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Hernan Bas is renowned for his complex and intricate narrative paintings. He frequently
immerses himself in a staged process of deep and detailed research centered around a specific
theme, followed by a continuous exploration of the topic in question. Based on his extensive
research and observations, he remixes materials and samples that are relevant to himself and
recomposes them in his inimitable personal vocabulary and aesthetics, in a way similar to a
visual collage. The jungle adventures of his childhood in Miami and North Florida, being steeped
in local myths and legends of mystery and the supernatural, and his diverse interpretations
and wild imaginations towards fascinating stories all have a profound impact on his artworks.
His deep—seated interest in horror films, television programs, the paranormal, occult, fashions,
and various subcultures have empowered him with a steady stream of inspiration. Not only are
the whimsical and fascinating scenes on Bas’ canvas born out of his personal experiences,
interests, and obsession, but they have also been informed by art history and early literature,
particularly the poetry and decadence of authors such as Joris—Karl Huysmans, Oscar Wilde,
and Charles Baudelaire. Through classical and romantic filters, these dandies of the 19th
century, lonesome youths, and treasure explorers have been granted contemporary rebirth
through Bas’ visualization and imagination.

These lanky, male characters between the ages of adolescence and adulthood are recurring
protagonists in Bas' paintings. They often contemplate in solitude or stare off canvas,
wandering through splendid and flowery fantasies, or lost in dangerous and chaotic apocalyptic
scenes. Young men with indifferent and melancholic looks depicted in eccentric postures are
rooted in the artist’s early works and have accompanied him throughout his artistic journey.
They can be interpreted as Bas™ autobiographical self-exploration, as well as his observations
and portrayal of contemporaries facing the unknown world, effectively capturing the universal
states and sentiments of life. In some of his works, Bas has turned towards exploring
small group portraits, framing those interconnected yet distant, deceptively peaceful while
simultaneously unsettling moments.



Bas tends to create tense, dangerous, mysterious, and ambiguous scenes, with specific
imageries often filled with layers of references. In his early works, surreal landscapes that
combine abstract expressions and decorative motifs almost overwhelmingly swallow the
characters in the paintings, which alternatively could be interpreted as the rendering and
symbolization of the characters’ emotional upheavals. In recent years, beyond Bas’ rich and
long—standing experience in materials, colors, and composition, his new works, especially the
ones created between 2020 to 2021 reveal a shift in his mode of narration: Using extremely
delicate strokes to depict realistic scenes, he creates dramatic tension in straightforward and
unembellished portraits by highlighting the characters’ countenances and postures in the middle
ground. Perilous nautical adventures, wild birds” ambushes, and the gloom of climate changes
are obvious tributes to great masters of literature and films. They are also, more or less, a
projection of the angst and anxiety people feel towards disaster and apocalypse in the real
world in light of the pandemic sweeping across the globe today. Through ambiguous narratives,
Bas successfully introduces multidimensional perspectives and space for imagination in his
artworks. As the exhibition title “Choose Your Own Adventure” implies, the artist pays homage
to the homonymous children’s book series, with the aim of giving each visitor the freedom to
choose their own characters and story development, experience unique fantastical adventures
and arrive at different endings.

This exhibition could be seen as an epitome of Bas’ artistic practice of almost twenty years and
features more than twenty quintessential paintings as well as rarely—seen video installations
from the early period. Presented chronologically and thematically, all artworks are coherent with
the theme of “adventure,” inviting visitors to roam wildly among the artist’s creative chapters
over different periods. Worthy of a special mention are the youths proceeding from Bas’ brush,
who seem to grow mature amidst the risks lurking in the world. The determined and unyielding
spirit in their eyes that strikingly captures their confidence in face of adversities and fearless
courage towards uncertain future also indicates the artist’s untiring endeavors in conquering
brand-new frontiers.
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" “You're the star of the story: Remembering CYOA
(Choose Your Own Adventure) Books,” accessed January
19, 2021, https://flashbak.com/youre-star—story—
remembering—cyoa—choose—adventure—books-38559/.

2 Nancy Spector, “Hernan Bas in Conversation with
Nancy Spector,” in Hernan Bas, ed. Matt Price, (New

York: Rizzoli International Publications, 2014), 60.

The title of Hernan Bas’ solo exhibition at Yuz Museum in Shanghai, China, Choose Your Own
Adventure, references the collective title of a series of American children’s books published
by Bantam Books, wildly popular during the 1980s and 1990s. These books, meant to engage
a more “active” reader, invite participants to assume the role of the protagonist and make
narrative decisions that determine the plot’s outcome. The characters range from private
investigators to mountain climbers, from race car drivers to doctors and spies, offering a wide
range of varied adventures and shenanigans one can get into. The tagline of the books reads:
“You're the star of the story! Choose from 40 possible endings.”' To a child, 40 potential
endings may as well be one million; the possibilities are seemingly endless. It is not surprising
that Bas was drawn to these books as a young boy, nor that he continues to consider them
when devising the narrative structure for his paintings and the adventures his characters will
undertake: “I've always pictured my figures as being in a choose—your-own-adventure book
— the person looking at the painting can choose where the story is going.”” While the works
in this exhibition were produced from 2003 to 2021, in many ways the show’s title could be
considered an unspoken prompt for all of Bas™ works.

Each work in Choose Your Own Adventure embodies the title in every sense of the word: you
are invited onto a sailboat amidst a stormy sea, into a camper van on the hunt for the Loch
Ness Monster, into the empty pool of a roadside motel after the apocalypse, or onto the front
yard of a Miami home strewn with plastic pink flamingos. Bas™ cultural references are similarly
diverse; they range from Ernest Hemingway to the Hardy Boys, from the Guinness Book of
World Records to tales of sea monsters, from mundane scenes of domestic life to expeditions
in the wilderness. However, there is a distinctly American throughline that connects each work,
specifically related to the oddball, wonderful, strange Floridian sensibility he encountered as a
child. Born in Miami and raised both there and in northern Florida, Bas experienced a unique
version of America — one that embraced a belief in monsters, ghosts, and aliens. | had an
early interest in the occult growing up where | did,” he explains, “Florida was a very strange
environment. The idea of UFOs and ghosts were just commonplace for me, which | didn’t



realize was weird until many vyears later.”® This geographical hotbed of paranormal and obscure
aspects of American history and culture feeds Bas™ narrative curiosities and often sparks the
beginning of a new series or painting that is deeply, almost obsessively, researched. Every detail
of every painting, regardless of its apparent insignificance, has a precise function in relation to
the overarching story that Bas chronicles.

The most recent work in the exhibition, Monsters and Mariners (2021), is a large—scale wallpaper
mural comprised of 23 vignettes of young fishermen, sailors, explorers, and divers — and the
real or imagined dangers that exist in the sea. Covering two major walls in the exhibition (on
top of which paintings hang), this work provides the connective tissue for the last 15 years of
Bas’ career. While most of the vignettes are new “scenes,” many are inspired by Bas' previous
works focused on the sea, like A Little Moby Dick in All of Us from 2003 that similarly depicts
young men contending with the power of the ocean and the creatures that inhabit it. One of
the vignettes is a slightly modified illustration of one of the works featured in the exhibition,
The Young Man & the Sea (2020). Monsters and Mariners embodies the thematic underpinning
of Choose Your Own Adventure and functions almost as bookends for the exhibition, like the
endpapers of the well-known series, The Hardy Boys, from which it was inspired.

A long-running series of books first published in 1927, The Hardy Boys portrays the lives and
adventures of fictional teen sleuths Frank and Joe Hardy, who find themselves solving crimes
and mysteries that bewilder their adult counterparts — murder, drug peddling, race—horse
kidnapping, diamond smuggling, burglaries, and espionage.” In Monsters and Mariners, Bas
similarly depicts young men embarking on a series of adventures — triumphing over sharks and
giant squids, hunting a sea monster, facing potential peril from an octopus or violent storm,
and even embodying the “monsters” they seek by wearing fake fins or serpent tails strapped to
their backs. For Bas, maritime and monster themes are familiar territory; since the early 2000s
he has created numerous individual works and series based on these subjects. His interest in
both resides in the human fear of the unknown. “The first film | ever recall watching as a child

9 Ibid, 59.
4 “The Hardy Boys Mystery Books,” accessed January 19,
2021, https://hardyboys.us/.



5 Hernan Bas, conversation with author, January 8, 2021
and January 18, 2021.
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was Creature from the Black Lagoon. | was a little kid and | remember sitting in front of the
TV, watching this black and white movie.” Bas recalls, ‘It traumatized me. The dark void of the
water is even scarier than space.”®

Bas’ obsessive attention to detail is most notable in the work he has made over the past five
years, where he takes a single subject and builds a complexly layered narrative around it. Many
of these works feature “enthusiasts” whose obsessions are oriented toward the odd, obscure,
and occult. In one recent work, Bas tackles one of the most infamous sea monsters in the
world, the Loch Ness Monster. Though not distinctly American, the international reputation of
Nessie (her common name) and the lore that surrounds her has been the subject of numerous
TV series, films, and the fixation of many who are drawn to the unexplained. In The Monster
Hunter (or Desperately Seeking Nessie) (2020), Bas portrays Steve Feltham, the notorious Loch
Ness Monster hunter who in 1991 at the age of 28 parked his campervan on the shore of Loch
Ness in the Scottish Highlands in search of Nessie. Giving up his home, job, and girlfriend,
Feltham’s feverish desire to catch a glimpse of the Monster has kept him on that shore to this
day, granting him the Guinness World Record for the longest continuous hunt for the Loch Ness
Monster.

Bas’ representation of Feltham is not an accurate depiction of his likeness, but rather, as
Bas describes, “more of a dramatization, like a crime show reenactment or something
from Mysteries of the Unknown.”® Feltham is portrayed surrounded by every kind of Nessie
paraphernalia, young and hopeful in just the first month of his life-long search. The details of
the van’s interior — the illustrations and rolled maps, a small tourist trinket of Nessie on the
dashboard, the binoculars and stacks of books — are all based on Bas’ extensive research into
photographs, articles, and his Google Map explorations of the interior of Feltham’s van. The
books on the shelf are all from the artist’s personal occult library, and to further emphasize the
hunter’s deep fascination Bas humorously depicts Feltham making a shadow puppet gesture
that resembles the cliché outline of Nessie. Such fictional and true—to—life details in Bas’ work
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often hint at the artist’s own preoccupations, and offer a self-portrait of sorts. While these
details may at times go unnoticed, for those curious enough, these tongue-in—-cheek attributes
and nods to historic specificity allow viewers to go as deep into the abyss of Bas’ interests as
they choose.

Bas’ devotion to historical detail and accuracy often extends to period architecture and design,
manifesting itself in the idiosyncrasies of the American landscapes he invokes. In The Start of
the End of the Longest Drought (2020), a young man stands in the empty pool of a roadside
motel surrounded by buckets filling up with rain. Bas’ title (as is often the case in his work)
sets the stage for the protagonist who, adorned in a black hoodie, looks tired and forlorn, yet
resolute. The vacant scene suggests that we are witnessing the aftermath of a catastrophic
environmental event or perhaps even a zombie invasion. The rain is painted with glow—in—-the—
dark acrylic, contributing further to the feeling that something is “awry.” Ultimately, however,
Bas leaves the backstory for the viewer to decide.

The design of Bas” motel that occupies the background of the painting is inspired by the once—
ubiquitous roadside motels from the 1960s that were frequented by tourists on road trips
across the United States and often figure prominently in horror films and post-apocalyptic
movies. According to Bas, this work was inspired by the myriad doomsday TV series that are
prevalent on today’s streaming platforms, including The Stand (1994/2020), The Walking Dead
(2010- ), The Rain (2018- ), and The Leftovers (2014— ), just to name a few. ‘I have been
watching a lot of dystopian TV so | wanted this scene to take place amidst a post—apocalyptic
landscape,” he states, “where something like a drought has decimated the land where the
character lives.”’ Bas spent a significant amount of time researching motels and pool designs
from this period, finally landing on the one depicted in The Beginning of the End. The diving
board, a now obsolete accessory of motel pools, locates us in rural America during the 1960s,
as do the rusted buckets once common to farms in the Midwest. The black hoodie is the only
temporal outlier, inviting a hint of ambiguity and accentuating the somewhat saintly appearance



of the figure who stands amidst the lines that demarcate swimming lanes, but here resembles
a row of crosses. This type of layered symbolism is Bas’ signature gesture, whether he is
conjuring a specific person or event or a fictionalized scene or landscape.

During the mid-2000s Bas created a number of dense domestic and natural landscapes where
the figure, though clearly articulated, feels almost secondary to the surrounding environment. In
Pink Plastic Lures (2016) a young man leans against a rusted pink Cadillac (one of two broken—
down cars) in his ramshackle front yard. For Bas, this painting depicts the “real Florida,”
which counters idealized tropes of white sandy beaches and crystal blue waters. The yard is
littered with scraps of wood, broken pieces of fencing, and overgrown plants. The house is
barely visible from behind the cluster of palm trees. The rundown appearance of the yard and
dilapidated pink Cadillac represent the failure or loss of the American Dream. A cardboard
box filled with Kkitschy, plastic pink flamingos sits in the yard with others strewn about. The
young man, adorned with a straw boater hat, a white t-shirt, and jeans (a nod to American
actor and heartthrob James Dean) stares at the real flamingo that has appeared amidst its
artificial replicas (the lures) in awe. Artifice and nature clash in this dense rendering of an urban
American landscape. Pink Plastic Lures offers an alternative, updated version to the America
represented by the painters such as David Hockney, Edward Hopper, and Albert Bierstadt,
who often depicted idyllic scenes of humans living in perfect harmony with nature. Bas, clearly
inspired by his predecessors, presents a more accurate depiction of the landscape contending
with its human inhabitants as a result of industrialization and globalization.

In another landscape from this period, After Weeks of Searching... (the Smallest Bird in the
World) (2015), a young man stands amidst a lush tangled environment having found the smallest
bird in the world sitting atop a branch. This work epitomizes the imaginary landscapes that
figure prominently in Bas’ earlier work. When the artist came across an image of “the smallest
bird in the world,” he envisioned a person “stumbling through a landscape that is fanciful and
behaves in a more chaotic way than nature actually does.” This idea immediately inspired him:



SEBEZE...... (HFR ERNSD)

After Weeks of Searching... (the Smallest Bird in the World)
2015

HWERA% Acrylic on linen

182.9 x 304.8 x 5.1 cm

FAAGE, 86E Private collection, Korea



“seeking the unknown and the bizarre is a running theme in my work, and in this case our
intrepid explorer finally stumbles on his prize, the smallest bird in the world.”® Interestingly, both
protagonists (our Florida man and our fearless ornithologist) are wearing similar hats that add
a layer of nostalgia to what is a seemingly contemporary scene — the boater hat recalls a late
19th— and early 20th—century style while the ornithologist sports a hat similar to one worn by
an odd explorer depicted in an old Daguerreotype (also likely from the 19th century) from Bas’
personal collection. Once again, Bas plays with signifiers in order to portray a more complex
depiction of America that combines disparate times and spaces in often unorthodox ways.

Choose Your Own Adventure is a title befitting a Hernan Bas exhibition not simply because
of the prompt it offers the viewer to “choose” how and what to explore, but also because
it presents a way into the narrative through one’s own childhood experiences, memories,
fantasies, and fears. Bas is inarguably a gifted storyteller whose abllity to draw upon every
variety and genre of literature, TV, and film infuses each painting with curiosity and wonder,
using these as mechanisms to grapple with real life anxieties and horrors. Bas has stated that
“narratives of expeditions and engaging a sense of adventure is part of [my] work in general,
[and] ties back to my love of the Choose Your Own Adventure books... that and my interest
in the horrific and deep unknown all fold into each other in my work.”® Bas’ exploration of
American history and culture through serial adventure novels, monster stories, the apocalypse,
mariner tales, and exploration come together in Choose Your Own Adventure as a made—for—
adult version of the children’s book series. Ultimately, this exhibition is only one chapter in Bas’
decades—long career — interested readers should stay tuned for the next installment of Hernan
Bas’ Choose Your Own...

Text / Anna Stothart (Independent Curator)
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The Harlequin, Stage Fright
2006
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Acrylic, oil and gouache on panel
30.5 x 25.4 cm

Brian #] Elva I

Collection of Brian & Elva
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Portrait of Hernan Bas
2017
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Hernan Bas was born in Miami in 1978. He currently lives and works in Detroit and Miami. Bas
received a degree from the New World School of the Arts, Miami, in 1996. He has participated in
a number of important exhibitions. Solo exhibitions of his work have been organized by Yuz
Museum, Shanghai (2021); Space K, Seoul (2021); Centro De Arte Contemporéneo Mélaga,
Malaga (2018); Colby College Museum of Art, Waterville (2018); SCAD Museum of Art, Savannah
(2017); Bass Museum of Art, Miami (2013); Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn (2009); the Rubell Family
Collection, Miami (2007) and etc. Important group exhibitions include the 53rd Venice Biennale
(2009), the Whitney Biennial (2004) and etc.

His work is in many private collections as well as the permanent collections of the Art Gallery
of Ontario, Brooklyn Museum of Art, Detroit Institute of Arts, Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture
Garden, Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, Museum of Contemporary Art, North
Miami, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Museum of Modern Art, New York, Philadelphia Museum
of Art, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, and the Whitney Museum of American Art.
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JBAKIEINEE The Popcorn Necklace ( 83 detail)
2020

WEAE Acrylic on linen

213.4 x 182.9 cm

FANILGE, #5E Private collection, Korea
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22 55KkF Monsters and Mariners
2021

4% Wallpaper
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All artworks courtesy the artist Hernan Bas and Lehmann
Maupin, New York, Hong Kong, Seoul, and London
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This brochure was produced in conjunction with the exhibition “Hernan Bas: Choose Your Own
Adventure” at Yuz Museum from October 27, 2021 to January 9, 2022.
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Talking China Translation Services Co., Ltd.
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YR8 Curator and editor
SEHAT Coordinator
#% Translation
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Yuz Museum would like to thank the artist, lenders, as well as people and institutions who made this
exhibition possible. Our warmest thanks go to the different people and companies that contributed
to the production of the exhibition. Special thanks to Shanghai DLX Lighting Design Company.
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All rights reserved. No part of this brochure may be reproduced, transmitted, posted or stored in a retrieval system in
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the written permission

of Yuz Museum Shanghai.
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