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Chen Shun-Chu was born in Penghu, Taiwan, graduated from the Department of Fine Arts at Chinese
Culture University in 1986, and lived in Taipei until his death in 2014. Throughout his life, he focused
his artwork on recollections of his family and the development of these memories, as well as the
expansion of the form and meaning of photography through the taking, appropriation, and ritualistic
use of photographs.

Donated to the Museum by Margaret Shiu, White Tradition was collected from the artist’s 1992
solo exhibition Family Black Boxes. Chen inherited his interest in photography from his father and
demonstrated an outstanding talent for taking pictures during his time at Chinese Culture University.
Thoughts of affection for his family were always circling in his mind, and the sudden and untimely
death of his father left a deep scar. Together these thoughts were transformed into Family Black
Boxes many years later, establishing the artist’s unique style. Chen sorted through several thousand
photographs of his family members that had been taken mostly by his father over the decades, and
added ones that he had taken himself. Through his organization and selection, and the mounting of
these photographs in antique frames and boxes that he sourced from shops around Taiwan, Chen wove
together homesickness, life and death, and meetings and partings into deeply moving and respectful
works. He also transcended the pure imagery of the photographic form in his 1992 exhibition by
combining it with other media and through the creation of a ceremonial feeling, transforming the
photographs into deeply inspirational objects bearing a broad range of symbolism.

The dominant photograph in White Tradition is of Chen’s mother, who is dressed in white clothing and
hat and posed in the strong northeasterly winds of Penghu. Her face is not depicted clearly enough to
recognize her, but it can be seen that her reserved expression reveals a persistence and strong will.
The picture is set in @ wooden door frame made from dismantled furniture, and both the substantial
wooden frame and sturdy metal hardware bear the wear marks and mottling of passing time. The
figure’s obscured expression and the photo’s muddled background seem both unfathomable and
adrift, and inlaid in its old wooden frame, the photo captures some moment from a distant past.
The frame is a wooden door from a cabinet and retains its open and shut function, which seems to
symbolize a conduit to memories or even one between life and death, or perhaps a barrier telling of
Chen’s reluctance to leave his family and yearning to stride across the threshold of time and space
separating him from them.

When he started to plan his exhibition fFamily Black Boxes, Chen took memories of his father and
longing for his hometown as starting points, seeking both in the long corridor of time. In this process,
he continually found intersections between the significance of his own life and family stories that
would permeate the next several decades of his artwork. White Tradition is an important early work
from the exhibition and is brimming with the artist’s profound emotion, which transcends the personal
to evoke collective memory. In his expansion of the photographic form, Chen integrated ritual with his
creative process. Furthermore his images, which are relics of certain moments in the past, as well as
the new interpretations superimposed on them through the passage of time, extend the imagination of
loss and longing. (Isabelle Kuo)
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R EIE2R9/B% White Tradition
1992
£  AIE Photograph, wooden frame
45x30x6Ccm
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