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Preface
Imagining an Artistic Face for Culture

Historians write down the memories and lives of people past, while
artists sketch our futures through what we are experiencing now and the
possibilities that transcend the present. Within the scope of art, history
is not only a source of research material, but also a source of inspiration.
“Mythologies of Contemporary Art” is composed of modern myths
woven by numerous thought-provoking alternative histories created by
artists Zhang Hongtu,Yang Mao-lin and Tu Wei-cheng. These works of
art meld the past with the future in an attempt to bring us to a better
understanding of our rich, ever-changing culture, while at the same time
exploring how modern Chinese culture can create new values, ideas and
cultural viewpoints within the global consumer economy.

The interests and market of contemporary art has shifted towards Asia
in the last few years, with the most focus concentrated on Chinese
culture and trends. We see both the historical values of Chinese culture
and the wild trends of contemporary art attack the mainstream Western
influences of recent years. A new path has slowly emerged, a path deeply
influenced by Western avant-garde culture of the past and that hides
a cultural consciousness that lies deep within the hearts of its artists.
This path creates a new story in an environment of interacting and
intermingling cultures. Artists Yang Mao-lin and Tu Wei-cheng, both
born in Taiwan, represent two aspects of local culture. Yang emerged early
on from Taipei Art Group, later becoming a member of the “Hantoo”.
His works have all used visual images to reflect on cultural totems thar
show the spirit of Taiwan. Crossing over from two-dimensional paintings
to three-dimensional sculptures, Yang combined the subculture of
Disney characters and cartoon and comic book images with the style of
traditional holy images in an attempt to create a form of expression thar
conformed to the current state of affairs, which is then used to trigger a
discussion on material civilization. In contrast, Tu Wei-cheng began his
artistic career around 2002, using replica historical objects, contemporary
computer symbols and modified cultural marketing strategies with
an installation method that incorporates an unfolding of ideas. The
methodology of their seemingly fantastical created history shows us
numerous possible futures.

As an immigrant Chinese, Zhang Hongtu’s cultural sensitivity was
gradually formed from his identity between Western and traditional
Chinese culture. His works displayed in this exhibition replicate the ink
paintings of Ma Yuan from the Southern Song dynasty, re-interpreting
them with a modern viewpoint and concepts. The works display how
Chinese artists can find new ways to interpret their own culture and style.

The creations of Zhang Hongtu, Yang Mao-lin and Tu Wei-cheng
are intriguing forms of art that lead us into an exploration of cultural
research. The artists find a channel of communication between history
and contemporary society through the sense of cultural mission usually
seen in historians. Their limitless imagination and keen insight grant
an artistic face to our present, while they at the same time also become
creators of history.

Hsiao-Yun Hsieh
Director
Taipei Fine Arts Museum
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The Tomb-digger’s Cultural Theory—History, Economics, and Myth

Iris, Shu-ping Huang

Since the end of the 1990s and into the new millennium, more and more Chinese artists have been engaged in the reinterpreting and
re-expressing the traces of history. However, the cultural images and phenomena to which their works refer are increasingly complex,
since the artists are always witnessing not only the continuation of one historical identity but also the symbols and images of their
culture being overwhelmed by mass-produced, consumerist, industrialized, global-mainstream culture. Each region’s distinctive
qualities, which were formed by history, are being mixed, dissolved, and re-synthesized. They are evolving, being cut and grafted.
Orthodoxies are being gradually replaced by diversified discourse and reproduced objects. What we are seeing is a grand tomb of
culture in history being discovered and recreated by the folk legends and contemporary narratives. There is the birth of market-
oriented authoritative discourse, the circulation of universal values, the collision and cross-influencing between objects’ historical value
and the modes of material consumption. “Mythologies of Contemporary Art” is composed of modern myths woven by numerous
thought-provoking alternative histories created by three artists Zhang Hongtu, Yang Mao-lin and Tu Wei-cheng. These works of art
meld the past with the future in an attempt to bring us to a better understanding of our rich, ever-changing contemporary culture,
while at the same time exploring how modern Chinese culture can create new values, ideas and cultural viewpoints within the global
consumer economy.

Yang Mao-lin’s recent sculpture series adopts the materials and forms of traditional images of deities and introduces new consumerist
content to discuss how cultural values are aligning themselves with those of market economics. As consumer desires are gradually
developing into new forms of material worship, spiritual and cultural images are undergoing a transformation. People are putting their
spiritual trust into a different direction, and the means by which the gods express approval of people’s expectations have also been
replaced. From Yang Mao-lin’s sculpture series on A story about Affection, we sce that the encounter between the spiritual content of
regional culture and the globalized mass consumer society suggests a powerful implantation, and the establishment of cordial relations
of desire. Most of the faces in these new sculptures come from Hollywood movies and Disney cartoons. The symbolic meaning of
these images derives from the way they were produced by the media industry, and then how the masses identified with them once
these symbols were circulated through consumer markets around the world. Yang Mao-lin threw himself into creating epic images that
belong to unique cultural memory. He explores those images and stories found in modern trends, solemn and respected spiritual beliefs
turn into today’s spiritual landmarks filled with excessive materialism. The contemporary cult and faith are reinterpreted differently
within Yang’s new fables, carrying the human yearning for romance and passion found within myths. These statues are placed on altars,
with the contemporary system of spiritual worship interpreting this very differently.

Yang Mao-lin’s works reflect how regional culture is continuously engaging and exchanging values with the reality of our present
surroundings in a global environment. In these installations, both the forms original to the culture and adopted versions that are based
on compromises with the global market economy are placed on the offering tables. The new gods turn into the researchable cultural
objects for the future historians. The artist maintains a high level of interest in repositioning cultural symbols and images in time.

Modern political developments and the history of migration are such that Chinese people today, given their present livelihoods,
are perforce further alienated from the past. This alienation, however, has created another kind of urgent craving for the artifacts
and values of the past. A new form of abstract cultural space, formed out of this vacuum and needs, has replaced the grand tomb of
history built on site. The new cultural space, constructed by the reproduction of the historical values, artists’ diverse frameworks and
discourses on the found art objects, has already taken shape, though it is more fluid: mythology constructed where the grand tomb of
history once stood can assume form, transform, disintegrate, and vanish entirely. It can also reflect or present the puzzling, inexplicable
contradictions of current reality one by one. Viewed in this light, myth’s practicality and flexibly accommodating nature makes it better
suited to interpret our culture’s abstract situation and to address the phenomena of that perpetually splitting and alienating culture.
The re-presentation of historicity conflates ideologies and eras; at the same time it meets consumer demand as well as interact closely
with the pulse of the present and methods of verbal expression.

In 2000, the Taiwanese artist Tu Wei-cheng “excavated” his first artwork, which came from the Bu Num civilization in Tainan. Its
discovery not only created for us a new point of connection with “history” but also the revelation of a historical tomb which is acturally
not existed in history:

“In 2000, a long-hidden cultural artifact was discovered on the grounds of National Tainan College of Art, located in Dagqi Village,
Tainan County. The appearance here of this unusual, precious object from a mysterious civilization brings us limitless scope for
imagination; it will surprise and inspire us and provoke sighs of admiration, for no civilization pursued the beautiful dreams of myth
than the Bu Num. It would not be excessive to praise it as the most outstanding among the numerous civilizations that have been
discovered around Taiwan, or even to give it pride of place among other ancient civilizations, and whether it was the inheritor or
forerunner of these ancient civilizations, the recovered artifacts always show that the island of Taiwan was full of vitality and rich in
diverse culture. The discovery of the Bu Num civilization lets us peel away Taiwan’s many layers of colonial history and return to its
true original colors. By brushing away the accumulated dust of error, people can rediscover that group of unimaginably advanced
civilizations that once thrived here. Let us delve deeply to the mysterious bedrock of the Bu Num civilization and discover together the
startling beauties of a distinctly Taiwanese culture.” (From the official website of “Spirit-Resonances: An Exhibition of Artifacts of the Bu Num Civilization.”)

This startling “discovery” was then quickly put on public display at various art centers and art museums, and objects from “new

excavations” continuously emerged. Their cultural content and context was cleverly hidden in the artist Tu We-cheng’s descriptions
y

of the Bu Num civilization. Scholars interpreted them in documentary videos. Art spaces gave them the framework of exhibitions,



websites, and published catalogues, and the media reported these things to the public. Powerful mechanisms of “cultural narratives”
were involved in the re-presentation of this historicity, in order to fill out a mythological cultural space as well as the public’s fancies
and desires concerning the tomb of history. The Bu Num civilization, given narrative arrangement through texts and speeches, is a
fantastic tomb of regional culture based on both fabricated historical art crafts and lines of interpretations. Before the artist gives them
a story of history, these things had never really existed!

The most valuable thing the artist has given to the Bu Num civilization lies in this contradiction: a void yet open significance to be
interpreted by the desired narrative. It accommodates the artist’s limitless invasions and excavations as well as the viewer's unlimited
imagination and searching. Before Tu’s discovery of the Bu Nam civilization, Taiwan did not have large quantities of historical
artifacts from past cultures. It has been impossible to produce any comprehensive genealogy of the various cultures and their contexts.
However, from the complete explanations in the artist’s own virtual genealogy, we discover that the objective value of historical artifacts
has long vanished in transit from their lofty secret passageways of great tomb to the vulgar markets of the consumer economy. By
using this historical tomb from elsewhere, the artist is attempting to criticize the “special exhibitions™ and the “blockbuster shows™
put on by the “cultural creative industry,” and by using genealogy-style narratives and exercising the relevant links in our culture,
he has formed a re-presentation of false history. This existent-nonexistent dilemma represents the rift between our era and historical
consciousness. Although in form the works indicate a fabrication of history, their contents do in fact link to contemporary civilization,
one that is structured from computer language, symbols, and communication links. They achieve persuasive power through the
superrealistic effects of copying an exhibition framework. This power tallies precisely with the reverence that the Bu Num civilization
accords to computers, information, and the media. The use of information media to interpret and explain the civilization proves its
superstitions and mysteries. The existence of the Bu Num civilization depends on the artist’s unstinting efforts to dig out meaning
from contemporary culture, and as a result, the historical objects for the future are accumulating.

Their historical quality is precipitated from the way contemporary culture evolves and becomes alienating, The culcural discourse they
represent is a mythological text that threatens their own existence—cultural value is tested with false artifacts, contemporary society
is investigated with an imaginary world. In 2004, when the artist challenged the market value of contemporary art by having Bu
Num artifacts auctioned through the Kuyitang website in a simulated exercise, he was extending his critique to the manipulation of
artistic fashion, as well as the mechanisms through which this is accomplished. In 2005, when the Museum of Contemporary Art in
Taipei (MOCA) exhibited his work, “Permanent Display of the Museum of Contemporary Art,” in the “Trading Place” exhibition,
he likewise contextualized its creation in a historical crisis, which let art historical discourse take place in a state of critical post-
supposition.

The works of each of the three artists Zhang Hongtu, Yang Mao-lin and Tu Wei-cheng are in forms emulating those of antiquity.
Clearly the word “history” and the ideology that comes with it hold some spiritual resonance or cultural meaning for them. Whether
they copy from history, animate its existing forms with a new soul, or discuss truth by means of falsehood, the artists remain interested
in the linear development of its context. Consequently their works tend to come in series as they continue to explore historical
concepts in order to point out crises in the present state of cultural development and present possible forecasts. At the end of 2008,
Zhang Hongtu completed Re-make of Ma Yuan's Water Album(780 years later), a series of twelve paintings that use modern painting
materials to “re-present” the Song dynasty artist Ma Yuan's series of ink paintings. The artist thereby raises the question: Do the scenes
still remain as they once were? People have gone through the process of modernization, cultural transformation, and rapid industrial
development, and 780 years have passed since the time of Ma Yuan. All of our value perceptions and the whole material environment
have evolved to the point that we wonder what kind of culture we live in; our lifestyle has gradually grown distant from and come
into conflict with the natural world; the demands of material civilization exceed what the natural environment can bear (today’s
environmental issues); current political and economic realities are such that Chinese culture and traditions are being stripped away
from us; and given the authority of current economic and trade regimes. Zhang Hongtu's reproductions of Ma Yuan'’s series of water
paintings expresses a Chinese artist’s predicament in modern culture, for they explore what happens when re-presentation has become
impossible: the landscapes that Ma Yuan saw and were moved by can no longer appear before Zhang Hongtu. What the artist sees is
not only a crisis in Chinese landscape painting but also a crisis in the natural landscape itself. Meanwhile, the aesthetic forms that are
refined and tempered from nature have also undergone transformation: artists who derive inspiration from nature and are moved to
copy from its myriad forms are beginning to see that these are being replaced by the material things of civilization. In the setting of an
urban economy like ours, “nature” has become a kind of “ready-to-wear” art that fits in the cracks of city scenes. It has been debased
into society’s “remaindered landscape.”

From progress in today’s material civilization, we find that history is undergoing many kinds of crisis in terms of values and concepts.
Zhang Hongtu's twelve reproductions of Ma Yuan’s water paintings show the crisis in contemporary aesthetics under historical
structures as our materialized civilization accrues value on historical artifacts, but while gradually destroying the original essence of
cultural value. From the cultural allegories presented by Yang, Tu, and Zhang, we can discuss the shaping of meaning or the lack
of it, and thus use them to explore the many fuzzy areas of contemporary culture and the crises that lurk within them, and when
we can return to history’s starting point to reexamine things from an overarching perspective, only then do we gain consolation by
mythological means. At the same time we are given a forecast filled with possibility.
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Zhang Hongtu Re-make of Ma Yiean's Water Album—F
(780 years later)

Oil on Canvyas

127x183 cm

2008

Dong Qichang [1555-1636] said that to make a painting, one must
"travel ten thousand miles, read ten thousand books." I once envisioned
the ancient Chinese shan shui painting masters traveling to late 19th-
century Paris. This thought was one of the original motivations for
my hybrid shan shui painting series which I began almost a decade
ago. Dong Qichang also said that to make a painting, one must "take
nature as teacher” and "reveal the soul of mountain and water." I tried
to envision how the ancient Chinese shan shui painting masters would
face today's mountains and water. For example, if Ma Yuan [ca. 1190-
ca.1225] were to stand before today's rivers and lakes, fouled by chemical
toxins and industrial waste, would he still be able to paint his twelve-part
Water Album? This kind of consideration guided my new series.
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Zhang Hongtu Re-make of Ma Yuan's
Water Album — H(780 years later)

Qil on Canvas

127x183 cm

2008
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Zhang Hongtu Re-make of Ma Yuan's
Water Album — P(780 years later)

Oil on Canvas

127%x183 cm

2008
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Zhang Hongtu Re-make of Ma Yuan's Water Album — S
(780 years later)

Oil on Canvas

127x183 cm x12

2008
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Zhang Hongtu Re-make of Ma Yiean's Water Album —X
(780 years later)

Oil on Canvas

127x183 em x12

2008
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Yang Mao-lin Panda-woman Deva
Rides on a Tiger Beetle

Bronze with Gold Foil

173x123x 173 em
2007
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Yang Mao-lin Panda-man Deva Rides
on a Big-Headed Ant

Bronze with Gold Foil

172 x 117 x 144 cm

2007



Extraordinary Love Vajradhara
Bronze with Gold Foil

206 x 106 x 106 cm

2007
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Yang Mao-lin A Story About Affection—
Beloved Mermaid Vajradhara

Bronze with Gold Foil

217 x 115 x112 cm

2008
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Yang Mao-lin A Story Abous Affection—
Beloved King Kong Vajradhara

Bronze with Gold Foil

209x 115x 112 cm

2008



