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Thoughts at the Time of Exhibition Wang Hsin

That I might find myself in my 70s accepting an invitation from Taipei Fine Arts Museum to
hold my own solo exhibition was beyond anything [ had imagined.

After I agreed to hold this exhibition, I became like a gopher, digging among the piles of
photographs, slides and scanned files that rose like mountains, eventually selecting 14 themes.
Works I produced during my student years are: Self-Lamentation; A Trip to Wushe; Taichung, My
Hometown; Puli Impressions; and Fugitive Eyes. The series of works [ produced after returning to
Taiwan in 1974 are: Farewell, Orchid Island; On Portraits; Vedai, Kucapungane, Timur, Davalan;
The Folklife of Penghu; India, Nepal, Kashmir; Scenes and Objects; and Another Kind of Existence.
All were taken with conventional film cameras.

“The essence of photography is documentation.” The truth of this saying, I am sure, is borne
out in the series that have been exhibited before, as well as those that have been unearthed here
for the first time: Vedai, Kucapungane, Timur, Davalan, and most of the photos in The Folklife of
Penghu. Since the time I captured those images, the communities of both Kucapungane and Davalan
have moved to new locations, and these photos may be the only extant visual records of the original
settlements. The scenes I captured of Vedai have long vanished, [ am sure, and most of the historical
buildings on Penghu have been lost.

It was only 2003 that I turned to using digital cameras. My works of digital photography were
mostly impromptu creations. I used low-end digital cameras with low resolution, so I did not choose
to exhibit many of those images. Some of the photos have been displayed on my blog. There are
also a rather large number of photos, both in black-and-white and color, taken with conventional
film cameras. Too numerous to put on exhibition, they could only be archived and displayed in
multimedia form.

A large portion of the black-and-white works in this exhibition were developed from damaged
negatives or scanned from small photos. As a result, their sharpness, saturation, brightness and
granularity leave something to be desired, and the quality of the prints has certainly diminished.
Time has also taken a toll on the colored slides, which have faded, affecting the quality of their
prints too. Besides my original works, the quality of the photos that were scanned and reprinted
may be less than ideal. Yet the focus of this exhibition is completely centered on portraying the
changes in Taiwanese society and the human environment, which I have recorded bit by bit over
the years. Likewise, it is my hope that this exhibition will help everyone realize that the art of
photography is about not just how to handle a camera, but how to look at things and understand
them. At the same time, I hope more people will come to comprehend what serialized documentary
photography is.

Never have I been willing to reduce photography to some personal form of expression. For me,
the purpose and value of photography lies in its ability to document and report. Whether or not it
qualifies as personal art means little.
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Introduction Yi-ting Lei

The photographer Wang Hsin (1941-) was born in Lugang and grew up in Taichung. After
graduating first from the Pingtung Institute of Agriculture and then from Animal Husbandry
Department, Tokyo University of Agriculture, she shifted directions in 1970 and began to
study photography. Earning a degree from Tokyo College of Photography, she resolved to be a
documentary photographer. From 1972 to 1973 she photographed the Seediq people of Wushe. In
1974 her touring exhibition of Japan and Taiwan gained her recognition as a pioneer of Taiwanese
documentary photography. After leaving Japan and resettling in Taiwan, she spent 1974-75
photographing the Tao people of Orchid Island. In 1982-83 her series “Farewell, Orchid Island”
was exhibited in Tokyo and Taipei. Her photos of various figures in Taiwanese arts and letters,
captured from 1975 to 1982, became the subject of the exhibition “Likenesses.” “The Folklife of
Penghu,” taken in 1979 and 1989, documented the traditional lifestyle and landscape of Penghu.
She exhibited “Color Photographs by Wang Hsin” in 1983, “Object & Landscape” in 1987, and
“Another Kind of Existence” in 1994. For a decade beginning in 1976, she promoted documentary
photography as an educator at several colleges. From 1986 to 1996 she hosted her own classroom.
She is deeply respected in her professional work and her pedagogy.

“Images are a kind of language,” Wang Hsin believes. For her, the camera is not merely a
documentary device, but a tool of expression. Motivated by humanitarian concern, she set out to
bear witness to the vanishing cultures of indigenous people and common folk of city and countryside
alike, and to convey the message that we should respect the differences among various cultures. She
treasures the narrative nature of photographs. The hard tone of her black-and-white images has a
melancholy, lonely quality and a precise yet warm feeling. Her works possess both documentary and
creative value. Within their coarse granularity and dark hues lie the struggle and hope of humanity.

Wang was nearly 30 when she switched career paths from animal husbandry to photography.
She is thankful to her parents for giving her the freedom to follow her passions from an early age.
In her photography class in Japan, she was the second oldest student, yet her determined efforts
produced brilliant results. She is thankful for the encouragement of her mentor Ito Ippei and
senior documentary photographer Miki Jun. Her life has been inspired by the spirit of American
photojournalist W. Eugene Smith. She is grateful to the publisher Lin Hai-Yin and her friend editor
Julie Chang, who published her first book of photos when she was over 40. She hopes her years
of teaching will one day see many bountiful returns. To make this land flourish with diversity, she
believes, more people must care and get involved.

Wang Hsin started her journey of photography in 1970. In addition to her works previously
released in periodicals and exhibitions, Wang’s efforts, particularly her photography of indigenous
people from 1973-77 and her street photography from 1980 to 1990, produced a vast quantity of
negatives, many of which were damaged. Rescued and repaired by one of her students, these rare,
previously unseen images are now finally unveiled to the public. This exhibition is arranged in 14
themes representative of various stages of her career from the 1970s to the present. In order for
visitors to understand the context of the works, the exhibition includes introductory texts, printed
documentation, multimedia works and a documentary film.
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Taichung, My Hometown
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1972 was the year when I was overcome with nostalgia for home. I
made a special return visit to Taiwan to shoot my graduation project. During
the several years I had been studying abroad, the international political
situation had changed dramatically. On Japanese TV, I saw the humiliating
scene in which our representative withdrew from the United Nations. Seeing
the broadcast of the establishment of diplomatic relations between Japan and
Communist China made me worry that my home country was now in peril.

I was born in Lugang, but grew up in Taichung. That is why I was
familiar with everything in Taichung. After returning home, I couldn’t wait to
start photographing the daily lives of ordinary people. It was my life too, and I
was able to relive my childhood through it.

F4% Wang Hsin
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Gelatin silver prints
20.3 x 25.4 cm (30)
Collection of Taipei Fine
Arts Museum

Collection of the artist
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Puli Impressions
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Puli is a mountain town. Before going abroad, while I was teaching at the
Nantou County Aboriginal Agricultural Vocational High School in Wushe, I went
past it all the time, and had a longing for the simple folk customs and leisurely
farm life there.

In 1972, when I was working on my project A Trip to Wushe, 1 stayed at
my good friend Meng Gui’s home in Puli for a few days, and documented bits
and pieces of what I saw.

At the time, catching butterflies seemed to be a universal activity in Puli.
Everyone was catching butterflies. I saw all kinds of products sold to other
areas with butterflies as ornaments. I was worried that the butterflies in Puli
would become extinct, and that even with its beautiful landscapes, Puli would
be forgotten.

F4% Wang Hsin
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Gelatin silver prints
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1972-1973
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A Trip to Wushe

After graduating from the Pingtung Institute of Agriculture, I taught at
the Nantou County Aboriginal Agricultural Vocational High School in Wushe
(now the National Ren-ai Vocational Agricultural Senior High School). I felt an
ineffable sympathy for my simple and straightforward indigenous pupils and
was outraged by the fate that they shared with all minorities. “Miss Wang, how
come the plains people bully us every time we go to the plains? How come
they look down on us?” I could never give them a satisfactory answer to these
distressing questions and always felt bad about it.

Apart from living in the mountains, where there are poor transport
facilities, and living standards and education levels are lower, they have done
nothing wrong. Why have they stayed in the mountains? Why did they live
there in the first place? Do we have a superior culture, and have we always
neglected and disregarded their culture, or do they really have no culture to
speak of? Are they alcoholic, lazy and unhygienic as people say? Who has
really considered and asked these questions?

People have a strange sense of superiority. We always think our way of life
is right and good, and are convinced that other people’s way of life is bad and
wrong. To my mind, discrimination and prejudice against other people stems
from a lack of understanding of their way of living, manner of thinking and
mode of culture. I have given this question a lot of thought. Thus, when I took
courses at a photography school, I decided what I was going to do: to document
the lives of indigenous people, and facilitate a better and deeper understanding
of indigenous people through my visual vocabulary, to help eliminate this deep-
seated discrimination and prejudice.

Wang Hsin
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1972-1973

Gelatin silver prints
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60.9 x 50.8 cm (2)

30.5 x 40.6 cm (18)
20.3x 25.4 cm (29)
Collection of Taipei Fine
Arts Museum

Collection of the artist
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Self-Lamentation
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The series Self-Lamentation was taken along the coast near Miura in
my second year at Tokyo College of Photography. This was a very personal
series of “state of mind photos.” They documented my extremely world-weary
psychological state when I was young.

Actually, that day the sun was fierce, and I had gone out to capture the
clouds floating above the sea. Yet for reasons I could not say, everywhere I
looked there were scenes that seemed to symbolize death. Weirdly, I felt that I
was beholding myself going through the process of dying. When I was young I
gave a lot of thought to the question of death. I always felt quite bewildered by
the value of life and the meaning of human existence.

I believe that my taking these photos could not possibly have been mere
coincidence; they were certainly the budding of seeds that had already been
planted in my subconscious.

Self-Lamentation is a set of nine photographs. In 1993 some students
organized the quarterly magazine Idea Photography and were keen to feature
some of my work. It was only then that I agreed to release these very personal
“state of mind photos.”

F4% Wang Hsin
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Gelatin silver prints
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20.3x 25.4 cm (9)
Collection of the artist
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Fugitive Eyes
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Gelatin silver prints
20x 25 cm (11)
Collection of the artist
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Fugitive Eyes

[ am not a political criminal, nor have I ever broken the law. Yet sometimes I feel that I've
always been a fugitive. Sometimes I get neurotically anxious and flustered. I keep getting the feeling
that everything around me is surveilling me, and I'm constantly looking for a path of escape or an
exit. Maybe I'm only running away in my mind, but I feel like I'm really fleeing with all my might.

As I was growing up, there really were a few shadows in my mind that I could never brush
away. During the days of the White Terror before martial law was lifted, incidents happened to
people I knew well, and sometimes I still feel anxious and afraid. It’s not easy to drive from my
mind.

One day my grade school teacher suddenly went missing. He was not a local. When I was in
junior high, a worker at the tobacco and liquor store also was suddenly, inexplicably apprehended
one day. The Taiwan Garrison Command came to our home and conducted a search. My father was
his supervisor at the time, and nearly became implicated. That employee was an authentic local
Taiwanese. He was never seen again. My counselor in high school was accused of being a spy, and
was arrested along with his younger brother. They were said to have died in prison. Neither of them
was a local. During the White Terror, everyone was scared. [ always felt the grown-ups were often
shuddering with fear.

During that era my parent’s generation repeatedly warned us not to talk about politics.

We needed to be careful about what we said in public, and strictly “listen, but don’t talk.” These
frightening events taking place around me seemed to have nothing to do with me, but when I went
to study in Japan, I personally experienced that disquieting foreboding that I might be taken away
at any moment. I discovered there were professional students that were observing our words and
actions. This is why I avoided the activities of the Taiwan Student Association as much as possible,
because every time I went, [ would always get an eerie feeling. By chance I met three long-term
exiles, people who could not return home. I could completely empathize with the fear in their hearts
and their bitter homesickness.

Although I've never really been the subject of political persecution, the things I saw as a child
and experienced as an adult have planted an ineffable feeling of terror and apprehension in me, and
my mind often involuntarily slips into flight mode. This is what drove me to take the series Fugitive
Eyes.

From initial concept to final work, the series took about half a year to complete. Later, I
presented it as my graduation project. All seven of the faculty judges gave me an A. For a graduation
project to receive “All A's” was a high honor. The photos were published in a Japanese art magazine
in June of 1973. This gave me a real boost in confidence. I finally had something to show my
parents, who initially opposed my switching studies to photography.

F4% Wang Hsin
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Farewell, Orchid Island
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40.6 x 50.8 cm (11)
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Farewell, Orchid Island

Nine years ago, as I was documenting the Ami people’s way of life with Gelatin silver prints
25.4x 30.5 cm (63)

Collection of Taipei Fine
civilization has almost completely lost the survival instincts of living creatures, Arts Museum

my camera, | realized that “modern man” living in an advanced material

and has totally forgotten the essence of human life. 1975 / print 19821983

Due to different geographical environments, humankind has evolved Cibachrome print

diverse cultural modes and ways of living. It is unfair and erroneous to judge 35.5 x 43 em )
Collection of the artist

other people by making comparisons with our cultural paradigm and way of

life. If they don’t have the same geographical background, we cannot expect ]1?)???—119?5 / print 2016
: T . « . o igital prints

them to live their lives like we do. “Happiness” is a very abstract term. There 40.6 x 50.8 cm (11)

is no need to ascertain who is happier. However, we must learn to respect Collection of the artist

and tolerate different cultural modes and ways of life, and to discover and
acknowledge their merits. Otherwise, people cannot exist in harmony.

The way of life and cultural mode on Orchid Island have changed rapidly.
I hope this exhibition will encourage people to look back on this land we call
primitive, backward and undeveloped, and the unaffected, simple nature of its

inhabitants, and to do some self-reflection.

Wang Hsin, 1984
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Vedai, Kucapungane, Timur, Davalan
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When [ was a teacher in the high mountains of Taiwan, I became familiar
with indigenous people and gained a certain understanding of their way of
life. While I was studying abroad, I came back to Taiwan to take the series
of documentary photographs “A Trip to Wushe,” with the aim of helping rid
bias against them. Then in 1974 I left Japan and returned to Taiwan, and I
set to work on a plan to document Taiwan’s nine major indigenous groups in
images. From 1974 to 1976, I photographed the daily lives and ceremonies of
the Rukai, Paiwan, Puyuma, Seediq, Thao, Tsou, Tao, Amis, and Bunun. But
in 1976, my father passed away, and I had no choice but to bring the project
to a halt. Culturally oriented work of this kind requires not only a long-term
investment in labor, but also a huge financial expenditure. At the time, because
of a lack of funds and the pressures of daily life, I was unable to complete the
task I had set of documenting indigenous culture. It is something I regret to
this day. To hope to shoulder such a giant undertaking singlehandedly was
certainly an overestimation of my abilities. Yet when I look back, I am glad
that my devotion to my ideals exceeded my own powers, and that I could
preserve at least fragments of the indigenous culture that was in the process of
disappearing.

FA5 Wang Hsin
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1975

1975 / print 2016
Wkt

30.5 x 40.6 cm (124)
B K FH

1975 / print 2016
Digital prints

30.5 x 40.6 cm (124)
Collection of the artist
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On Portraits
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I like photographing people.

Portraits are my interpretations of people through the camera lens.
I photograph people not to record their appearances,

but to manifest their personalities.

FfF Wang Hsin
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1975-1982
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25.5x33.5¢cm (4)
21x 28 cm (19)

19 x 23.5 cm (7)
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Gelatin silver prints
25.5x33.5 cm (4)
21 x 28 cm (19)

19 x 23.5 cm (7)

Collection of Taipei Fine

Arts Museum
Collection of the artist
Private collection

Bi}E Chen Ta
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The Folklife of Penghu
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1979, 1989

1979, 1989 / print 2016
W iy

60 x 90 cm

40.6 x 50.8 cm (60)
EY RN
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The Folklife of Penghu

In 1979 I made use of my summer vacation to go take pictures in Penghu.
Back then “Penghu Fever” had not hit Taiwan yet. There were a few tourists,
but they had not reached detrimental levels. I wanted to go to Penghu not to
find novel subject matter, nor to wade in the ocean or eat seafood, but to see
the land where our Taiwanese forefathers first set foot. I wanted to see the
traces their arduous efforts had left behind.

Our forefathers arrived eight or nine centuries ago, in the late Song
dynasty and the early Southern Song. They only came as far as Penghu, and
didn’t dare to go to Taiwan island itself, because Taiwan’s indigenous people
wouldn’t allow outsiders to set foot on their land. In those days the headhunters
were fierce. If they met a Chinese person, they would take their head. Without
the support of a government’s military force, immigrating to Taiwan was simply
impossible. Only after the Dutch subdued the indigenous people in the late
Ming dynasty did the more courageous Chinese first dare to move to Taiwan.

The immigrant history of Taiwan is one of blood, toil and tears. For many
years our ancestors lived a beleaguered colonial life, full of harshness, labor
and difficulty, giving their whole lives to settle the land. How could we not
cherish their legacy? A close look at the footprints they left allows us to feel
their pioneering spirit of struggle. Unfortunately, fewer and fewer historical
sites remain, because we have never considered them important or acted to
preserve them.

Nonetheless, I hope by exhibiting “The Folklife of Penghu,” I can
encourage everyone to come to know our land better, to care about it and to
cherish it.

Wang Hsin

32

1979, 1989

1979, 1989 / print 2016
Digital prints

60 x 90 cm

40.6 x 50.8 cm (60)
Collection of the artist
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India, Nepal, Kashmir
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1981

1981 / print 2016
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50.8 x 60.9 cm (13)
40.6 x 50.8 cm (37)
BlGHR H

ENJE India
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India, Nepal, Kashmir

In November of 1981 I traveled overseas as part of an ROC government
cultural tour to India. This was the first time in my life to travel abroad as part
of a group. Over the course of 18 days, we visited India, Nepal and Kashmir.
The itinerary was full every day. Rushing past with only a passing glance, it was
hard to grasp the hearts and minds of the local people. Yet each of the three
lands had a distinct look and feel. While I had only the most superficial contact,
snapping pictures however I could, I managed to capture quite a few colorful
scenes, many from a bus or a boat.

At the urging of some of my students, I held my first color photo
exhibition in 1983. I hoped to open my students’ eyes, and help them realize
the importance of basic photography and human culture.

Different people have different reasons to travel to foreign lands. Some
people may go to shop, others to bask in an exotic ambiance. But I believe
the most important thing, the thing we should never forgo, is to observe, to
understand how other people live. Different living environments are bound
to produce different sources of wisdom about life and different ways to live.

We must have more contact with other people’s customs and attain genuine
familiarity and understanding. This is the only way to prevent bias and

misunderstanding.

Wang Hsin
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1981

1981 / print 2016
Digital prints

50.8 x 60.9 cm (13)
40.6 x 50.8 cm (37)
Collection of the artist
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Scenes and Objects
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My works can be divided into two types: The first are reportorial 1972-1987 / print 2016
Digital prints

40.6 x 50.8 cm (22)
conceptualized and produced through long-term planning. I have always used Collection of the artist

photograph series, serious works with themes and specific objectives, strictly

black-and-white images as the medium to convey such works. The other type is
impromptu single photographs. These arise when I'm traveling at my leisure,
clicking the shutter spontaneously. They are emotional and aesthetic. When

it comes to scenery, I particularly love clouds and the sea. When it comes to
objects, I seek to extract their abstract idea.

During the 14 years I have worked in photography, the majority of my
time and energy has been spent on reportorial photography. Yet lately I have
discovered that I have amassed quite a few of the other kind of photos too.
When I put my own works in order, I can see the direction I am going.

FA4F Wang Hsin, 1987
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Another Kind of Existence
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1992

1992 / print 2016
Ligoa i

50.8 x 60.9 cm (9)
40.6 x 50.8 cm (17)
BlGHR H
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Another Kind of Existence

When I visited Lhasa for four days, I felt I had entered an ethereal
otherworld. In that vast sweeping landscape of barren mountains and few
people, I deeply sensed they were living a different kind of existence, completely
unalike ours. Suddenly, I realized: “The world itself has no boundaries; it is
people that set limits.” People are merely a phenomenon of existence. A land is
merely a place where people exist. Besides the people living on earth, standing
on this soil for a time, who truly occupies it? Imperialists hope with all their
might to expand their territory, but what they really possess is nothing but a
dominion of fantasy. Racism is the source of the world’s discord. Other than the
influence of a foolish sense of ethnic superiority, what reason is there to rule
others by force? Only by respecting and tolerating the presence of others can
humanity truly coexist in peace.

When I attended an enthronement ceremony at Tsurphu monastery,

I witnessed the passion and piety the Tibetan people felt for their religion,
and the authority that living buddhas have in Tibet. Tibetan ideas about
reincarnation actually arise from the religious belief in the migration of the
soul. When the Tibetans embraced Buddhism, they actually retained many
elements of the original indigenous folk religion, creating a unique hybrid
that includes the idea of living buddhas. In the 17th century they founded the
lama system. This is also a “different existence” found nowhere else in the
world. This is the distinctive culture of Tibet. Although it has little to do with
Buddhism, it deserves our respect and acceptance.

When superstitions are grafted onto Buddhism or Buddhism is grafted
onto folk religion, it leads to great misunderstanding of the Dharma. Actually,
the Dharma is neither religious nor philosophical nor cultural. It is the
inculcation of character and wisdom. It teaches people to perceive the true
nature of the universe and life. It is the wisdom of attaining completeness.

Wang Hsin
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1992

1992 / print 2016
Digital prints

50.8 x 60.9 cm (9)
40.6 x 50.8 cm (17)
Collection of the artist
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Digital Images / Impromptu Creations
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In 2003 I started using a mini digital camera that a friend gave me. It
had a very low resolution, but it was light and portable. I often took it with me
wherever I went, capturing the scenes around me as fate and mood dictated.
In 2007 I switched to a camera with higher resolution. It came with software,
and I began using it out of curiosity, occasionally processing my photos, editing
them or adjusting the colors... I have been taking pictures this way for several
years now, without any special subject matter, goal, or intention of exhibiting
what I've taken.

FEfF Wang Hsin
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2003-2016

2003-2016 / print 2016
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25.4 x 30.5 cm (41)
EYEEE

2003-2016 / print 2016
Digital prints

25.4 x 30.5 cm (41)
Collection of the artist
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