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In 1999, Shyu Ruey-Shiann created his work The River of Childhood, which contains 64 porcelain boats
serving as vessels for childhood memories. The precisely programmed back-and-forth movement of
each boat is controlled by a series of motors that together produce a rustling sound, but audience
members have no way of accurately discerning if they are hearing the sound of flowing water, leaves
rustling in a breeze, or sparrows chirping. Actually the sound produced by these motors exceeded the
artist’s expectations, and after these inorganic mechanisms were activated, their sound, like an organic
art song, imbued the installation with life.

When Shyu was conceiving of this work, the question “How much happiness can a piece of paper give
us?” kept coming to mind. He folded 64 sheets of exam paper into 64 boats, which he then used to
make molds. He then cast clay boats and covered them with two or three layers of glaze before firing
them in a kiln. In this process, the artist was returning to his childhood when he would tear those pages
with poor grades out of his workbooks, fold them into origami boats, and set them in flowing water.

When this installation was exhibited for the first time in 1999, the art world was shocked by its
mechanically powered artwork. After the exhibition, a number of the original boats were somehow
damaged, so in 2010, Shyu spent six months remaking the work. In addition to the math exam booklets
he had originally used, Shyu added test papers for different subjects as a sign of the frustration and
stress he suffered under an education system focused on rote learning. His fold lines transform the
standard line of the education system, and the questions and scores on the test paper, which were
used to flog him as a student, are transformed into decorated porcelain boats. While remaking the
boats, Shyu realized that the bobbing boats hoisted by small sticks looked like a musical score,
sensed that the work was taking on a story of its own, and realized that study, rather than pressure and
intimidation, should foster the imagination.

Speaking of imagination, the electrical wires in The River of Childhood are not just lifelines for motors,
they also deliver the power of imagination. The wires have been fully integrated into the visual concept
that this work intends to present, functioning like the shadows and light produced by the flow of rivers,
and along with their important task of connecting each group of mechanisms, they wind through the
entire installation to extend its visual properties.

While walking along the river of memory, Shyu was thinking to himself that folding math homework
and examination papers into paper boats, and watching the boats drift and disappear was a kind
of spiritual liberation for him at that time. But the work has another layer of meaning. Using the
vocabulary of art and by borrowing a scientific technique, Shyu constructs a history of the evolution
of the Xinyi District, which is closely connected with his life experience. The metal bases holding up
the small boats create an image of the rise of the Xinyi Project Area, which was a strange beast fed by
capital at the time. The constantly rotating boat hulls both serve as the visual focus and are carriers for
the changes and disappearance of the artist’s childhood environment. No matter what era we live in,
we all should have such a close relationship with nature.

Shyu communicates with the world through his visual art and hopes The River of Childhood can help
viewers to help them establish connections with themselves and nature, and cast aside the fetters
of science to find simple joy. There is no doubt that this is an autobiographical work that unifies
humanities, memories, and emotion. (Seeing Wu)
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AR 37 The River of Childhood
1999/2010
HaE (37~ 8~ B~ ThEE ~ 856 - BiE -~ RUESR ~ BB ) Mixed-media mechanical
installation (cooper, iron, porcelain, glaze, cables, motors, transformers)
RS HMAE Dimentions variable
3888 Donation 2021.0037.001

T8 MRIEFTE BIENLE © Taipei Fine Arts Museum Al rights reserved 091




