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Beyond the Myth of Nationality: 

Aesthetic Resistance in Su Yu-Hsien’s Hua-Shan-Qiang (2013) 

  

ABSTRACT  

 

Su Yu-Hsien蘇育賢’s short film Hua-Shan-Qiang花山牆 (2013) is a conspicuous case in 

the contemporary Taiwanese art. When it debuted in 2013, this piece immediately won extensive 

attention from domestic critics in Taiwan. Its success not only resulted from its audacious idea of 

incorporating traditional craft, which is only used in funerals rather than art practices, but also 

from its engagement in the political issue of national identity in the Post-colonial Taiwan. While 

the artist referred to the tragical death of Cheng Nan-Jung鄭南榕(1947-1989), who set himself on 

fire in 1989 to support the freedom of speech, in fact, it is not the artist’s political stance, but his 

visual language applied in this video seemingly implies his position in the spectrum of the 

aesthetic/political ideology. Thus, focusing on the artist’s multimedia approach and the film’s 

narrative composition, this paper argues that this film not only depicts a political allegory for 

Taiwanese history, but also suggests a resisting gesture toward the elites’ taste of highbrow art by 

appropriating folk craft, strongly challenging the conventions of Taiwanese art history. Further, he 

mixed the real scene of the funeral ritual and the narrative skill of traditional Taiwanese film, 

which made this piece become visual documentary of the cultural heritage but blur the boundary 

of the fiction and the real. In this light, even though it is mainly the political reference interesting 

the Taiwanese intellectuals’ attention, its formal features indeed also reflect the trend of the 

“ethnographic turn” in global contemporary art world and reclaim the aesthetic meaning of 

vernacular objects in the field of Taiwanese art.  
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1. Introduction: The Debut of Hua-Shan-Qiang (2013) 

 

In 2013, the artist Su Yu-Hsien (1982~) presented his show “Hua-Shan-Qiang—Su Yu-

Hsien Solo Exhibition (04/27/2013~06/09/2013)” at TKG PLUS Gallery in Taipei City. Featuring 

the traditional religious culture in Taiwan, this show consisted of three sections: the main gallery 

screened the short video titled as “Hua-Shan-Qiang,” which could be translated as “flora 

pediments,” and another gallery displayed the sculptural installation which simulated the leftover 

of the burnt offering in Taiwanese funeral; also, it is seen that several black and white portrait-like 

photographic images attached on the wooden panels which used as partitioning gallery spaces.1  

 

Su combined the still and moving images, creating an under-constructional, unpolished 

spacial environment. His visual vocabulary highly referred traditional Taiwanese folk art, and the 

discursive contents of this work implied the notorious used political events: the tragical death of 

Cheng Nan-Jung鄭南榕(1947-1989), who set himself on fire in 1989 to support the freedom of 

speech.  

 

This short film Hua-Shan-Qiang花山牆 (2013) is a conspicuous case in the contemporary 

Taiwanese art. When it debuted in 2013, this piece immediately won extensive attention from 

domestic critics in Taiwan. Its success not only resulted from its audacious idea of incorporating 

traditional craft, which is only used in funerals rather than art practices, but also from its 

engagement in the political issue of national identity in the Post-colonial Taiwan. 

 

 
1 Considering the limit of time in the panel, only underlined sentences will be delivered in the oral presentation.  
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Simulating funeral scene and appropriating the offering dolls as the persona in his short 

films, this subject matter was extraordinary for gallery goers and caught the critics’ attention. 

While the exhibition was still on view, the artist publicly shared the whole video of Hua-Shan-

Quiang on the internet, further accelerating the circulation of the notorious piece among the circle 

of contemporary art lovers. In the end of the year, the aesthetic value of piece had officially been 

confirmed. Being selected as the yearly representative, Su’s Hua-Shan-Qiang eventually won the 

12th Taishin Arts Award (2013), the one of highest honor for contemporary Taiwanese art.   

  

  

Fig. 1. Su Yu-Hsien and his installation of “Hua-Shan-Qiang,” 2013 

(Photo courtesy: TKG PLUS Gallery http://www.tinakenggallery.com/ ) 

 

http://www.tinakenggallery.com/
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Many viewers are impressed by its flamboyant but uncanny visual effect, which is achieved 

by the artist’s audacious appropriation from traditional craft of making funeral offerings, but the 

ethnographic feature is not the common theme of Su Yu-Hsien’s art before he presented Hua-

Shan-Qiang. Su was born in 1982 and lives in Tainan, Taiwan. Before presenting Hua-Shan-Qiang 

in 2013, he once exhibited his work Sounds of Nothing (2011) in the 54th Venice Biennial Taiwan 

Pavilion: “The Heard and the Unheard-Soundscape Taiwan.” 2 He accepted studio art training in 

the department of Plastic Arts, National Tainan University of the Arts. Hua-Shan-Qiang (2013)3 

is his most influential art, regarding that its visual form which blurs the boundary of documentary 

and fictional film, and Its narrative content which engages with the political issue of Taiwanese’s 

struggle toward national identity and the colonial history. In his latest works Prophet先知 (2016)4 

and Plaster Gong石膏鑼 (2017),5 he referred to the historical record of the avant-garde artist 

Huang Hua-Chen黃華成. By applying the form of video art, his work usually reflected the past 

memory and daily life experience of Taiwanese people, but he seemingly did not maintain a consist 

formal style except his collage strategy of historical narrative and achieve.  

 

Su’s Hua-Shang-Qiang created an impressive visual-audio effect for audience, and largely 

referred historical and political contents in this work. After this film debuted in with this work’s 

dissemination to diverse groups of audience. For example, it could be seen as a documentary about 

 
2 “54th Venice Biennial Taiwan Pavilion,” in the website of Taipei Fine Arts Museum. < 

https://www.tfam.museum/Exhibition/Exhibition_page.aspx?ddlLang=en-us&id=406> 

3 “Hua-Shan-Qiang: Su Yu-Hsien Solo Exhibition (2013),” Tina Keng Gallery (TKG Plus) Gallery 

<http://www.tinakenggallery.com/plus/en/index.php?REQUEST_ID=bW9kPWV4#top> 

4 “Su Yu-Hsien,” Gestures and Archives of the Present, Genealogies of the Future: A New Lexicon for the Biennial-

Taipei Biennial 2016, in the website of Taipei Fine Arts Museum 

<https://www.taipeibiennial.org/2016/Work/ExhibitionPage.aspx?id=74&type=Work&lang=en> 

5 “Plaster Gong: Su Yu-Hsien Solo Exhibition (2017),” in the website of Tina Keng Gallery (TKG Plus) Gallery 

<http://www.tinakenggallery.com/plus/en/index.php?REQUEST_ID=bW9kPWV4#top>  

http://www.tinakenggallery.com/plus/en/index.php?REQUEST_ID=bW9kPWV4#top
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traditional funerals, joining the 9th Taiwan International Documentary Festival(2014), in the 

section of “Stranger than Documentary”, and also functioned as a propaganda, being screened in 

the occasions for advocating Taiwan independence and commemorating the Politician is Cheng 

Nan-Jung鄭南榕(1947-1989), such as the 2014 “The Date of Speech Freedom” event organized 

by Yilan Country Government. Even in the jury’s comments for Su’s winning the Taishin Art 

Award, it is found that despite the formal feature would be the primary reason deciding why this 

film could be nominated in the award competition, the political implication of the colonial past of 

Taiwan seemingly is the key explaining why this piece deserved such a great honor. The jury 

mentioned that this work created a “new possibilities for alternative thinking for theatricality 

within the context of visual art.”6 Despite this artwork could be referred to some taboo in term of 

Taiwanese politics or folk culture, it is worth emphasizing that the artist’s storytelling skills is just 

the crucial feature, successfully fascinating viewers with those read-made items and well-known 

historical events.  

 

If this work could be seen as a game-changer in contemporary Taiwanese art, yet, this 

would be not his subject matter but his gesture that remarks a new approach to tell stories by artists’ 

visual vocabularies. Here, the artist’s gesture could be argued as a strategic choice, or say, 

methodology. Since referring social historical contexts is a common method for artists to compose 

artworks, then how to compose would be the key, which eventually causes what viewers would 

 
6 The jury’s comments for Su’ Hua-Shang-Quiang: “By combining Taiwanese funeral ceremony, architectural form, 

the “house” for the spirit of the deceased made by paper craftsmanship, and theatrical text, the work elegantly 

crosses the boundaries between documentary, performing art, and movie genres in the way of storytelling. The 

“house” embodies the unfulfilled desires in this life. The artist opens the door to new possibilities for alternative 

thinking for theatricality within the context of visual art.……The artist delicately implicated the disrupted colonized 

history of Taiwan and the uncertainty about the nation’s future. It is an awakening metaphor about the passage 

from the life and death of human beings to the life and death of a nation.” Retrieved from: The Taishin Arts Award 

Archive <http://artsawardarchive.taishinart.org.tw/work/id/202> 
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see in art. In this regard, this paper argued that Su’s Hua-Shan-Qiang produced aesthetic meaning 

by artist’s representation, but what he represented is indeed the way people adapted to learn the 

world instead of real world. In order to support this argument, I will start from the iconographic 

analysis to criticism review with special emphasis on his manipulation on political implication 

inside and outside this multimedia art, in order to explain that why this work could be seen as a 

symptom, implying the rise of a new role of artists which would be a researcher rather than 

producer, and echoes the trend of “ethnographic turn” in global contemporary art. 

 

2. From Funeral Offering to Political Implication 

 

Su’s Hua-Shan-Qiang should be seen as a form of representation, but rather than depicting 

an existed scene as many painters had done, he posed a gesture as observatory and collector, 

assembling each figural or non-figural fragments from everyday life and reclaimed these 

vernacular objects or writings into the subject of fine art. In art historical studies, representation 

usually implies an imitation. Yet, in Hua-Shan-Qiang, the artist’s fictional creation is not based 

on copy, but based on collage.  

 

2.1. The Fiction or The Real? The Problematic Documentary 

 

Using the collage method, Su did not need to master the craftmanship, but he displaced 

each items out of their existed contents and rendered them into a new setting by offering a literal 

narrative. For example, in the formal structure of the video “Hua-Shan-Qiang,” he mixed the real 

scene of the funeral ritual and the narrative skill of traditional Taiwanese film, which made this 
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piece become visual documentary of the cultural heritage but blur the boundary of the fiction and 

the real. Even though part of the short film is a footage of a funeral record, however, he did not 

offer any identical clue about the footage. We did not know the exact location of the site and time, 

either nor names or faces of those people who attended the funeral; it is even doubtful whether the 

scene is a true funeral or a theatrical setting.  

 

Moreover, even though the funeral setting is a real event, the function of the footage 

included into the short film Hua-Shan-Quiang is not a visual token of the passage rite since the 

death’s identity is unknowable for viewers. Besides, in the anthropological studies, some scholars 

directed or produced ethnographic documentaries to present their researches, but Su’s funeral 

footage is far from displaying academic results despite it shared some characteristics of 

ethnographic documentaries. The social and historical context of Su’s funeral footage had been 

removed, so it is rarely a scientific record as scholars’ documentary works. In turn, the footage 

was recontextualized into Su’s fictional story, and juxtaposed with a series of paper house 

photographs made by Su. It does not matter who is the original author and what is the primary 

function of the footage. This funeral footage has transformed into a visual archive and warranted 

the realistic effect of the fictional film Hua-Shan-Qiang. Yet, in term of ethnographic 

documentaries, Su merely imitated the ethnographer’s gesture, the authenticity of the scene had 

been lost. 

 

2.2. Personification of Resisting Spirit? The Symbolic Meaning of “the Sprit Body” 
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Su’s collage strategy and decontextualization could be found in his manipulation of verbal 

language and visual elements in the short film. In Su Yu-Hsien’s Hua-Shan-Qiang (2013), the 

artist applies the iconographic approach to tell a political allegory of Taiwanese’s collective 

memory. From the form of architectural structure to the star-shaped decoration on the Mountain 

of Gold and Silver, each stylistic element surrounding the paper house functions as a political sign, 

commonly associating with the issue of Taiwanese identity. For example, the Mountain of Gold 

and Silver actually is one of the common components of the burnt offerings in the funeral setting, 

symbolizing the dead eventually would enjoy a wealthy heyday in their afterlife. Su appropriated 

this subject matter and added star-shaped patter on it. In this way, the mountain was turned into a 

geographical implication about the cross-strait relationship of the PRC and ROC; and the wealthy 

is not a blessing, but more like an irony, pointing to Taiwan’s struggle between pursuing the 

economic fruit or national identity in term of the sensitive political-economic cooperation or 

competition between both side of Taiwan Strait. 

 

Another example of Su’s decontextualization about historical/ political icons could be seen 

on the “Spirit Body.” Among those flamboyant visual elements, the male paper doll, “the Spirit 

Body,” is most vital part in this short film. In term of the funeral ritual performance, this doll is 

the main character and functioned as the personification of the dead’s soul. Nevertheless, in this 

short film, the male doll, Spirit Body, does not clearly resemblance to any real person, while its 

presence completes this political allegory and strengthen the dramatic effect by its ambiguous 

identity. Comparing to the red and blue stars on the paper mountain, which easily remind viewer 

of the governmental flags, or the soldier figure “Han Fan,” whose persona is directly appropriated 

from the folk story of colonial rule in 17th century, the dress and appearance of the male doll, the 
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Spirit Body, are obviously not characteristic at all except those conspicuous fire pattern 

accompanying with him. Being a reflection of human body, this doll could be seen as the 

personification of the subjectivity of national or cultural identity, since the identity is based on 

human being’s self-awareness. It is its attribute of fire patterns covering his body that evokes 

viewers’ sympathetic feeling and enables them to link the whole scene with an acting of suicide. 

Thus, the political implication of the Spirit Body does not result from the indexicality of signs as 

other elements show in this film, but from symbolistic association by assembling a set of political 

icons, which evokes the sacrificial behalf, “self-immolation.”  

 

According to current criticisms, many scholars agree that this prototype of the Spirit Body 

is Cheng Nan-Jung鄭南榕(1947-1989), who set himself on fire in 1989 to support the freedom of 

speech and one of the critics even said his information was based on his conversation with the 

artist in private occasion.7 Besides, this film Hua-Shan-Qiang is commonly seen in some memorial 

events about Cheng Nan-Jung. However, why and how do people know this figure is Cheng? Since 

the artist intentionally uses a nebulous way to cast the identify of his main character, could this 

short film bring his viewers more meaning out of the narrative framework of historical event of 

Chen? Indeed, in the artist’s personal statement, he does not officially claim that the persona of 

Spirit Body is a tribute to Cheng yet.  

 

Moreover, Cheng is not the only one adapting self-immolation as a radical form of protest. 

According to current archive about Cheng’s death, he did not execute his suicide in front of the 

public. In that period of white terror when citizen’s speech freedom was severely controlled by the 

 
7 https://magazine.chinatimes.com/artco/20130716004537-300601 
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authority, Cheng was accused of violating the law and rebelling the government, while he insisted 

that he owned the right to express his political opinion and this right was legally warranted by the 

Constitute. Thus, in order to fight for the nation’s violence, he committed suicide when sieged by 

the police force. Following Cheng’s death on April 7th 1989, a pro-democracy activist Chan I-Hua 

詹益樺 (1957-1989) performed self-immolation in front of the Presidential Office Building on 

May 19th after he participated Cheng’s funeral, for supporting the political belief of Cheng. 

Besides, when the artists made his film around 2013, there are also other international events 

resulted from the self-immolation, especially the Arab Spring protests in the Middle East and 

North Africa, which is resulted from the man Mohamed Bouaziz’s self-immolation in 2011. In 

other words, although the prototype of the Sprit Body could be traced to the Chen Nan-Jun, but its 

appearance obviously consisted of various visual source, including the funeral tradition of paper 

doll, the image of the self-immolation, and the different politicians’ biographs. The doll should not 

be seen as a resemblance of any individual, but rather reflects a norm of resisting spirit, who 

sacrificed the self’s live for pursuing the higher end of life.  

 

2.3. Afterlife or Now? The Political Symbolism Hidden behind the Scene 

 

Su mounted a set of political allegory in his short film Hua-Shan-Qiang, but he did not 

literally rephrase what historians had been discussed, but largely revised. Admittedly, the 

political/historical implication in Su’s work is distinct, while he outstandingly referred historical 

materials or other genres of art to ambiguously express his political ideology, and eventual 

displaced the conventional meaning of the signs. On one hand, Su adapted the symbolism strategy 

to install the political messages in his work but he did not give viewer a clear answer nor did he 
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show his own political stance via the narrator’s spoken words or the theatrical sett’s visual 

articulation.  

 

On the other hand, Su personally approached the social groups and submitted this short 

film in the political events, such as the Date of Speech Freedom of Yilan Country, and also shared 

his sympathy of the politician Chen Nan Juang in his private conversations with art critics. In the 

end, the political meaning surrounding this short film came from two resources: inside the film it 

is artist’ appropriation from existed signifier, such as national flags, creating a possibility of 

political symbolism; outside the film, it is the artist’s behavior saturating this film into a tone of 

social activism. The political statement of this artwork eventually maintained a distance from 

political events and did not directly engage in any existed agenda. Thus, the artist is the creator, 

producer of this work, but also a promoter. He interpreted his own creation, and his gesture is just 

like the narrator of a silent film in old time.  

 

3. Artist’s Ethnographic Performance 

 

It is noteworthy that collage is the outstanding feature in this work. Though it is said that 

Taiwanese culture is hybrid, but in term of artistic practice, this work did not authentically 

represent the scene of this hybridity culture but appropriated it, and then create a new visual 

experience for viewers. In this work, the artist’s role is close to a curator or an antique collector: 

he assembles various particles from diverse culture genres in Taiwan, but his own gesture hides 

behind the screen. This scholar-like gesture could be traced back to the 1970s when the conceptual 

art just rose in the world stage of art history.  
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3.1. When Artist as Anthropologist 

 

In contemporary art, the role of Artists is commonly associated with anthropologists or 

ethnographers regarding that their jobs are commonly depicting culture, and this idea of “artist-as-

anthropologist” is one of the core concepts in the pioneering conceptual artist Joseph Kosuth’s 

essay “The Artist as Anthropologist” (1975).8 Focusing on the “cultural fluency” which composed 

the artistic activity, Kosuth argued that both the artist and the anthropologist are concerned with 

acquiring the cultural fluency, while the anthropologist obtain it in another culture but  the artist 

obtain it from his own. He said, “For the artist, obtaining cultural fluency is a dialectical process 

which , simply put, consists of attempting to affect the culture while he is simultaneously learning 

from (and seeking the acceptance of) that  same culture which is affecting him.”9 In this essay, 

Kosuth suggested a new gesture of artist, situating artists in the field of knowledge production; by 

anthologizing art, artist provided his insight toward studying culture for the intellectualist’s 

community, enhancing people’s understanding about human society by a non-static depicting 

movement.  

 

Later, the anthropologist James Clifford also made a comparison between artist and 

anthropologist’ research in his 1981 essay “On Ethnographic Surrealism.” With specially focus on 

the social interaction or theoretical connection between the earlier 20th century French 

 
8 Joseph Kosuth’s “Artist as Anthropologist” published in The Fox, no.1 (New York, 1975); reprinted in Kosuth, Art 

after Philosophy and After: Selected Writings 1966-1990 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1991), p. 

117-24. (Referred from: The Everyday: Documents of Contemporary Art, edited by Stephen Johnstone, Cambridge, 

Mass.: MIT Press, 2008, p.182-184) 

9 The Everyday: Documents of Contemporary Art, edited by Stephen Johnstone (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 

2008), p.183 
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anthropologists and surrealism artists, Clifford argued that they both shared the same ethnographic 

interests on collecting exotic items and artificially arranging them out of its original context.10 

Nevertheless, although the idea of “artist-as-anthropologist” had rose from the agenda of art and 

humanity research since mid 20th century, scholars and critics did not achieve consensus toward 

this intention of “anthropologized art, 11 ” especially when the gaze on the others usually 

accompanies with the racism bias or stereotype.  

 

3.2. Debate of the Ethnographic Turn in Contemporary Art 

Su Yu-Hsien conspicuously manipulated the folk culture and traditional craft as in this 

video piece, making this work full of ethnographic color, while it is unclear that whether the scene 

recorded in this video is authentic or not. It is worth noting that this kind of ethnographic 

presentation is just what the art historian Hal Foster had criticized in his essay “The Artist as 

Ethnographer (1996).” In Foster, the ethnographic turn seemingly reflected an opportunism greed: 

it did not save the other from the alterity, but only deepened the gap. Ironically criticizing this 

appropriation of cultural sings as artists’ ethnographer envy, Foster argued that these kind of 

artworks merely exploited the ethnographic materials and “sometimes disguised travelogues from 

the world market.”12  It is undeniable that self-othering is a form of performing, however, if 

someone wants is just to deepen the gap between the margin and the core in order to create a new 

 
10 Clifford, James, “On Ethnographic Surrealism.” Comparative Studies in Society and History 23, no. 04 (October 

1981): 539. 

11 “Anthropologized Art” is a specific term used by Kosuth, associating with his idea of artists’ activity of acquiring 

culture fluence by using the tool of anthropologist. See: The Everyday: Documents of Contemporary Art, edited by 

Stephen Johnstone, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2008, p.182-184. 

12 Hal Foster, “The Artist as Ethnographer”, in The Return of the Rea: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century 

(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), p. 180-181.  
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center for the alternative subjectivity, then the ethnographic-like gesture was the necessarily 

beginning step in order to inform potential force from the grassroots.  

Despite Hal Foster harshly criticized that the ethnographic turn could be a “pseudo- 

ethnographic reports in art,” Su Yu-Hsien’s ethnographic strategy did not fail into the miserable 

situation of pleasing audience’s exoticism expectation by cultural stereotypes. Instead, he played 

the ethnographic symbols and combined with political implication. His self-othering gesture 

should not be seen as kitsch but a necessary evil, which was used to disturb the mainstream cultural 

narrative and upheaval the visual convention reaffirmed by cultural elites’ highbrow tastes and 

bring vernacular object in the field of fine art.  

The notion of deauthentification had been also developed in Shih Shu-Mei’s essay “After 

National Allegory.”13 In Shih’s research on Hong Kong films, she used this term to describe how 

Hong Kong rebuilt its cultural identity by a negotiating process with its colonial past and 

Chineseness.6 In Su’s case, it is clearly seen that he manipulated similar strategy with what Shi 

Shu-Mei had discussed. According to Shih, the concept of national allegory, which was original 

in Jameson’s theory, is the production of nostalgia. Behind the seeking for the authenticity of the 

past, it was nothing but the feeling of lost, because the purity of the culture did not exist. Thus, the 

national allegory eventually was a form of the meaning producing, but not a concrete entity. While 

the new cultural subjectivity was in an ambiguous position, the grand narrative about the sublime 

nation had been untenable. In this regard, in order to rebuilding the national identity, it was 

necessary to disclaim the authority of the existed historical narrative.  

 
13 Shih Shu-Mei, “After National Allegory”, in Visuality and Identity: Sinophone Articulations across the Pacific 

(Berkley: University of California Pres, 2007), p. 164  
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Shih and Foster’s options toward the ethnicity in artwork are opposite. While it is 

undeniable that the ethnicity is deeply entangled with the issues of race and nation in contemporary 

society. As the cultural studies scholar Stuart Hall had argued, “What kind of human has an 

unraced, unethnic, or unnational identity?” 14  With the rise of minority politics and the 

immigration issue in current world, especially in Europe and America, the ethnicity and national 

identity inform an interlocking relationship and deeply influences each member of the society. 

Su’s Hua-Shan-Qiang reflect current trend in the global contemporary art, but the ethnographic 

color indeed is the result of collage, which embodies the combination of multiple disciplinary 

knowledge.  

 

4. Conclusion 

Reviewing the criticisms about this piece, many critics interpret that this work strongly 

engages into the political agenda on Taiwanese identity and associate it with the notorious event 

of Cheng Nan-Jung鄭南榕(1947-1989)’s self-immolation. Some scholars make comparison with 

colonial Taiwanese film with this short film or situates this work in the genre of moving image or 

film studies. Yet, since historical knowledge is the main source the artists like Su referred and aim 

to reproduce, then the theoretical methodology indeed would stem the crucial part in the artist’ 

transdisciplinary project.  

 
14 Stuart Hall, The Fateful Triangle: Race, Ethnicity, Nation (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 

2017). 
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In Su’s short film, he manipulated divers historical and ethnical motifs, and his 

methodology just echoes the conceptualist Joseph Kosuth’s idea of artist-anthropologist. This 

anthropologies gesture about depicting everyday objects conspicuously represents the way people 

understand and this world, in which cultural difference and identity politics is silently constructed 

by organized each culture signs into a hierarchal framework. Indeed, even though some scholars 

disagree artists’ play on ethnicity, the ethnographical studies eventually embodied an intention of 

performance.15 Be recording ritual or social behaviors, depicting a culture unavoidably associates 

with acting and staging a specific moment of everyday life and then alienized it. By collecting and 

rearranging the vernacular object, Su breaks the hierarchy of cultural items between folk art, 

popular art, and high art, and create a new discursive framework to organize those verbal and 

visual-audio materials.  

 

As creator and promoters at the same time, he displayed his political attitude in this film 

from two approaches. Reclaiming the cultural convention, he successfully implanted those 

vernacular objects into the white cube of the art institution, which is just like the temple in 

contemporary art world. In this way, he not only displaced the old context of those funeral offerings, 

revitalizing them by aesthetically transforming them into artifacts, but also challenged the 

convention of art institution, which used to dismiss the folk craft and embraced something with 

higher commucial value in global art market or higher agency of circulation among international 

museums or galleries. In this light, even though it is mainly the political reference interesting the 

Taiwanese intellectuals’ attention, its formal features indeed also reflect the trend of the 

 
15 Taylor, Diana. The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2003), p.75-76. 
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“ethnographic turn” in global contemporary art world and reclaim the aesthetic meaning of 

vernacular objects in the field of Taiwanese art.  

 

Thus, focusing on the artist’s multimedia approach and the film’s narrative composition, 

this paper argues that this film not only depicts a political allegory for Taiwanese history, but also 

suggests a resisting gesture toward the elites’ taste of highbrow art by appropriating folk craft, 

strongly challenging the conventions of Taiwanese art history. Further, he mixed the real scene of 

the funeral ritual and the narrative skill of traditional Taiwanese film, which made this piece 

become visual documentary of the cultural heritage but blur the boundary of the fiction and the 

real. In this light, even though it is mainly the political reference interesting the Taiwanese 

intellectuals’ attention, its formal features indeed also reflect the trend of the “ethnographic turn” 

in global contemporary art world and reclaim the aesthetic meaning of vernacular objects in the 

field of Taiwanese art. 
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