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life of their citizens by bringing in that element in the precious
public spaces to be shared by all, as a meeting point for all ages
and interest groups in that community from mons in the market
to kids after school and grannies needing space in the sun. All
these require special efforts to build up the ambience within that
environment; it cannot be built but cumulatively layered on, but may
be shattered by slightest inappropriate intervention. This needed
time and space for the community to relax and intermingle is the
crucial factor in building a harmonious and civic-minded community
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The necessary space for the arts

However if we are to talk about the necessary time and space
for artists to relax and to meet, then there are a lot more subtle
points to be considered. Artists are like any other professionals,
such as Einstein, who had his own unique lifestyle, preferred
personal time and space so as to figure out what others had not
thought of before; he dared to postulate and experiment in his own
manner. This is what all these fancy industrial and scientific R&D
centers are basing their hopes on these days.

In today's economy, innovation is the true value-added element,
and thus the source of creativity is much sought after. However,
creative ideas, new perspectives and new synergies are things that
cannot be had at your beck and call. All sectors in the economy
are in need of this element for added productivity. Innovation can
be added to all parts of the economic processes; hence it is a topic
being studied by industries, communities and governments.

Artists are no different. They need their own time and space, but
unlike the other fields, they really do not want to be disturbed while
they get their minds into their delta waves of creativity, whereby
they extract from their sensitive reactions to whatever that is around
them that triggers their mind, real or virtual, be it a person, object or
virtually the time and space itself; it is this that makes it quite unlike
the R&D center, where there are logically sequences of events of
experimentation in a pristine yet sterile setting.

Creativity arises only if there is "space" for it to happen. Without
a stated space then new elements will not be possible, just like the
situation involving scientists who study the "vacuum state" whereby
atomic energy can happen when suitable conditions and elements
are added inside the nuclear silos, same for spiritual enlightenment
that is now so much sought after; when one goes into a meditative
stance under a certain condition, one can experience being 'spaced
out' to infinity in spiritual experiences.

The needed space for producing contemporary arts is quite
interrelated, from the initial space that can elicit the creative stimuli,

Everyone has his or her own personal space, be it real or virtual,
some thing or somewhere that makes you mentally, and physically
relaxed, from music, to gardening, to prayers, whatever, wherever _ : . o AT+ AIE
that can be a conduit to that state, which scientists now have }
proven to help extend our lives, if we find an hour of that personal
time and personal space each day to'let go', in face of all the
pressures of our contemporary chaos of the day.

With the development stress on urban space, more and more
city planners are aware of the need to improve on the quality of
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to the experimentation space, then to the space for production of
the innovative prototype, and lastly to the presentation space.

Historically, it is well known that artists after zoning out into their
deep creative modes always go and cluster with like-minded ones to
dialogue and then wait for comments from their peers. We witness
this with ancient Chinese literati, under influence of good wine and
tea, creating for us many precious poems and paintings. During
the European renaissance period, we witnessed the royal courts'
constant support by way of their invitations to great musicians and
artists to their castles, to work by day, and wine by night in a utopian
pathway to fame and fortune.

But in today's world of compressed time and space, and
the multi-media style of contemporary arts, it is not possible to
be the hermit in the mountain nor are many offers to grand villas
being given. Working in mixed media, artists need cross-sector
connections for collaborative synergies, division of tasks, and
production partnerships. Hence the contemporary hermit must first
privately dig deep for his secret unique vision and come forth to
others, and then pursue that mission to the final end.

At the edge of the city is where contemporary hubs are for
these artists; they love to mingle and participate widely into various
causes, but they cannot afford the town's hip social spots, nor are
they comfortable with all the complex and rigid social codes of the
inner city. Hence they mostly settle in some semi-derelict industrial
sites. There they can flow between two extremes: urban and
wilderness, civilization and nature, cacophony or solitude with ease
and freedom of choice.

Since the repeal of martial law in Taiwan in the '80s, various
contemporary art spaces, art centers and museums, both public
and private, sprang up. Same as the trend in the west, various
art associations were also formed, and different art groups and
private initiatives were started, from the earliest Taipei Art Guild,
Spring Gallery, SOCA, to the newest addition, VT Salon, next to the
longest-running alternative space IT Park. These are for the visuals
arts. For performance space, we have the grand dame, the Taipei
Crown Theatre and the Music Forum, and the newly-renovated
Huashan Complex, which all came on the scene. But mostly these
are presentation spaces for the contemporary arts, and neither
incubation nor production spaces. This is where Bamboo Curtain
Studio, which was formed in about the same era, is unique in
providing both production and presentation space too, at the edge
of the city. B



The Artists of the Bamboo Curtain Studio
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The needs of three ceramic artists: birth of a
contemporary ceramics cluster and culture hub

Marvin Minto Fang, Chen Cheng-Hsun and | were all trained
overseas in contemporary ceramics, with strong urges to try our
hands at new techniques in this medium, from gas kiln to raku and
pit firing, etc. These were not possible in our tiny home studios
given the urban hazard of firing kilns in residential zones. Thus we
jointly went in search of a shared space. We settled upon these four
derelict chicken sheds along the Tamsui River, an old testing center
for new breeds and formulas of animal feeds.

The original site was about 43,200 square feet, but the planned
subway line appropriated a third of the grounds, leaving only 28,800
square feet of wasteland. The chickens surely had flown the coop
until we three artists showed up hoping to rent the site.

Thus in the fall of 1994, the arts community all came to help
us clean up the site, undertook basic repairs and added simple
facilities; by the spring of 1995, we started operations. The big,
tall loft was immediately designated as an exhibition site, while the
other warehouse became the home for the biggest private gas kiln
at the time. As the three of us have different styles and creative
techniques, one could imagine the difficulties in settling on the set-
up and operation plans for such an equipment.

But most important of all, we were all committed to using that
site for all forms of experimental arts; by interacting with all mediums
of the arts, we envisioned readdressing that ceramics was not
just ‘craft'. California was the first to declare that, and 'Medium is
everything. Everything is medium.' was and is our motto.

Thus we have continued providing since those early days long-
and short-term rentals to ceramists, and also cross-discipline artists
from sculptors for casting molds to flower-arrangement teachers,
mixed media artists, video editing, music and theater productions
and movie settings, or simply for alternative groups that wish to
use our site as a gathering point for workshops, serious discourse,
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late-night marathons of experimental jazz, and shooting the breeze,
thinking up wild schemes, and trying out these projects along the
way. These artists' refreshing concepts slowly spread throughout
the island, and many of them are obviously internationally known
now.

International artist-in-residency exchanges

Having had experiences as an artist-in-residency and also
researched international residencies in depth, | used this space as
the alternative way, other than the official stance in the early '90s,
to build up a huge residency site in the mountains of Nan Tou. We
worked hard to prove that it is not the facilities but the management
that is the key to generating effective artists-in-residencies, with
beneficial impact to both the artist and the community. The Studio
thus began hosting international artists and custom-fitted their
projects to the needs of the local situation, as an independent
initiative.

Custom-designed residency project

Artists-in-residencies should technically involve a period of time
within a space, where one is allowed to just quietly ruminate in one's
thoughts to gather creative new input, without any demands for
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output. Sad to say, this is a luxury that few art facilities can afford
any more. Most residencies nowadays have to gear their support
by looking at the end-product, and only when the project is fully
confirmed with all collaborators will the artist show up for his or her
production residency. Gone are the days of idyllic relaxation in the
pastoral grounds of the residency of the past. Hence it is really
noteworthy that the Cloud Gate Foundation supports Wonderer
Project for emerging talents to rediscover themselves through such
travels.

Just because of that, the Studio has striven to connect with
as many international culture spaces as possible, so as to use
short-term exchanges as the way to service the higher ideals of a
culturally, socially and environmentally sustainable society. NGOs
such Res Artis, Alliance of Artist Communities, Intra-Asia Network,
Asian Cultural Council, etc., helped to locate for us creative
residencies and exchanges.

Space for residency and production simultaneously

All three pioneers of this Studio were contemporary artists of
that era, whereby we all felt that the three-dimensional space had
much to offer as it related to the artwork itself. Thus we focused on
the then newest art form: installation art.

Soon after the Studio began its operations, Marvin Minto Fang,
who had initiated various Nomad Museum projects in various parts
of town before, moved its concept into the big warehouse and
invited eight artists to come and interact with that massive empty
space. That they did, and given the 2 to 3months they wallowed in
deep thoughts until sparks of creativity came upon them.

To realise that one is allowed to just be there, with no limitations,
can be very stressful too. At the opening of the first show by Tsong
Pu entitled 'Names and Warehouse', Bamboo Curtain Studio made
a name for itself. In the unique atmosphere within the abandoned
chicken coop there were historical traces of names of individuals
from all time and place of our civilization. You could call it the start
of graffiti art in Taiwan! All subsequent shows came through with
similarly amazing outcomes.

Whatever that was not permitted is permitted here.

The Studio maintained its erratic behavior because it was at the
edge of the city ( there was no subway then); soon it became the
‘'secret garden' of the avant garde.

Somehow people dared to come in the dead of night and open
the door themselves to view the exhibits, and they always abided by
the only unwritten code which was to switch off the lights and close
the door! Who really came, no one really counted. It was strictly
by word-of-mouth, and soon through the grapevine many shows
became hot topics for discourse. B
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Art Intervention into the Environment
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Interactive, performance and ephemeral art

Given that everything is possible in this space, there is one type
that is noteworthy.

These are installations that combine deeply with the atmosphere
of the space; these projects show up the unique qualities of
experimental installations. For example, the oil painter Lin Wen-
Chiang used three tons of clay to 'paint' a huge installation that
brings one back to nature. Another was Wang Wen-Chih's first
work in our Studio, his " Flood Prevention Plan", which flooded it
with a spiral installed onto the water; the setting really intrigued Eiko
and Koma who were touring Taiwan at that time, and they decided
to stage an impromptu performance onto that installation itself;
hence our first 'cross-discipline collaboration' was initiated in 1997!

Then there was the unique concept of ephemeral works
proposed by the Abnormal Temple avant-garde group of artists.
They used the Ghost Festival as their theme whereby art works
were made to pay homage to the spirits of the deceased. Surely
our visiting artist Rigo97 joined in the fun; from readily available
materials like bamboo and firecrackers he made a motorcycle. At
the opening, he set up a huge bonfire to crank up the spirits of
the multitude who had perished from motorcycle accidents on the
island. Many such works were overnight happenings similar to local
offerings that were sent off by way of water, fire and air!

Art intervention into public space

Within these four walls, artists experimented in extremely
alternative ways. But by the turn of the millennium, many

other alternative spaces were opening up, especially the big
downtown Huashan wine factory which became the focus of
the arts community for reuse as a hub for the cross-discipline
arts movement. All three partners of our Studio were also active
participants in these culture policy causes. As our Studio was
already a proven case study in reuse, it went further and evolved
into the new direction of environmental art.

At the time, the government was importing the concept of 1%
for public art, together with community development. However,
regarding its real impact to the local community, the execution
process, the open access and sustainable contributions of such art
projects, there were many who queried. In our context, the location
of our Studio at the sensitive part of the river mouth enabled Studio
artists to initiate their interventions into this zone.

As early as 1997, we recognized the unique ecology of the
Tamsui riverbank. Thus we collaborated with Japanese artist Ichi
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lkeda, who had done numerous projects on the rivers of the world.
We jointly curated a group show to investigate on the river and its
relationship to the sea. Ichi Ikeda and Lin Han-Ting works were very
strong poetic settings as their installations cut across lagoons and
ponds heading towards the river.

As one usually needed permission to create installation art in
public, we discovered that artists had a way to bypass that at our
Studio. Wang De-Yu did just that beautifully with a row of chairs
on our rooftop, eliciting bewilderment and yet amazement in the
minds of the millions of subway passengers. Quickly it became an
alternative landmark of sorts. Catherine Grout, an international
curator of art in the public domain, once ventured onto that roof and
thus this work is now a case study internationally of art intervention
into semi-public domain.

Similarly, Wu Yu-Chien's work was another intervention using
names of all our artists as a mysterious pattern on our plaza
grounds, within easy gaze from the passing trains. Along our garden
walls, Chen Hoi-Chon's shiny reflections from 'Passing By" made
bikers momentarily recognize themselves.

With these projects we wish to use art in cross-discipline
collaborations as a way to arouse the community's awareness of the
seemingly inaccessible riverbank with all its natural beauty. These
interventions foretell the need for ecological re-balance with nature.

These we did consistently, together with artist Wu Mali, the
Organization for Urban Re's and many ecology associations,
working jointly with various international masters and city-planners,
in workshops and conferences, involving artists in the process.

These projects show that we are often working off-site and
among the general populace. Most of the time, the local government
was aware of such issues, for example, the Taipei Mayor's support
for great masters like the Harrisons of San Diego to come and
check out the river. But many a times we hit a wall with our grand
schemes. Close to heart was our awareness project "Taipei is a lake
again" using art as key to bring out the inconvenient truth of rising
water-levels so as to re-open discussions on a planned high-tech
development along the riverbank. These processes really tried our
patience, but we are happy to see that the tireless Wu Mali did it at
the 2008 Taipei Biennale, based on the same topic and with much
success!
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So, from three ceramists to installation art, we expanded to
artists-in-residencies, adding on experimental art, and evolved
towards art intervention into public spaces, and cross-sector
collaborations, working closing with the local river ecology, and then
we spread to the greater metropolis, from art and culture issues to
matters of public domain. These all evolved organically, were never
strictly planned, but somehow managed to produce an alternative
path for creative inputs, producing some pioneering outcomes.

It was not an easy dozen years. These 12 years saw us moving
forward, then two steps back, and swaying left and right along the
way, but we carried on continuously like the steady stream to find a
system for art actions for our culture workers. B
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