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Foreword

WENG Chih-tsung  Acting Director of Taipei Fine Arts Museum

Born in Xiaying Village, Tainan County, Shui-Long Yen (1903 —
1997) is regarded as one of Taiwan's most important 20"

century artists. In the 1920s he attended in the Western Painting
Program of Tokyo Fine Arts School, and later their graduate
school. In 1930 Yen traveled to France for advanced study, and
exhibited in Paris' Salon d'Automne in 1931 with his paintings
La Jeune Filleand Park Montsouris, the latter of which is currently
held in the Taipei Fine Arts Museum collection. In 1935 he
studied aboriginal culture on Taiwan's Orchid Island. In 1936
Yen began several projects aimed at using art to improve the lives
of the people, from surveying techniques and materials used in
Taiwan's traditional crafts, promoting an aesthetic of everyday
life and improving the quality of the nation, to founding schools
and training talented artists and designers. Following the late
Impressionist style, his early paintings employed simple and
refined forms, and sharply contrasting warm colors. Yen's work
of this period also depicted the sunlight and tropical warmth of
Taiwan. Beginning in 1940 Yen devoted himself to advancing arts
and crafts, surveying folk craft techniques that were on the verge
of being lost forever and adapting them to modern use. He
attempted to use functional aesthetics as a means of improving
the quality of Taiwan's living environment for its citizens. In

1970 he expanded his ideas into the realms of urban design and
public art. In 1984 after retiring from teaching, Yen concentrated
on painting. Known as the Father of Taiwanese Handicraft, Yen
succeeded in many fields from painting, handicrafts, applied arts
and design and large-scale mosaics to urban landscape design,
all of which bear his gracious contributions that have quietly
shaped our lives.

Yen was a very modest and gentlemanly public figure. He
dedicated his life and 76 years of his creativity to society, yet

was given fewer solo exhibitions than his contemporaries. After
the Taiwan Museum of Art held the last solo exhibition for Yen
before his death in 1997 much research regarding the artist has
accumulated, yet no comprehensive exhibition of his work has
been mounted in well over a decade. Therefore, the museum
invited professor and historian Chuan-ying Yen to assist with the
exhibition. Under her guidance, it was decided that a historical
approach would be used to create the exhibition. In 2011 they
began a series of visits to collectors, interviews with people who
had knowledge of Yen and his career, and field studies, as well as
the arduous process of selecting work. Ultimately, the museum
chose to present the exhibition under the rubric of The Public
Spirit —Beauty in the Making. For the exhibition, more than
200 of Yen's representative works, including 92 oil paintings,

70 sketches and prints and 40 designs for craft media and
advertising were presented under three themes: Elegance - The
Indigenous World, Simplicity - The Beauty of the Everyday, and

Modernity - Images of the City. Worthy of note, the museum and
Mr. Chien Fong Yen, the Yen family representative, joined forces
to successfully borrow Yen's never-before-seen oil paintings and
prewar printed matter from the SMOCA Dentifrice Co.,Ltd.'s
SMOCA Commercial Art Collections in Japan. The museum created
a chronology detailing the history of Yen's mosaics and murals,
comparing old photographs with recent documentation to
present his public art accomplishments. Yen's teaching materials,
work journal and craft-related promotional materials, as well as
video footage and interview recordings were also on display in
the exhibition venue. By presenting these original documentary
materials and the newly collated chronology, we hope those
interested in Taiwanese art will better understand Yen's lifelong
ideals and achievements.

The museum started planning in 2006, and through the hard
work of many people over the last few years put together this
exhibition. I would like to thank Yen's relatives who live in the
United States for their generous support in providing artwork
and documents for the exhibit. Special thanks is also extended
to Professor Chuan-ying Yen of Academia Sinica for graciously
serving as a consultant and sharing her deep knowledge of
Taiwan's art history. Her assistance with planning the exhibition,
composing wall text for the venue, collecting historical
documents and interview transcripts, and choosing content for
the exhibition catalog contributed greatly to the exhibition's
academic and professional qualities. I also would like to thank
all of the scholars and professionals who were interviewed and
consulted during the planning phase, including Chien Ling-
liang, Feng Chung-chu, Lin Chun-cheng and Chu Shou-ku, as
well as the museum’s previous director Huang Tsia-Lang who
facilitated the exhibition in its early stages. Much gratitude is
also extended to the collectors who generously lent work to the
museum, the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts, National
Taiwan Craft Research and Development Institute, and Japan's
SMOCA Dentifrice Co., Ltd.. Furthermore, I would like to
thank the various institutions affiliated with Yen's large-scale
public mosaics and relief murals for facilitating photography
by the museum; without their cooperation it would have been
impossible to present these works to our audience. Finally, I
would like to thank Chuan-ying Yen, Lin Chun-cheng, Tseng
Shu-cheng for writing essays for the exhibition catalog and
international scholar Yuko Kikuchi for providing her article, all
of which brought academic perspectives to the exhibition. For
the above mentioned loaned artworks, academic materials, and
to everyone who devoted their energy and passion to making
this exhibition come about so smoothly, I would like to extend
my sincerest of gratitude on behalf of the museum.
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FUEN FIT IR AEE Alan Fong ITYEN, Mei Lee YEN, Chian Fong YEN, Shau Fong YEN

Childhood

Born in Hongmao Cuo in Siaying Rural Township, Tainan County in 1903, our
late father entered elementary school at the age of seven or eight. His father
and mother passed away when he was six and seven respectively. After his
grandmother died when he was twelve, he was raised by his third sister. When
he recalled his childhood, he would tell us that he went to the branch of Madou
Public School in Xiaying. Classes were held in the Temple of the Martial God.
Every day, he had to walk a long way to go to school. He always walked barefoot,
carrying his shoes in his hands, which he put on when he arrived. On his way to
school, he would sometimes make a brief stop and get treats at the cloth store
run by the husband of his second aunt. Even though his parents died young
and he was lonely in his heart, he felt loved in his formative years through the
kindnesses of his relatives, elders and teachers. When he made his way to school,
he walked on field tracks and ox cart mud roads lined by Pandanus shrubs or
dotted by acacia trees. Growing up under the sun of southern Taiwan, Father
already developed an attachment to this land. The loneliness of his youth did
not affect his lifelong love for and obsession with his native land.

Overseas studies in Japan and Europe

Even though he studied in Japan in his early years, Father was always proud of
his birthplace. While learning painting in Japan, he often deliberately included
Taiwanese characteristics in his works. He often described his own paintings as
having a bright palette, unlike the dark and greyish tones of his Japanese fellow
students. They praised him for his French style, but he called himself *Taiwan’s
Gan (“#™-“Yen”, his last name)”. In 1922, Father entered the Western painting
program at the Tokyo Fine Arts School of. During the first two years, he focused
on learning black-and-white pencil drawings, acquiring a solid foundation in
sketching as well as shaping his down-to-earth attitude towards work later on.

In his third year, he studied under Fujishima Takeji and was introduced to the
impressionist technique. In 1927, he enrolled in the two-year graduate program
of the same school. “Inspired by Gauguin’s move to Tahiti”, he started to study
the life and artistic forms of Taiwanese aborigines. This was the beginning of his
lifelong bond with the aboriginal people.

During the time he studied in France, Father diligently studied a variety of
painting techniques and developed his own style. First, he went to the museums
to copy the works of famous western painters and study their techniques, the
texture of the canvases they used, how to prime the canvases, how they employed
colour, the factors for the change of colour over time and their personal
brushwork. At the Louvre Museum, some visitor offered to buy his copies at a
high price, but he was reluctant to part with them. He finished three altogether,
and wanted to bring them back to Taiwan to share with his friends and relatives.
In France, Father spent most of his time developing his painting methods

and style, paying special attention to the layering and blending of colours.

In his second year in France, he already had two works selected by the Salon
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d’Automne. It was the peak period of Postimpressionism. Father took particular
care with the representation of light and the expression of colour, which he

was apt at, since he was born in “Taiwan with bright sunshine”. He must have
been very proud of Taiwan’s sun, customs and culture. Several decades later,

his painting Orchid Island Image seems to draw a parallel to Monet's Impression:
Sunrise.

Advertising work in Japan

In late 1932, Father left France and returned to Japan, where he first worked for
Kotobukiya’s Red Sun Port Wine in Kobe and later switched to an advertising
job with the tooth powder maker SMOCA Dentifrice Co., Ltd. He especially
emphasized “using simple lines for the advertising images and leaving sufficient
empty space to attract readers”. SMOCA paid him a monthly fee of 300 yuan
for ten images, which were published in newspapers eight times a month. Many
readers were curious to know who SMOCA’s Gan was. He received more than
2,000 letters from readers in total, showing his high popularity. He bought a
house in Tokyo. When he returned to Taiwan, he let some Japanese stay in it.
They did not return it in the end. Why did Father decide to leave his stable life
in Japan and return to Taiwan? He said it was because of a sense of mission to
pass on Taiwan’s culture. Actually, when he was studying in Europe and Japan,
he always thought about returning home to Taiwan, and never planned to stay
permanently in Japan.

Returning to Taiwan to promote arts and crafts

Father worked for SMOCA from 1933 to 1940. This enabled him to have free
time and surplus funds to travel between Japan and Taiwan, holding exhibitions
in Taipei, Taichung and Tainan of paintings on his sojourn in Europe. Most
important of all, he already decided to promote Taiwan’s art and culture as his
mission. However, in view of the living standards of Taiwanese at the time, he
realized that it was "more practical to start with beautifying the forms of everyday
objects”, before introducing people to the fine arts. Thus, father embarked on
his work of promoting Taiwanese arts and crafs.

His basic idea was to “beautify the forms of practical and everyday objects in
order to raise the living standard as the first phase of cultural development”.

He traveled to and fro between Tokyo and Taiwan to study ways to create beauty
in life. He believed that one should begin with craft education, undertaking
handicraft design and developing traditional skills to beautify the articles of
daily use. In Tokyo, he visited arts and crafts schools and technical colleges and
thought about how to introduce them to Taiwan. After completing a proposal,
he submitted it to the Taiwan Governor-General Office in 1937. Having received
a subsidy, he went to the mountains and coasts and every corner of Taiwan,
spending two months collecting data on the development of handicraft. Through
the recommendations of officials of the Industrial Development Bureau and the
Culture and Education Bureau, he took his data to the Industrial Arts Research
Institute under the Ministry of Commerce in Tokyo to conduct research. Koike
Shinji at the Directorate greatly valued the data collected by father. In 1940,
Father wrote a report and brought it back to Taiwan. The local government gave
him 1,000 yen to implement his development proposal, which was “to create new
designs from tradition catering to the needs of the times”. This was the origin
of the story about the “beggar’s sedge bag” later on. In Father’s eyes, this kind
of most ordinary sedge basket offered him the best chance to realize his ideals.
He took the 1,000 yen and moved to Xinying in Tainan, where he studied the
traditional weaving methods. By applying modern aesthetic ideas, he created an
innovative handbasket design.

During this period, Father devoted himself wholeheartedly to the development
of arts and crafts, establishing several handicraft production and distribution
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units at his own expense, such as the South Asia Handicrafts Association.
Putting theory into practice, he successfully developed products such as “sedge
handbaskets”, “sedge slippers” and “sedge mats”, as well as various bamboo
basketwork products. He also held classes in Chiali and Guanmiao in Nanying.
Through the integration of production and distribution in the handicrafts
associations established, this sparked a trend for the production of handicrafts
in every household. Through overseas sales, these practical and beautiful
handicraft products that embodied Taiwanese traditional culture brought in
considerable foreign exchange and helped to improve the rural economy. Thus,
Father was able to partially fulfill his wish to contribute to his country. After the
war, with the assistance of handicraft experts of the United Nations and financial
sponsorship, Father’s handicraft work should have had a great opportunity

for further development. However, shut out by non-professionals who were his
superiors, he laid down the work of promoting handicrafts that he loved in 1959
and could not accomplish his goal.

During the years when he promoted the arts and crafts, father never thought
of making profit for himself. When he and our mother got married in 1942, he
only had “twenty yen” in his pocket. Only with the help of his elders, friends
and members of the handicraft co-operatives could he afford to hold a wedding
banquet at the Railway Hotel. Once again, he felt society’s generosity towards
him.

Public Art

Father set great store by the improvement of the urban landscape. He was
deeply aware of the importance of landscape architecture for a modern city,
and always studied this aspect during his travels to Europe, the US and Japan.
After resigning from the Taiwan Handicraft Promotion Center under the

Joint Commission on Rural Reconstruction, he turned down many offers of

official posts, citing incompatibility with his character. But in 1969, he gladly
accepted Mayor Kao Yu-shu'’s invitation to serve as an advisor to the city
administration overseeing the improvement of the city’s landscape. He did his
best and all improvements of the external design of new projects were subject
to his approval. He would pay attention to the smallest detail of the aesthetic
design of buildings and public facilities. He even designed tools himself and
gave instructions to workers on site to ensure the high quality of the works.

He told some friends privately that he was called “a bowl of udon™ by some
contractors. This is because whenever a lunch meeting was held to discuss the
works, he would only eat a simple bowl of Japanese udon, demanding that the
contractors spend their money on raising the standard of the works. In the end,
the contractors understood his attitude towards work and were willing to meet
his demands. The double row of Taiwanese camphor trees on Zhongshan North
Road and Dunhua South Road in Taipei today was planted at father’s insistence.

To repay Father for his selfless public service, Mayor Kao gave him a special
commission to execute the mosaic mural for the Jiantan Park in Taipei. When
the accountants asked for an open tender, the mayor said only Shui-Long Yen
could do the job. Finally, the production fees for the mural were paid with the
remaining funds from other works. Father chose the theme “From Agricultural
Society to Industrial Society” to remind us not to forget our roots in the
agricultural society. The remaining sum from the funds for producing this mural
enabled him to fulfil his wish of revisiting Europe after thirty-nine years.

Teaching work

With his sincere and down-to-earth character, Father was earnest and steady in
his work and in dealing with people. He never tried to seek popularity or fish for
fame. While he had turned down several official posts, he steadfastly promoted
his ideas of craft education and never swerved from his goal. The handicraft
development proposal he drafted before the war was centered on the founding
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of arts and crafts schools. However, the idea was too advanced and cutting-edge
to be fully accepted by the society at the time. Hence, it fell through a few times.
It was not until 1971 that he set up the Arts and Crafts Department at the Shih
Chien College of Home Economics. He also taught successively at the National
Academy of Arts, Tung Fang Design Academy and the Tainan Junior College

of Home Economics. He cared greatly about his students. It was the greatest
source of comfort to him when his students were happily married and achieved
success in their career. He also believed in the ability of education to influence
one’s character. When new students came in, he would take a picture of every
one of them, and another when they graduated. By comparing the two pictures,
he could tell how the few years of teaching had changed the character and
disposition of the students.

Later Years

During his lifetime, Father was always working, making art and contributing to
society. In his children’s eyes, he never really retired. In 1996, at the advanced
age of 94, he visited his children and grandchildren in the US for the last time.
We were hoping that father would live out his retirement in the US. But after

a two month stay, he missed his homeland too much and did not want to live
abroad. When we saw him off at the airport, we felt sorry that our old father
would be lonely with no offspring at his side. However, we had always understood
his insistence and unregretful nature. It was the desire and sense of mission to
go on serving his native Taiwan that was the irreplaceable source of his vitality
and energy.
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\ diawing from Yen's sketchibook, depicting the cart he pulled as achild
Shui-Long Yen, “Childhood Dream: A Counry Boy Borrows Flowers,” China

Vimes (April 7, 19931, p.27 (Chinese

Those of us who study art should strive to make our native soil the inspiration of

our art. This is a great responsibility. —From an interview of june 1, 1988

Throughout his life, Shui-Long Yen walked a long, slow, lonely road, constantly
pressing forward, leaving us a copious artistic legacy, precious handmade designs
and an expansive vision of the modern world. In Taiwanese art history, he
occupied a unique place as an artist who moved against the mainstream. When
many of his peers were concentrating on painting and attempting to make

a name for themselves at exhibitions, he went deep into the mountains and
traveled the seacoasts, documenting the art and culture of Taiwan's indigenous
people. At one point he stood vigil at dawn at the head of Taipei Bridge,
beseeching the artisans who came there to teach him the minutiae of making
traditional bamboo furniture, so that he might pass this knowledge on to more
people. This painter who had studied in Tokyo and Paris could have focused
on his own art, instructing pupils and enjoying a sterling reputation in artistic
circles. Yet instead of such orthodox pursuits, he preferred working closely with
traditional craftsmen, women of farming communities, and indigenous villages
on the margins of society, in order to put his ideals into practice and promote
the cultivation of beauty, as a way of giving back to society and improving
Taiwanese culture and daily life.

A Lonely Childhood

Shui-Long Yen was an only child, as was his father before him. His father died
when he was six, and the following year his mother passed away as well. As Shui-
Long had no paternal uncles to take charge of his upbringing, he spent his
childhood under the care of his elderly grandmother and his sister. In such a
lonely predicament, he had no choice but to pluck up the mettle to work hard,
and to move forward with a spirit of optimism. When he was about five years old,
he had an experience that left a lasting memory: His father ran an old-fashioned
sugarcane mill, and one day while Shui-Long was watching the workers bustling
about, he decided to help out, by hauling away the bagasse in a little pull
cart(fig.1). The workers, impressed by his efforts, rewarded him with some
sugarcane, peeled and coated with syrup. Unexpectedly, a dog that was sitting
nearby rushed over and snatched the sugarcane, in the process leaving a scar

on the child's face that would last for many years." Just when he was exhibiting
ingenuity and a talent for craft work, disaster had struck from out of the blue.
The painful memory of being bitten by a dog in the face fixed the lesson firmly
in his mind that even in moments of success, he should always remain aware of
his own conduct, and when faced with inexplicable setbacks, he should remain
calm and act appropriately. Throughout his life he demanded of himself that he
be a diligent, useful and humble gentleman.

Gratitude and Repayment

Having lost both parents as a child and experienced loneliness growing up, Shui-
Long Yen would cherish many benefactors, mentors and dear friends throughout
his life. At major turning points in his life, they would extend a helping hand
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and give him a sense of warmth. A sense of gratefulness and a desire to repay
their kindness made the painter even more idealistic and determined to become
as good an artist as possible, to contribute to a better society. The descendent

of intellectuals from the first generation of Taiwanese colonists, Shui-Long Yen
was both idealistic and utilitarian, and he was motivated by a deep-set sense of
mission. Throughout his life, the painter worked devotedly to improve upon
tradition, to beautify the daily lives and living environment of the people, to
unobtrusively influence the caliber of the populace, to make beauty take firm
root in the popular consciousness and to raise Taiwan’s values, both material and
spiritual.

After he had graduated from grade school, Shui-Long Yen met his first
benefactor: Sawada Takeo, his colleague and supervisor at Xiaying Elementary
School in Tainan. The first person to affirm his artistic talent, Sawada
encouraged him to leave his teaching position in the autumn of 1920 and move
to Japan to study art. In the spring of 1922, Yen enrolled in the Western painting
program at Tokyo Fine Arts School, and there found instruction, encouragement
and even occasional financial assistance from his teachers, including the well-
known painters Fujishima Takeji (1867 —1943) and Okada Saburosuke (1869 —
1939), as well as mechanical drawing lecturer Suzukawa Shinichi. In 1929, when
he completed the post-graduate program at Tokyo Fine Arts School and faced
the predicament of unemployment, he at one point considered moving to the
indigenous villages in the mountains and becoming a policeman, but a group of
enthusiastic friends and members of the older generation from central Taiwan
introduced Yen to Sakamoto Soroya (1867 —1938), the chairman of Chang Hwa
Bank, and some other principals of Taichung Girls’ Junior Vocational School
and Taichung Girls’ Senior High School and Lin Xian-tang (1881 —1956), head
of the influential Lin Family of Wufeng. Together, they formed the Shui-Long
Yen European Studies Support Committee, calling for community members
dedicated to cultural affairs to purchase his artworks, and collecting the
considerable funds required for Yen to pursue studies in Europe. In addition, in
1944 when Tainan Technical College (today’s National Cheng Kung University)
established its department of architecture, department director Chijiiwa
Suketaro (1897 —1991) hired Yen as a lecturer of drawing and the history of

arts & crafts, allowing Yen and his family to settle down with a stable income in
Tainan. Their two families maintained a close friendship thereafter(fig.2).
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his Taichung home in July of 1959 605 X 50 cm. 1991

Lin Xian-tang and Lin Pan-long

The benefactors he cherished most throughout his life were Lin Xian-tang and
his eldest son Lin Pan-long (1901 —1983) (fig.3). The two became acquainted

in 1920 in Tokyo. At the time Lin Xian-tang served as something of a father
figure for Taiwanese foreign students in Tokyo, leading them in raising the
ethnic status of the Taiwanese, and inspiring the people to strive for modern
knowledge. Known for his humility and concern for the disadvantaged, the elder



