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Reconstructing
Taiwan’s Art History

Starting with Fundamental Establishment of Art Archives

Text_Po-Shin Chiang

Translation Hui-Fen Anna Liao

he dissolution of borders resulting from globalization, rapid migration of people and

information, and the rise of big data and artificial intelligence are impacting how art history
and data are being stored. The study of Taiwan’s art history urgently needs to break away from
traditional ways of thinking, which are associated with being inactive and connected with death and the
past. Contemporary challenges should be assertively confronted, with transitions provided by updating to
archival methods that are active, regenerative, and contemporary. The reconstruction of the art history of

Taiwan with the fundamental establishment of archives is a way to end the protracted stagnation.

Reviewing the Development of Taiwan’s Historical Art Data

Taiwan’s organization of historical data for art could be traced back to the Era Art Exhibition initiated
when the Council of Cultural Affairs was founded in 1982 by its first director Chi-Lu Chen, Tsai-Lang

Huang, and others. With no prior foundation for the studies of art history, a preliminary standard was

set for “those with art careers spanning over three decades” in order to be fair and just, followed by the
selection of artists from different eras. Moreover, retrospective exhibitions for several veteran artists were

organized by the Taipei Fine Arts Museum in the 1980s.

Taiwan Fine Arts Series published by Artist Publishing Company in 1992 led by its editor-in-chiet Ho

Cheng-Kuang was the first private—initiated artwork information series. Each volume consists of an

abundance of images and also academic writings of approximately 20,000 Chinese characters. The series
replaced critical writings published in magazines, and although it was comparatively more academic, most
of the contributing writers were Chinese or Western art historians, making the endeavor an ideal interim

SC{‘IP.

Taiwan Art Criticism Series, a collaborative endeavor launched in 1999 by the then director of Taiwan

Provincial Museum of Fine Arts Tsai-Chin Ni and Artist Publishing Company, was a yearlong research

project that commissioned professional Taiwanese art historians and critics to write tor the series, resulting

in an augmented content consisting of over 80,000 Chinese characters. These two publication series

released in the 1990s placed focus on autobiographical contents that highlighted art style analyses. You-

Chiou Chen, then director of the Council of Cultural Affairs, initiated the organization of Home as Art

Gallery, a collection of books with the objective of “establishing Taiwanese art historical data”. Its content

served a higher promotional purpose, with writers that included scholars, artists, critics, and journalists.
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Due to the Government Procurement Act, the project only allotted four to six months for the writing of

the essays.

Comprehensive Collection of Taiwan Regional Art History, initiated during You-Chiou Chen’s term of
office and with Lifa Shaih serving as convener and editor-in-chief, was a series of books documenting the
art history of counties and cities in Taiwan. To encompass a wide scale and scope, some of the contributing
writers were recommended by local figures. Due to the lack of existing studies for the art history of
Taiwan, most of the contents referenced secondhand historical data, resulting in various inconsistencies.
However, Shaih’s proposal was driven by a pioneering ambition, which suggested using a “spatial”
framework to construct art history, aiming at narrowing down the parameters, with regional historical

data collected in a dcep-rooted manner.

Other publications were released following the aforementioned, including the Council of Cultural Affairs’
Taiwan Modern Art Series and Taiwan Contemporary Art Series; however, they were put together rather

hastily and overly relied on critics and journalists, which resulted in compilations of essays of different

evels with less than ideal qualitatively and quantitatively attainments. The Council of Cultural Affairs
also released the series, Video Documentary: Senior Artists in Taiwan, and although well-intentioned, it

was, nonetheless, limited in its historical value.

Chasms in Taiwan’s Art History Discourse

A few shared features are observed in the abovementioned publications: 1. Government publications
executed by commissioned private companies, such as Lion Art and Artist Publishing Company,
showcased more promotional values than academic qualities; 2. Autobiographical studies with analyses

on styles was the mainstream approach to the discourse; 3. Most of the contributing writers were, in the

stricter sense of the term, not historians of Taiwan’s art history, and most writings were commissioned by
magazines and not academic research projects; 4. With a short time period allotred for the realization of
the books, many repeated and reterenced secondhand historical data and lacked in-depth artwork studies.

Most unfortunate of all was that firsthand historical data were not concurrently collected.

[n regards to art history and contemporary curatorial endeavors, exhibitions based on art history (such
as il Painting in East Asia: Its Awakening and Development, 2000) or contemporary art exhibitions
(such as the Taipei Biennial, 1998 and ongoing) began to change in the late 1990s, with discourses on
the art of Taiwan shifting from focusing on China/Chinese to making regional connections with Asia.
This also later resulted in polarizing developments, with discussions on the contemporary art of Taiwan
predominantly encompassing the 1990s till the present, and discourses on the art history of Taiwan

moving from World War II onwards.

The art museums in Taiwan lacked professional in-depth studies for the period trom the post-war period

to the 1980s, especially overlooking the neo-avant-garde that is often discussed by the international
community. The exhibitions presented consist of mostly solo retrospectives, with subject matters discussed

staying stagnant for many years and lacking dialogues with international new trends.

The polarizing developments have also resulted in chasms in how history is perceived. Avant-garde
and neo-avant-garde are often referenced for historical purposes in international biennials; however,

artworks created prior to the 1990’ are rarely seen in the international biennials in Taiwan, resulting

22 23
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in the misconception that contemporary is synonymous with new generation or new style and also the

suspension of neo—avaﬁt—garde’s post-war historical position.

Archival Turn with Studies of East Asian Art

Initiated by the Japan Foundation, the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo; National Museum of
Modern and Contemporary Art, Korea; and Singapore Art Museum began collaborating on the touring

exhibition, Cubism in Asia: Unbounded Dialogues, in 2005, followed by Realism in Asian Art in 2010,

bringing tagether artworks from pre-war to post-war periods in Asia. Due to the lack of historical scale

and scope, curatorial exhibitions in Taiwan’s art museums have remained absent in the international arena.

New art museums recently opened in Asia have placed emphasis on the reconstruction of local history
and international strategies. The National Gallery of Singapore opened in November of 2015 presented
in its inaugural exhibition artworks from Southeast Asia’s modern art history spanning to the 1990s, and
it also presented Reframing Modernism, a parallel exhibition in collaboration with Centre Pompidou.
Tremendous budget was allocated for loaned artworks for the exhibition, juxtaposing modern artworks
from Southeast Asian countries with Western originals. An Indonesian visual art archive is also integrated,
with approximately one million U.S. dollars invested annually for archival purposes, seeking to turnover
preexisting modernism paradigms and to ensure Singapﬂre’s strategic position at the core of Southeast

Asian regional art.

The Asian Cultural Complex, established around the same time in Gwangju, Korea, also includes an
archive and research center as one of its six departments. Two years prior to opening, it invited curators
from eight Asian countries to conduct research abroad and also procured an art archive. This curatorial
project’s annual budget is a staggering two million U.S. dollars, which shows Korea’s aggressive ambition

for archiving art.

M+, Hong Kong’s new art museum in planning, also positions itself as a Chinese visual cultural hub,

with tremendous human and financial resources invested for the collection of international archives.
Documents and architectural manuscripts by prominent Taiwanese artists Tehching Hsieh and Chi-Kwan
Chen are already included in its collection. In the future, Taiwanese students may need to travel abroad in
order to view archives and study Taiwanese artists due to Taiwan’s underdeveloped and deficient efforts

with archiving art.

Profound efforts are also observed with international historical data publications, with various East Asian
countries focusing on the organization of local contemporary art with re-contextualization efforts. Some
examples include Hung Wu from China’s translated work, Contemporary Chinese Art: Primary Documents,
in collaboration with MoMA, New York; From Postwar to Postmodern, Art in_Japan, 1945 1989: Primary
Documents, a collaborative publication between Japan and MoMa released in 2013; Contemporary Korean
Art: Tansaekhwa and the Urgency of Method, a contemporary art publication released by Korea in 2013;
and the second edition of Narratives of Malaysian published by Malaysia in 2013.

Hong Kong, which in the past did not pay any particular focus on its regional art history, has also started
the Hong Kong Art History Research - Pilot Project in March of 2012, a collaboration between Asian Art

Archive and Hong Kong Museum of Art, with contemporary art studies of Hong Kong conducted for the
1950’s and onwards.
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Reflecting on Taiwan’s Path of Reconstructing Art History

In Taiwan, systematic compilations of fundamental historical data have mostly been executed by those in
the private sector, including archival collections and publications of valuable historical materials by the
Yuyu Yang Art Education Foundation and the Chen Cheng-po Cultural Foundation. Additionally, 4
Retrospective on the 80 Years Taiwan Arts Exhibition published by the National Taiwan Museum of Fine
Arts and edited by Chong-Ray Hsiao and books such as Landscape and Emotion by Chuan-Ying Yen are

all great achievements. However, the cumbersome financial requirement for publishing is challenging for
many artists and their families, which is why digital data has become more common, with the archiving of

physical files overlooked.

Due to various limitations, the three major art museums in Taiwan have not established art archive
departments. Due to the aforementioned lack of prior art history studies, county or municipal regional
art museums in planning are faced with challenges with unclear positioning, imbalanced direction, or
being misplaced as cultural centers. However, archive centers are being established in other neighboring
nations, with art archives organized and turned into platforms for initiating discourses, integrating
artwork collection and conservation, and used for curatorial applications and academic studies. They also
serve to define each art museum’s position and developmental direction. In other words, the fundamental
establishment of archives could lead to better integration with the abovementioned international “archival

turn’, with further understanding gained for the important current art developmental issues.

Studies of art history in advanced nations have long placed art archives and the studies of artworks as a
part of their cultural strategy. However, the art museums in Taiwan have focused on the hardware with
procurements of artworks and neglected the software part with archive and research. Taiwan has fallen
behind other nations by at least two decades in its archival and image databank efforts. I submitted in
writing several years ago urging the Council of Cultural Affairs to establish a national-level art archive

center, but the request had gone unanswered.

Dealing with the lengthy stagnation and facing the shallowing and hollowing of art history discourses
and curatorial exhibitions, the new government should initiate transitional departmental upgrades and
establish artwork archives integrating academic disciplines and art museums. With archives serving
as links, regional art museums and related departments could form regional alliances, leading to the
formation of collection policies and positions for each regional museum, with transnational exchanges and
art history-based dialogues developed. The archiving of art is a painstaking task that require years of deep-

rooted effort, and it is something that we will regret in the future if we don’t begin working on it now. The

reconstruction of Taiwan’s art history needs to begin at the foundation with the archiving of art.

Po-Shin Chiang

Assistant professor of the Department of Art History at Tainan National University of the Arts, Chiang’s area
of expertise are the art history of Taiwan and contemporary art criticism. He currently serves as a member of
the collection review council for the Ministry of Culture, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, and Kaohsiung Museum of
Fine Arts, and has previously served as an award juror for the National Award for Arts and head ot Taishin Art
Awards International Jury Committee. Chiang’s current focus is on establishing a platfo-rm for archiving art in

Taiwan.
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