


Return From
Voluntary
Exile:

YU-CHEN WANG TALKS TO WHITE FUNGUS

This publication was produced on the occasion and as an extension of Yu-Chen Wang’s solo exhibition Nostalgia for the Future at the Taipei Fine Arts Museum,
April 2 to May 22, 2016. As part of the retrospective exhibition, Wang also organized a series of events designed to generate new work, inviting artists and curators
including White Fungus, Andro Semeiko, Ming-Jiun Tsai, Pei-Yi Lu, Yi Hsin Nicole Lai, and Kit Hammonds to contribute. Documents of these events form the basis
of new work to be developed and exhibited in the exhibition Yu-Chen Wang at Centre for Chinese Contemporary Art in Manchester, UK, June 24 to July 31, 2016.
The following discussion is based on a talk between Yu-Chen Wang and White Fungus founders Ron Hanson and Mark Hanson held on the opening of the exhibition.
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Ron Hanson: We first met Yu-Chen in 2014 when she was here for
the Taipei Biennial, which was a huge exhibition — many of you
probably saw it — curated by Nicolas Bourriaud, and it struck us as
an amazing co-incidence that Yu-Chen actually lived in Taichung
and moved to London in 2000; that’s the same year that Mark and
I moved from Wellington, New Zealand to Taichung, so there’s been
this incredible crossing of paths. We didn’t meet then, and | wonder
if had we met then what it would have been like, so we thought it
would be interesting to talk about these two different paths that
we've taken. Yu-Chen, when you moved to London you weren't
moving there as an artist, and you didn’t consider yourself an artist
at that time. Can you tell me a little about that period. Where were
you at in life when you moved to London in 20007

Yu-Chen Wang: Well, in the year 2000, | graduated from
university — | was studying design at that time — and | had
a vague idea of going to London for a year. | was hoping |
would be able to improve my English, and | wanted to be
an international designer. | had a very clear mind at that
time. Back then my English was so bad, but | managed to
get a conditional offer and | was getting ready to study in
a course, which was called “Future Design”, at Goldsmiths
College. Around that time my flatmate, David Gyscek, a
photographer from New York, asked me, “What do you re-
ally want to do in your life?” And that was something that
really struck me, because, like many other Taiwanese kids
graduating from university, all we thought about was finding
a job and a decent wage, and continuing life. But at that
time | began to re-think what | really wanted to do in my
life. | wanted to be an artist.

RH: Why? What'’s the difference between being an artist and being
a designer? What is that transition for you?

Y-CW: | didn’t manage to go to an art school in Taiwan because
| was in a different education system. | ended up going to
a five-year junior college, then doing a two-year university
program studying design. At that time, in Taiwan, if you
wanted to go to an art college, you had to go to a high school
first, then take the national university entrance exams. |
wasn't interested in taking that route. Instead | went into a
design program at Taichung Institute of Technology, which
was focused on learning technical skills and developing
practical experience. The first three years were like the
foundation course at an art school; we had to learn how to
draw, paint, sculpt, and study Art History.

| think, in the year 2000, | would have been ambitious and
said, “Designers do things that other people want, and art-
ists are just being themselves”. But in the year 2016, right
now, | don’t think there’s any difference between being an
artist or a designer. Both jobs involve dealing with what
people are thinking, creating a better life. Basically it's
research about people, their behavior, people’s thinking
towards life, everything to do with humans in general.

RH: Could you tell us a little about what Taichung was like before
you left for London. What are your memories of the city?

Y-CW: It felt a lot bigger back then. Now | feel Taichung is
very small. | think that memory of distance is very interest-
ing. That day when | saw you guys — that journey of going
to the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts — triggered my
memory of the city, of that road; it's vivid. The museum was
where | had my very first job. | was only 15. | was working
in the summer in the museum’s research department help-
ing with their publications, exhibition catalogues and mag-
azines. | think that experience helped to develop my inter-
est in the visual arts. | worked there over three summers.
During the first two years, my dad would take me there on
a scooter. Then in the third year he got tired of taking me
there everyday, so he bought me a scooter, even though |
was underage. Because of having a scooter, | was able to
move about the city easily and explore Taichung freely. At
that time, around ‘95, the area around JingMing 1st Street
was just being developed. Many new bars and European-style
cafes had opened. That was like a new world for me.

RH: Who introduced you to the area?

Y-CW: | think it was through students from my college. We
would hang out there, sitting in those outdoor cafes. Before
then, the so-called trendy area was near the main station,
Taichung First Square. Do you know where I'm talking about?
That was the area where we'd go to eat, watch movies and
shop; buy clothes, accessories, cassettes and posters of pop
stars; and hang out with boys.

Mark Hanson: | know the area is quite run down now. Quite a few
young people still go there, mostly migrant workers. They have the
Filipino disco there on Sunday and a lot of second-run movies are
played there.

Y-CW: | think that’s really interesting to see how that area
has become nowadays. There was the memory of my teen-
age years. And on Chungkang Road (Taichung Port Road),
when SOGO first opened, | remember my whole class and
| got on our scooters. There were more than 30 of us who
went there for the opening ceremony. Our time at this
junior college was full of fun. From the age of 15 to 20,
we didn’t have the pressure of passing exams to get into
university. And because we were design students, we had
to develop group projects, and ended up having a lot of
excuses for not going home until late. Many classes took
place outside of the college, and we took different trips to
various places, such as to the seafood market at Taichung
Port for photography homework, and to Jiufen in New
Taipei City, because we were making a book about the
small town’s gold-mining history.

| remember Taichung at that time was slowly opening up to
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accepting Western stuff. It was kind of cool to be working
in a coffee shop because at that time coffee wasn’t widely
accessible. Coffee was a luxury good. Now coffee can be as
cheap as 35 dollars but at that time — this is 20 years ago
— coffee was more than 150 dollars. And a student’s wage,

| remember, was around 75 dollars.

RH: My memory of first arriving in Taichung, in 2000, is that we
really saw it as a kind of cowboy country. It was wild — there weren’t
any pedestrian lights, people often didn’t wear helmets when riding
motorcycles and the driving was chaotic. We weren’t aware of any
coffee shops.

Y-CW: But there were a lot of teahouses.

RH: There were a lot of teahouses open 24 hours, but those seem
to be gone now. It was a regional and locally-specific culture. We'd
hang out at piano bars and KTVs. There were live houses where you
could write down a song and give it to the band as a request. It was
interesting to us because it was so different to where we’d come
from, but we didn’t encounter much of what we call “contemporary
culture”. Before moving to London, what kind of exposure did you
have to contemporary culture?

Y-CW: | think | was the strange one amongst my friends.
| remember | went to my first theatre show when | was 15
or 16. It was Equus by Performance Workshop at ChungShan
Hall. | must say it was overwhelming for me, because of its
subject matter and the whole theatrical experience. Music,
lighting, actors, costumes and the narrative - everything
drew me into a world that was imaginative and magical.
This was rare amongst my friends because nobody would
spend their money on theatre plays. People would go and
buy cassettes, or later CDs, of Taiwanese pop music. | was
listening to ICRT, as | was very interested in foreign culture,
and listening to British pop and American country music.
In the college there were different clubs you could join, like
Chinese music, mountain climbing or photography. | was
trying out acting, but | didn’t think | was very good at it,
but it was fun to do and also to work on theatre productions.
| was also interested in literature. | remember reading a lot
of Kafka and Shi-Kuo Chang’s sci-fi books. | had that desire
of wanting to know what was outside of the country, but
| didn’t get out of Taiwan until | was 20.

MH: | remember when we first arrived in Taichung we had an inter-
est in art and underground culture, but it was very hard to access
here as foreigners at the time when the internet hadn’t yet developed,
and we didn’t have much ability in Chinese. It was just after the
big earthquake in 1999 and the Fine Arts Museum was closed for
a very long time as a result. We became interested in electronic
music and there were a lot of very crazy clubs in Taichung at that
time. One was a subterranean amusement park, another was a large
submarine, and there were other strangely-themed clubs. One of
the other things we did was hang out at the old Eight-And-A-Half
movie cafe seeing old films, but for the most part Taichung seemed

like a world unto itself in terms of art and culture.

Y-CW: At that time, the movies showing in the cinema were
really bad — they were mostly popular Hollywood films.
| remember going to some independent film festivals, but
all these things require money. | was really lucky. Did | ever
tell you that | was designing Disney merchandise? | was
earning very good money. That's why | was able to get out
of Taiwan. In 1999, | did a one-month backpacking trip
around Europe. And that experience opened up new ideas
for me. | was very certain about going to London after
graduating from university.

RH: After moving to London, did you engage with many artists in

Taiwan?

Y-CW: Not so much. Since | was not from any of the art
schools here in Taiwan, | didn’t really have any peer groups.
The first few years in London, | was very keen to engage
with Taiwan and wanted to know what was happening back
home. But perhaps three or four years later, | almost didn’t
want to say | was Taiwanese. | didn’t want to hear anything
from Taiwan or engage with anything to do with Taiwan. It's
a very strange kind of behavior. Perhaps it was too close to
heart. | wanted to escape. | wanted to distance myself.
| guess | was trying to figure things out. | didn’t want to be
recognized as a Taiwanese artist. Certainly | didn’t want to
be associated with anything Chinese, no way — | would get

very furious.

RH: | have to admit | felt the same way about New Zealand. And
| don’t know if it was like that for you, but for me it was partly
because the people | grew up with never really accepted the kind
of person | wanted to become and they always viewed me as the
person they knew growing up; so when | started doing creative work,
they didn’t really take it that seriously and | felt hindered by that.
Is that partly it, this need to re-invent yourself? Was that held back
by the old Yu-Chen?

Y-CW: Yeah, | think that’s something quite special, because
the three of us have had that experience of being away from
home for a long period and also have that experience of
having a new identity. Often | refer back to 15 years of liv-
ing in the UK as a kind of voluntary exile. Nothing forced
me to leave Taiwan; the only drive was my curiosity. | want-
ed to know what it would be like if | left. | think the journey
of becoming an artist or becoming British is something
important in my life and it certainly has informed my work.

RH: Now you have said that since you came back to Taiwan, in 2014,
that this Taiwan side of you, that you'd forgotten, started coming
out. I'm wondering if you can tell me about this Taiwanese side.
What role does it play in the art that you make?

Y-CW: | guess 2014 was my very first project back in Taiwan,
and it was rather difficult because there was a kind of reverse
culture shock. Two years later, I'm still trying to figure out
what it’s like being back, and this part of me that is so
Taiwanese that connects me to this land and to its people.
And | don’t think | have a clear idea, yet, but I’'m hoping to

have a much better picture after these two months and the
exhibition. This is only the beginning, and | guess | invited
the two of you, and various artists and curators, to help me
to take on this journey, to search for that something, perhaps
very Taiwanese, that I'd forgotten.

RH: Does Taiwan feel different to you now?

Y-CW: Oh yes.

RH: Since you left, it's gone through so many changes.

Y-CW: | think what’s most amazing, and what’s most charm-
ing about Taiwan, is that it’s a place that’s always changing.
It's constantly in flux. It's never the same. | just simply can
not keep up with the speed of how quickly it's changing.
Taiwan is fast-paced, people are interested in new things,
people are interested in changes — for the better, | guess,
but | don’t know, I'm still thinking about it.

Yu-Chen Wang and Andro Semeiko, “Happy End”, 2016, photo by the Taipei Fine Arts Museum

RH: And do you think you're going to be back after this big exhibi-

tion? Is this opening up a new kind of Taiwan chapter for you?

Y-CW: Perhaps this is a good opportunity to talk about this
exhibition in particular, why this exhibition is called Nos-
talgia for the Future. I'm not interested in the notion of
nostalgia in terms of remembering the good old days, but |
wanted to use this exhibition to look back at the past 15
years, what I've done in London, and that journey of becom-
ing an artist that people here in Taiwan weren’t part of. But
I’'m hoping that whilst I’'m looking back over my past, | can
invite you, all of you, to join me in search of the future. I'm
hoping my future will be more connected to Taiwan and its
people. | feel sad that | have spent a number of years re-
searching and creating work based on British history and
culture, but I don’t know much about Taiwan’s history and
the island where | grew up. It is time for me to come back
and revisit where | have left and perhaps to develop new
work that is inspired by Taiwan.
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RH: Thinking about your work “Happy End”, and the idea of creat-
ing this machine which is going to lead you to happiness — that
seems a big part of your art, taking control of your life and being
proactive in creating your future rather than just letting it happen
to you. Is that true?

Y-CW: Yes, | think that's something quite important. Over the
past few days we've been talking and the question was asked,
“Has London changed the way | work or has London helped
me to become an artist?” | think I've taken an approach that
is very proactive, which is probably very different than if |
had been still living in Taiwan. | would probably have been
less active. London simply is too tough, the economy, and
the competition there — you have to fight for your place. And
its cosmopolitan, multi-cultural environment is constantly
bringing new stimulation to my life and work. “Happy End”
was something significant in that period, when | knew | had
to take a very proactive approach to fight for my corner, to
figure out what | want to do for my future. | simply couldn’t
sit there. A miracle, a beautiful wonderful life, would not

happen just like that.

MH: It's a very romantic vision of the future. What was your situation
like at the time you began working on “Happy End”?

Y-CW: That situation wasn’t very good. In the year 2010, |
had been living in London for 10 years, and | was just about
to get permanent residency and become a British citizen.
During that more-than-10-year struggle, every other year |
had to renew my visa. | had a full-time job and | was on a
work permit. Then, because of the credit crunch, | was made
redundant. | suddenly wasn’t allowed to stay in the country
anymore. It was all horrible, everything was going horribly
wrong. Andro and | were just constantly fighting with the
Immigration Office; it was never-ending. In a sense we were
hoping to use “Happy End” as a work to kind of wrap up
that bad experience, so it’s all gone. We can actually perhaps
have that opportunity to go to a beautiful future. It is quite

romantic, but it was also quite cruel, the reality.

MH: In this exhibition you see a lot of machine parts, cogs, pipes
and guns. And in the work “Happy End”, the character “Yu-Chen”
originally works for a website, MadeInChina.com, which sells machine
parts. In your work there’s a kind of loving obsession and investiga-

tion of machines. Where does this come from?

Y-CW: | don’t know how to describe what that is. Maybe I'm
just crazy about machines. | find them inspirational. Many
machines have been designed by mimicking human bodies
or actually replacing humans so that the forms and the
shapes, the way they've been designed and constructed, in
a sense, are an imitation of human life. What I always found
very fascinating is how different parts are being put to-
gether. It's like being a kid; you deconstruct your toys and
you put the parts back together. That back-and-forth as-
sembling and re-assembling, it's like children playing. But
how do | transfer that into art? It's perhaps a little bit more

of a serious play.

In “Happy End”, | was interested in creating a new context
for my work, and perhaps looking for a way to expand my
practice rather than explaining what my work is about.
Creating a narrative about working for MadelnChina.com
was like a joke, but it was responding to what was going on
in the world at that time — or maybe | was trying to talk
about my Taiwanese background. In reality the website
actually provides a reference for making my drawings. | have
found a lot of interesting images of machine parts and
components. Whatever you want to produce, you can actu-
ally find manufacturers in China through this website.

RH: A lot of these machines have come from England, or Georgia,
where your partner Andro is from. What about the machines of
Taiwan? What do you see when you're here in the industrial land-
scape? Is there anything that triggers your mind, or is it more ordi-
nary to you here?

Y-CW: Well yes, two years ago, when | was back for the
Taipei Biennial, | was also doing a residency at Treasure Hill
Artist Village, so | spent almost three months in Gongguan.
The area is a hodgepodge of various things all being mixed
up together, architecturally. When | was walking around in
Gongguan, | finally understood why | make my drawings in
such a way. You see there are always a lot of cables and
pipes hanging outside of the buildings, and these cables
may be connected from one building to the other, steel
extensions on the balconies and roofs, water tankers and
air conditioners extended outside of the buildings, people’s
clothes hanging outside, and sub-tropical plants growing
wildly in between. Many people somehow live their lives
alongside their family-run businesses and small factories.
Often machines and workers occupy pedestrian arcades.
Public space and private life, industrial setting and resi-
dential areas, are all merged together. This scenery is
something | grew up with, and even now we still can see
that happening in day-to-day life. It is total chaos, | sup-
pose, similar to how many different machines parts, plants
and figures are all colliding in my drawing. But within this
chaotic situation, somehow it has its own system and order.
And it works.
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Yu-Chen Wang

London-based artist Yu-Chen Wang creates complex and intricate draw-
ings with pencil and watercolor, but also extends her practice into art-
ists’ books, films, performances, collage and installation. Her work has
featured in international exhibitions and fairs at galleries including Insti-
tute of Contemporary Arts, London, UK (2006); FRAC Nord-Pas de Cal-
ais, France (2007); Montreal and Galerie L'Oeil de Poisson, Quebec City,
Canada (2007); TUYAP Istanbul Art Fair-ARTIST 2010, Turkey (2010);
Cornerhouse, Manchester, UK (2011); Hayward Gallery, London, UK
(2012, 2014); Taipei Biennial, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, Taiwan (2014);
Yeo Workshop, Singapore (2015); Manchester Art Gallery, Manchester, UK
(2016).
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JLEFR(2014) ~ FNEISFEYT(2015) » LUK SHEATAE1788(2016)

www.yuchenwang.com
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TAIPEI FINE ARTS MUSEUM

Yu-Chen Wang and White Fungus at the Taipei Fine Arts Museum, photo by Ema Chang

White Fungus

White Fungus is a globally-distributed art magazine and publisher based in
Taichung City, Taiwan. The magazine has featured frequently in exhibitions
and publishing fairs including Millennium Magazines at MoMA, New York;
Friends With Books, Hamburger Bahnhof, Berlin; Publish And Be Damned,
ICA, London; and The London Art Book Fair, Whitechapel Gallery. White
Fungus has curated events at galleries and music venues including P.P.0.W,
New York; the Lab, San Francisco; N.K., Berlin; SOUP, Tokyo; Zajia Lab,
Beijing; Artspace, Auckland; and Adam Art Gallery, Wellington. In 2013,
White Fungus undertook a magazine residency at Kadist Art Foundation,

San Francisco.
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