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Glimmers in the Dark:
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An Interview with Artist
Aping Ismahasan

Tammy Yu-Ting Hsieh
(Assistant Researcher at Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts)

It is an at least two-hour drive one-way from downtown Kaohsiung to Namasia
District. Not many public transportation options are available, either; one has to
take a long-distance bus first and then switch to a local bus from either Jiaxian,
Qishan or Shanlin to travel up to the mountains. In January 2024, early spring, |
started my trip from the Museum with colleagues. When we were approaching
the mountain range of Namasia, the driver pointed to our right at the cliff on
the other side of the valley, telling us that was the route people used to take
before the damage of Typhoon Morakat. Long destroyed, it is far from today’s
route. Fifteen years have passed since the typhoon hit. Back then, it destroyed
countless homes and took countless lives in the local tribe, but it also evoked
many people’s determination to return to their homeland, including artist Aping
Ismahasan (or Chiu Ya-Ru, her Mandarin name).

The Budding of Aping’s Artmaking

Aping grew up in Nansalu Village, Namasia District, born to a Bunun mother and a Rukai
father from Wutai, Pingtung County. After having graduated from a junior college of
nursing, Aping stayed in northern Taiwan for work before she decided to end her journey
in the north and move back to her family in the tribe owing to Typhoon Morakat. Influenced
by her mother, an artisan who also works on cultural inheritance, and her younger brother,

who had shown his passion in painting since young, Aping embarked on her journey of
artmaking by studying handcrafting, plant collecting, floral design, and, later, fiber art and
multimedia installation. Upon entering Namasia Dream Studio, we were welcomed by an
intriguing scene where the works by the family of three complemented one another. From
appliqué works by her mother, Lin Su-Yun, oil paintings and wall paintings by her brother,
Subali, to Aping’s plant collections, floral decorations, and installation works, the three
artists’ creations show differences but coexist in harmony, revealing each individual’s
influence on one another.

In 2017, Aping started to create art with ethnobotanical plants and dried
flowers, with a result of seven pieces of body floral decorations collectively
titled Cover People, which examined the relationship between human and nature
from a plant’s perspective. She combined body painting and floral design
with photography, while using vibrant coloring and decorative vocabulary to
personify seven plants into seven characters. Five among them were co-created
with Subali, with the debut of the entire collection also on Subali’s 2018 solo
exhibition.

In 2021, Aping was selected as an artist-in-residence for Taoyuan City
Indigenous Culture Center, where she drew inspiration from traditional woven
rattan headpiece of the Bunun people and created her works with dried
Namasian ethnobotanical plants—Khasya trichodesma and Job’s Tears—and
silver decorations. The integration of traditional and modern techniques, of
artifacts and organisms, reveals her confidence in her own culture, body, and
nature. Both projects evidenced Aping’s effort in searching for a more accurate
and refined visual language to build upon her crafting and floral design
techniques and present her thinking in culture and ecology.

The Power of Revival Born from Land

An important turning point in Aping’s artmaking occurred when she joined Bunun curator
Biung Ismahasan’s Wild Dog Project, a cultural exchange project between Taiwanese and
Australian Indigenous middle schools. That was also the first time she directly faced the
tremendous trauma Typhoon Morakat had brought to the entire tribe.

In fact, when Biung the curator first tried to propose the typhoon as the thematic concept
for her, Aping was somewhat against it. On one hand, the typhoon had greatly damaged
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homes, the tribe, land, and roads, and even tattered people’s relationship and connection
with each other. On the other hand, she was living in the north when the calamity hit and
only returned home afterwards. With such distance in time and space, compared to the‘first
person’s perspective’ of those who personally experienced the typhoon and the ‘second
person’s perspective’ of the rescue workers who arrived soon after, Aping believed that
she only had a ‘third person’s perspective’ in providing post-catastrophe company for her
people and observing the rebuilding of the tribe.

As she mentioned, she would still be on tenterhooks now during the rainy season every
July and August, needing to constantly accustom and adjust herself for the change
of season and rainfall. “Even |, who didn’t personally experience it, can feel this way.
How would the actual victims in the tribe feel?” For the past 15 years, Aping had been
witnessing how people returned to their homeland post-typhoon, how they dealt with
the trauma that recurs on a yearly basis, and how they got back on track in their daily
life. For her, seeing her people strive and recover day by day was an extremely positive
encouragement. She thus hoped to pay tribute with her work to the willpower of those who
had experienced such overwhelming stress, adversity or trauma and still survived and
outlived it.

The work came into shape when Aping was on a plant gathering trip and
stumbled upon an inspiration. Here is an excerpt from Aping’s beautiful,
touching description: “On one of my plant gathering trips, | walked past a
stretch of slopeland that was just burned for cultivation. There were shoots of
eagle fern on the ground, and the way the sunbeam shone through them was
simply gorgeous! There was something dazzling in the way the plant postured
as if it had been showing off its livelihood. | stared at it for a long while and felt
somehow awakened as if | had been encouraged to live vigorously again. That
was why | shaped the work in the form of eagle fern, through which | hoped to
create a symbol of livelihood.” She particularly mentioned that eagle fern, as a
tufted plant, also symbolized the cluster and solidarity of her people. She thus
twined hemp ropes and iron wires together to create a black, eagle-fern-shoot-
shaped installation and named it Rebirth. Unlike the more common impression
of black as the color of death or taboo, Aping found it extremely positive
because only in the complete dark could glimmers be seen.

Later, Aping led a group of children from the tribe to plough the soil beneath a
shelter symbolizing taluhan, the traditional rest shelter, and built a small mound

there to install the black eagle-fern pieces and grow white radish and chayote
leaves. In four months’ time, the bare ground turned green and lavish, with a
harvest of big, fat white radishes. When Aping had to dismantle the installation
work as the Taiwan-Australia exchange project came to an end, she felt
somewhat reluctant to discard it. And that was how the new work, Regeneration,
was born, in the form of black, tufted, and outspreading stamen made from the
recycled, soil-eroded rope-wire pieces.

Many artists have creatively transformed driftwood, waste materials or found
objects into artworks, but rarely do artists dismantle their own works and turn
them into new creations. From Rebirth to Regeneration, Aping brought another
transformation to the shape of the plant as a way to ponder the cycle and
revamping of life. She was not fixated on the perpetuation of objects; instead,
she highlighted the sustainability of materials and the re-evolution of concepts,
hoping that her own artmaking could always re-invert, repeat, and recycle. This
breaks the conventional idea that a piece of artwork is in its perfect tense and
develops the concept of creative organisms always growing, always evolving.

The creative thinking of Rebirth and Regeneration was more than practice of
sustainability, but raised a further question: After experiencing an extremely
catastrophic and destructive event, are we able to approach the land in an even
gentler way? Behind natural disasters, the hidden issue may be our long-term
negligence and damage to the mountains and forests. Then, how to cherish the
land we are rooted in, how to form a respectful give-and-take relationship, and
how to rebuild the coexistence between people and land, constitute the core
concept of Aping’s artmaking.

To Gather the Awareness of Land

Apart from conception for her artwork, Aping’s main routine practice is regular gathering.
Namasia is located between Mount Jade and Alishan Mountain Range, categorized as a
tropical-climate medium- and low-altitude broadleaf forest, with its rich floral ecology
offering numerous possibilities for the Bunun people to apply plants in rituals, ceremonies,
house building, and life in general in the past. Common ethnobotanical plants, as Aping
spontaneously named, include camphor tree, paper mulberry, Khasya trichodesma, shell
ginger, Chinese soap berry, stinging nettle, and Japanese silver grass. As part of plant
gathering, she needs to observe and feel the environment and weather, to memorize the
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blossom and fruition time of different plants, and to plan the timing of gathering and drying
before the rainy season. Only after years of exploration has her current gathering schedule
gradually come into shape. It is safe to say that, because of her practice of gathering,
she has established a keener awareness of ecology and paid more attention to how local
ethnobotanical plants grow and are used. These all build into her awareness of land.
Although traditional tribal knowledge is no longer necessary for survival in the modern
lifestyle, Aping believes that only when she learns how to maintain the traditional rule of
nature can she preserve and grasp the context of how her Indigenous ancestors live and
thrive in the mountains and, in turn, respond to her own culture and identity.

On another note, Aping has her own set of principles for plant gathering: “The
use of floral materials has to be relevant to ones own life and culture,”and“Only
gather what is enough; no stock, no waste.” As fibers can return and blend back
into nature, such application aligns with the goal that she strives for, namely,
not to cause long-term or permanent damage to nature. On the other hand, the
action of gathering is essentially taking. How to respect nature and to only take
what should be taken is her responsibility as a gatherer. “Every time | gather
some plant, I’d feel like I’'m using it, so | have the responsibility to use it well
and make people know how to use it properly.” However little impact she could
make as an individual, Aping still expects herself to bring positive influence by
leading by example.

Conclusion

With prudent and tightly woven creative thinking, Aping carefully positions herself in
the context of her mother tribe, land, and people. She tries not to excessively intervene
or speak on others’ behalf, nor to make an immediate clarification or inventory, but to
constantly and slowly observe on the outside. In addition to her keen instinct for visuals,
colors, and materials, she is also good at documenting her own observation and reflection
through writing. Particularly with her dedication to preserving and educating about
Indigenous ecological knowledge, although she has not had a long catalog of works yet,
each of her series is enriched with various and profound concepts.

Aping once wrote on her own fanpage, “Being called Indigenous is not an
option, but becoming Indigenous is our own choice. Only when we have learned
and started to share local knowledge can our culture become richer and
firmer.” We look forward to seeing Aping continue solidifying and deepening
her roots in her practice of plant art, ecology, and Indigenous culture, develop

an even more diverse artmaking approach in the future, and share with us her
reflection and observation born from this land.

This article was written based on an interview co-conducted by Hsieh Yu-Ting, Hsu Po-
Han, and Wang Chih-Kuo. The article was first published in Art Accrediting No. 102.
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