
for instance, clearly represent the crimson eyes 
of the cicada, while a pair of tombstone-shaped 
canvases placed side-by-side recall insect cages 
(Cicadas #9, Daytime Enclosure). 

Two large, unconventionally shaped canvases, 
Cicadas #1 and Cicadas #2, created visual impact as 
they took up an entire gallery wall, each well over 
two meters tall. Cicadas #1 represents the insect’s 
segmented body as an abstracted, totem-pole-
like form, with a circle lodged between a stack of 
half-moon shapes. Cicadas #2 is an interpretation 
of a single cicada wing being photographed in 
multiple exposure, with the canvas curving and 
angling as though a dormant wing is beginning 
to rise up. There is a gratifying sense of transition 

and evolution, as these large, arched and cutout 
canvases shift into different shapes. 

Cicadas #3, #4 and #5 all bear the subtitle 
“Castanets,” which alludes to the subtle musical  
associations that are endemic throughout 
Chua’s entomology. Rectangular wood pieces 
float harmoniously along a wall in Cicadas #12, 
Metronome U and Cicadas #13, Metronome H, as  
if they are physical realizations of staccato beats  
or accents on a conductor’s score.

Complementing, if not completing, the 
musicality of the hanging wall works were two 
ambient tracks on loop that Chua created with  
the assistance of a voice actor and a drummer.  
This music was materialized into a seven-inch 
vinyl record entitled “SS SS SS SS,” which was 
available for sale at the gallery. The voice actor 
rhythmically and hypnotically repeats the 
word “cicada” over and over again, eventually 
progressing into sibilant “ssss” sounds in mimicry 
of the cicada’s song. As the voice actor hums, 
tsks and caws, methodically and breathily, 
accompanied by a jazz ride cymbal, the viewer is 
transported to a perfectly choreographed aural and 
visual Shangri-la that is accented by meditative 
imagery and rhythmic, musical murmurs.

In the end, “Cicadas Cicadas” transcended  
the imagery of the simple insect it set out to 
explore. It surpassed rational, ordered thought 
and language and conjured surprisingly placid 
emotional responses—ones similar to the sublime 
experiences that the 18th-century Romantics wrote 
of; though, luckily, without the ambivalence of 
reverence mixed with terror.
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