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Preface

Shi Jin-hua is one of the representative artists of conceptual art and performance art
in Taiwan. He is also one artist with an explosive energy of creativity in his continuous
exploration of art. In 1986, he won the recognition of the Lion Art New Artist Award.
In 2007, he won the first prize respectively of the Taipei Art Award and the Kaohsiung
Awards. He was nominated for the Visual Art Award of the 9™ Taihsin Arts Award in
2011. The honors of different art awards and nominations are an indication of Shi’s en-

ergy and capability of artistic creation.

Born in Magong of Penghu County in 1964, Shi spends most of his life and time of
artistic creation in Kaohsiung. The creation of several of his most important works is

closely connected with the Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts (KMFA).

In 2010, 162 trees were killed after they were removed to clear out land for the con-
struction of facilities in the International Flora Exposition. In the Taipei Biennial of the
same year, Shi presented his X Bodhi Trees project in which he installed a tombstone
and replanted a new tree for each of the trees killed due to the exposition. This green
restoration project was supported by Peini Beatrice Hsieh, KMFA director then for the
disaster of Typhoon Fanapi had caused a loss of over 300 trees in the Neiweipi Cultur-
al Park where KMFA is located. The loss of these trees dealt a huge blow to the ecosys-
tem in the park and urgently required replenishment. What is the most valuable asset
in the Neiweipi Cultural Park? The answer is the respect for life. Let’s make the park a
stronghold for the restoration of natural life with each one more Bodhi trees planted
in the park, hoping that more efforts of similar nature will be drawn from all walks of

life.

The performance work that took 20 years to complete, Pencil Walker, is Shi’s land-
mark large-size masterpiece. Since 1996, Shi had been walking back and forth along
the same wall and drawing a line on the wall while he was walking. The originally
white wall was turned back with all the pencil lines on its surface. In December 2015,
the final walk of the work was implemented at KMFA. It was also the best walk in the
artist’s mind for it was in his hometown and implemented under all the best conditions
possible. The display of Pencil Walker in this exhibition is its first public display after

its full completion.



Starting from Shi’s artist-in-residence program in the National Changhua University
of Education in 2012, his A 100km Walk had its second stage of implementation at
KMFA in the second half of 2016. The last two kilometers were completed at the 2017
Art Basel show in Hong Kong last year. During the show, two international media bod-
ies selected A 100km Walk as one of the ten works they recommended the most. Near-
ly 90 kilometers of the work was completed at KMFA. The process of its creation took
place with the pencil traces accumulated all inside the space of KMFA, where viewers
on the site had the opportunity to appreciate a beautiful encounter between art and
body. This work was later added into KMFA’s collection last year. KMFA is a meaning-

ful and ideal place for the work to finally call it home.

The initial reason and intention of Shi’s learning and practice of art both stem from
his incurable disease and living with the threat of death always hanging over him. His
artistic creation is characterized with the vertical axis of time and the horizontal axis
of continuous action. The concept, performance, process and work of his art are the
presented all together and coexist together. Time and action are the major media and
components of his works. Through the continuous repetition of the same action over
a long period of time, the often implicit and unnoticed body movement and action can
be clearly seen. The Lines exhibition is a “work” jointly created by the artist, Shi Jin-
hua, and the curator, Chen Hung-hsing. Its time span covers the process of the artist’s
artistic creation as a whole. It connects all his works like a thread made of the artist’s
life line intertwined with the lines of his artistic creation. KMFA is honored to have

participated in and implemented the presentation of this “work”.

Yulin Lee, Ph.D.

Director, Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts
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Lines — Shi Jin-Hua’s Contemporary Religious Art By Chen Hung-Hsing

Introduction

From ancient times to modern times, the sacredness and grandness of religion have been immortalized
through art. However, the “contemporary religious art” is a category of art that does not exist today. Does the
absence of this category of art imply the rise of secular values and the consequential fall of religion? Are the
cynicism, hostility and nihilism brought by the critical spirit of artists the reason behind all these? Or is it just
as indicated by many art critics that art has eventually replaced religion and become enshrined by people? Art
used to serve religion and, in the contemporary time, art and religion are at two different ends. Once basking

in shared glory, do art and religion have to stay in separate paths?

Taking examples of the black Virgin Mary painting created by Chris Ofili using elephant feces amongst
other material, Maurizio Cattelan’s life-size effigy of Pope John Paul II struck down by a meteor, and the pho-
tographs of a Jesus figurine in urine by Andres Serrano, it seems when religion meets contemporary art, the
results are almost all scandalous. However, these are not the kind of contemporary religious art we intend to
present in this exhibition, for religion is merely a subject to be satirized and criticized by contemporary art,
just like current affairs, politics, institutional system and capital market. As yet another victim of contemporary
art, religion in said works reveals nothing special or representative about itself. What “Lines—Shi Jin-Hua’s
Contemporary Religious Art” intends to convey as an exhibition is the right opposite. Different from those
works of contemporary art that attack, ridicule or profane religion, the works in this exhibition are all works
of “contemporary religious art”, a special category of art that had not existed before. These works are illus-
trative of perfect combination of religion and art. However, they are not artistic creations based on religious
topics or artistic creations serving religion. They are examples of the practice of art as the representation of
religious beliefs. In other words, art is a religion itself and vice versa. This is what makes the contemporary

religious art of Shi Jin-Hua so original.

In his book, Painting Zen, Lin Gu-Fang wrote, “Without the heart of Zen, a painting depicting the image
of Bodhidharma or Master Hui-Neng cannot be called a Zen painting no matter how vivid or well-rendered it
is.”! In other words, a “Zen painting” is not a painting of figures or topics related to Zen, and likewise “con-
temporary religious art” is not contemporary art depicting religious topics. Those paintings and works in the
broadest sense of Zen painting or contemporary art about religious topics are definitely not what this exhibi-
tion intends to represent or explore. What we want to discuss in the exhibition is the contemporary religious
art in its narrowest definition, a kind of unique practice that merges religious conviction and artistic creation.
A man of Zen practice can create a Zen painting simply by putting a brush stroke on a piece of paper. This
is the same with contemporary religious art. A work of such art must be created by a contemporary artist of
religious practice. The art works created by contemporary priests or monks are not necessarily works of con-

temporary religious art for they might still follow the paradigm of traditional aesthetics instead of that of con-

1 Lin Gu-Fang, Painting Zen, Artist Publishing Co., 2009, p.5.



temporary art. For example, a monk may still use the traditional aesthetics and techniques to paint a painting
of Avalokitesvara or transcribe a sutra in Chinese calligraphy.? Therefore, a work of contemporary religious art
must be one created by an artist/a person of religious practice using methods of contemporary art. The reli-

gious contents in such a work are not only its topic but also the form of artistic practice.

According to this definition, Shi’'s works in this exhibition are not works of “Performance Art” or “Con-
ceptual Art” as defined by Western concepts for what these Western concepts refer to does not match what
the artist has been doing in his practice. Nor are they works of happening art, performances or provocative
works created to challenge the traditional paradigm of art. They are the results of a contemporary artist’s pon-
dering over the meanings of existence and the sufferings in life. They are not intended by the artist to win
recognition and applause from the audience but to seek personal liberation from the practice of his religious
art. While working on this exhibition, I had a discussion with Shi and we reached the conclusion of using
the concept of “practice” to redefine his series of works. “The Art of Practice” or “The Art of Dharma Practi-
tioner”—such a concept can be understood as the core concept of contemporary religious art, in which art is
the method of the artist’s religious practice with art and religion merged inseparably. Through this exhibition,
we can see how a contemporary man of practice has perfectly merged art and religious spirit and provided
the best example of “contemporary religious art”. In such form of art, religion is no longer just a theme of ar-
tistic creation while art is no longer just a promoter of religion. The two are merged in daily acts, not the acts
of “Performance Art” but the acts of an artist of ascetic practice, who turns all the pains and sufferings into all
kinds of “lines” and engrosses himself in activities of artistic creation with one line after another until the end

of his life.

To explore Shi’s practice of art, the clue lies in the concept of “lines”. Simple and plain “lines” constitute the
most fundamental “form” in his works of contemporary religious art. Lines are also the fundamental element
of the “appearance” of the universe. My task as the curator of this exhibition is like “threading the needle”,
connecting all Shi’s works of contemporary religious art along a storyline in order to make Shi’s art clear and

readable to viewers.

Fable of Life

The best way to start a story is to have the hero or heroine reminiscing about his or her past, tracing ev-
erything back to the most important starting point in his or her life. The same method can apply in our ex-
ploration of Shi’s art. By finding that starting point in Shi’s life, we can appreciate the meanings and messages

behind those lines that Shi have drawn in his life:

In 1987, when | was a sophomore in the university, | watched the movie, The Sacrifice, directed by
Andrei Tarkovsky. At the beginning of the film, the hero was planting trees on the seashore together

with his youngest son. He told his son a story about tree planting: “An old monk lived in an Orthodox

2 For more explanation of the "paradigm” concept, please refer to my two articles, “Terminator of Paradigm in Art:

"

Crisis and Opportunity for Contemporary Art (1) & (I1)", respectively in the October and December issues of Art
Accrediting in 2008.



monastery planted a barren tree on a mountainside. He told his young pupil, "You have to water the
tree every day until it came back to life again.” The pupil obliged and started the routine of filling a
dipper with water every morning, climbing up the mountain to water the tree and coming down the
mountain at sunset. He did this for three years and the tree sprouted new leaves.” Then the hero said,
“Sometimes, | tell myself if | keep on doing the same thing at the same stroke of the clock every single

day like a ritual, the world would be changed consequently.”

For unknown reasons, this story at the beginning of that movie lodged in my brain even though | did
not watch it for the second time at all. In 1993, | went to the Headlands Center for the Arts in Cali-
fornia, USA, as an artist-in-residence for my Hiking Journal project. One day, on my climb to the top
of Hill 88, that story came back to me when | was feeling extremely exhausted and almost gave up.
Looking at a pine tree at the top of the mountain, | felt | was that young pupil climbing the mountain
to water that tree. This feeling gave me the strength to keep on going and finally reach the top of the
mountain. | sat under the pine tree, looking at the curve of the Pacific Ocean in the distance and the
miniature-like houses and roads down below. From the moment, | started to fully embrace that story

and live my life based on it.

The story of Shi’s life started with a story in a movie, a heart-touching fable. However, a fable alone does
not constitute the beginning of a story. It must be combined with a person’s life in order to develop its own
unique meaning and life. Shi’s mountain-climbing incident in 1993 is a key point in time for the fable to enter
his life and for his life to become a fable on its own. “Keep on doing the same thing at the same stroke of the
clock every single day like a ritual, the world would be changed consequently.” The core of this belief and ac-

tion drives Shi’s life and artistic creation, ultimately merging the two into one, into something “like a ritual”.?

3 One of the major characteristics of Shi's works is the strong sense of “rituality”.
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Pencil remains







