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Two women and a man with a 

horned goat’s head sit around 

a table, bearing frustrated and 

contemplative expressions, a 

crucifix affixed on the wall behind 
looming over them. In this latest 

ink creation, Not Even God or the 
Devil Know How to Handle This 

(2021), artist Oscar Chan Yik-Long 

puts a reversed anthropomorphic 

twist on a scene from Rainer 

Werner Fassbinder’s 1974 film 
Ali: Fear Eats the Soul. Here, Chan 

replaces Fassbinder’s head with 

that of a goat, often used as a 

demonic symbol, removing the 

scene from its original context 

and transforming it into his own 

phantasmagoric creation. This 

practice is ubiquitous throughout 

his most recent exhibition, Don’t 
leave the dark alone, at Gallery 

Exit.

“’Fear eats the soul’ is exactly 

what I’ve been feeling and 

thinking,” says Chan in an 

interview, reflecting on the 
harrowing events engulfing the 
world over the past few years. 

“The world has gone through 

so much trauma, from Covid to 

climate change, even [neither] 
God nor the devil knows what to 

do. How do they respond to this 

mess that we’ve created?”

A phantasmagoric amalgamation 

of myth, horror, the fantastical 

and the occult, the ink murals, 

drawings and tapestry on view 

reflect the artist’s attempts to 
engage with and confront his 

fears head on. In fact, one of his 

phobias – horror films, especially 
from the 70s and 80s – provide 

rich source material for his work. 

In an effort to control his fear, 
the artist forced himself to watch 

many horror films during endless 
months in Covid lockdown, which 

he spent in France, and his fear 

evolved into fascination.

How do we know if the dead would 
not regret their efforts to survive?

(2020) prompts viewers to 

physically confront their fears. 

Chan’s signature ambiguous but 

eerie black-and-white imagery 

is embedded in a large, circular, 

woollen rug placed on the floor, 
a surface simultaneously inviting 

and intimidating. Above on the 

wall, a circular outline of the 

rug is intended to be a point of 

meditation, but also functions 

as a sort of portal, according to 

Chan, reflecting his attraction to 
the mystical and mythical.

The portal concept is mirrored in 

120 Judge John Aiso Street (2020), 

which mimic curtains featuring 

crowds of figures with distorted

Not Even God Or The Devil Know How To Handle This by Oscar Chan Yik Long, Chinese ink on canvas, 
147 x 150 cm, 2021. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Exit.
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features and monstrous 

accessories. Largely inspired by 

John Carpenter’s films, the 
imagery also includes carnvial 

festivities and other rituals. 

Similar to Not Even God or the 
Devil Know How to Handle This 

(2021), the rest of the works, 

while referring to films, are 
devoid of contextual background 

and are constructed intuitively, 

imbuing them with an almost 

surrealist quality.

Emblematic of the artist’s 

subconscious, this quality 

radiates from 16 new drawings – 

a medium he began 

experimenting with during 

months of lockdown. Most 

strikingly, the drawings are 

reminiscent of 19th- and 20th-

century German painter Sascha 

Schneinder’s theatrical paintings, 

whose aesthetic the artist cites 

as an influence. Hints of Chan’s 
own distinctive monochromatic 

ink aesthetic are still visible, built 

free from the burden of 

traditional ink practices. While 

he never studied ink painting, 

besides one or two mandatory 

courses during his BFA, his 

childhood interest in Japanese 

manga and comics manifests 

itself in this set of graphite-on-

paper works. His foray into 

drawing yet again marks the 

artist’s embrace of internal fears.

Seemingly inward looking, in a 

larger context the show feels like 

a reaction against toxic positivity, 

a cultural trope which sustains 

the oppression of negative 

emotions. “Nowadays, I find 
people force themselves to 

be positive, or at least that's 

how they portray themselves,” 

observes Chan. “For me, that 

doesn’t work at all. If I force 

myself to be happy and ignore 

the negative emotions, it 

accumulates to something I 

cannot handle.” In confronting 

his fears, essentially choosing not 

to leave the dark alone, Chan’s 

work validates our own 

apprehensions, and provides 

unexpected reassurance in 

collectively facing uncertainties.
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A Violent Yet Flammable World by Oscar Chan Yik Long, Pencil and colour pencil on paper, 
42 x 29.7 cm, 2021. Courtesy the artist and Gallery Exit.


