
david
jien

Article by  allison gibson

Images courtesy of  the ArtIst



98 99

supernAturAlIsm

i
t isn’t entirely off base to surmise that David Jien is the artistic reincarnation of Albrecht 
Dürer. A child of the 1980’s, with a talent for illustrating detailed supernatural landscapes 
filled with all manner of paranormal affairs and ominous characters, Jien seems to be the  
millennial answer to Dürer’s dynamic northern renaissance engravings of “Knight,  

Death, and the Devil” and “melencholia I.” the subject matter has changed since the 16th  
century, and perhaps Jien’s approach involves a dash more whimsy, but the mastery at the hand  
of the artist and the penchant for constructing detailed worlds in which tragedy penetrates  
the scene remain the same. 

Jien began as a graffiti artist a decade ago, and after a couple 
of sordid affairs in which he found himself jailed for his cre-
ations, he ended up at the Art Center College of Design to 
focus on his work as an illustrator, for which he will earn a 
degree this year.

Though he is venturing more into the world of color, Jien is 
most comfortable creating work with graphite alone. He pre-
fers this medium because he considers it to be both incredibly 
simple and entirely complex. This duality can also be used to 
describe the work he creates with that very tool. His illustra-
tions have a grace and accessibility that draws the viewer in, 
but they most often end up revealing a tangled web of intricate 
post-apocalyptic settings and ghostly characters.

Employing his choice graphite and colored pencil, Jien ren-
ders haunting parallel worlds in which nightmarish creatures, 
their bodies made up of parts from two or more separate spe-
cies, consort with nude and limbless humans amid an eerie 
landscape of nothingness, save for a few blasted trees. Other 
times, Jien creates nearly deserted fantastical and futuristic 
scenes where fragmentary geometric structures plot them-
selves randomly within a vast expanse, and the few charac-
ters depicted are bizarre enough to make you want to both 
laugh and turn away in fear. It’s like David Jien knows about 
the goings-on of an as yet undiscovered part of the universe, 
because in many ways, his illustrations reflect the sort of eerie 

and desolate tableaux that one might subconsciously conjure 
up in a nightmare.

As a result of his growing up amid the technological explo-
sion that defines the past three decades, Jien’s work reflects 
the schizophrenic nature of postmodernism, wherein a million 
things are happening at once and to associate oneself with 
a particular genre is much too limiting. So he wields his tools 
for illustration on one day, while plotting his next graff piece 
for another, and dreaming up ideas for rub-out oil paintings 
all the while. 

The inspiration for his work in all genres includes his personal 
history, art history, pop culture, and phenomena of the natural 
world, though when these events are put through the grinder 
of his creative interpretation, the output is often completely 
otherworldly. The abnormal and, frankly, grotesque way that he 
illustrates his interpretations might be because Jien is, by his 
own admittance, attracted to the “more tragic events of life.”

Though the viewer may not be able to relate to many of the 
illustrations on a personal level, in the sense that most of us 
have never been trampled by a wolf-eating super insect, the 
quality of frightfulness permeating the pieces connects with 
most people because it represents whatever dark times we 
have encountered. In this way, David Jien’s work seems incred-
ibly relevant, where at first it might only seem to depict science 
fiction settings and monstrous characters. The grotesque rep-
resentations in Jien’s work are representative of the collective 
human curiosity with the morbid and macabre side of life.

ABOVE
“Untitled/dreamr,” 2009
Graphite and colored pencil on paper. 3.5” x 5.5”

LEFT
“Trey OG,” 2009
Graphite and colored pencil on paper. 13.5” x 17.5”



100 101“Group at level 2,” 2008
Graphite and colored pencil on paper. 22” x 34”
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ABOVE
“King,” 2008
Graphite on paper. 6.5” x 11”

OPPOSITE
“Clue/ trowie,” 2008
Graphite and colored pencil on paper. 25” x 45”

FOLLOWING
“Galmara,” 2009
Graphite on paper. 9.75” x 13.75”
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ABOVE
“Destine2rise/A. sanz,” 2008
Graphite and colored pencil on paper. 12” x 16.25”

BELOW
“Icegrill,” 2009
Graphite on paper. 3.5” x 5.5”

“Leo and the dude,” 2009
Graphite on paper. 6” x 8”
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PREVIOUS
“Visitor,” 2007
Graphite on paper. 10” x 14.5”

ABOVE
“Untitled,” 2008
Graphite on  4 pieces of paper. 8” x 11”


