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The Endless Circulation and Inner Transmutation of Life

Jui-Hua Chen  Associate Professor, Graduate Institute of Sociology /HSS, NTHU

Artistic Creation Has Its Origin in Itself

“Encountering / Foreseeing the Sixth Fuel
Factory” is Wen-Shu Lai’s sixth solo exhibition after
her homecoming from the United States. If artistic
creation could trace its origin via the subconscious
mind, can we thus discover the fountainhead of
this exhibition in its antecedents? As we rummage
through the wings of time and the creases amidst
shadow and light, will we find the very seed of
origin or the stalks and leaves thriving on their

roots?

Wen-Shu has taught at the National Chiao Tung
University (NCTU) since 2005, on which her life
trajectory perches after her 16-year residence in the
United States. However, several years after she settled
down in Hsinchu, this city remained a heterotopia
which manifests itself as the absence of placeness

between individual and the world.

Wen-Shu’s first post-homecoming solo exhibition
“Unfinished Images” (Fragments of Images)
took place at the NCTU Arts Center in 2007, and
the second one “Light from Within” was on view
at the Hong-gah Museum in 2010. The catalogue
of “Unfinished Images” shows us different forms of
paperbacks, transoceanic letters as emotional cipher-
texts, imagery having nowhere to go, and receptacles
as memories. In the catalogue of “Light from
Within,” she “attempts to express what light may be,”
and the works in this exhibition indicate that “the
visual symbols are metaphoric; the meanings are
unfixed and weaved into layers; the messages are

personal and ambiguous.”

Her solo exhibition “Through the Wrinkles”
was held at the University of Northern Colorado in
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2012. She spun cocoons reversely, made paper with
fibers, and produced a book as wings, setting out on a
spiritual journey across multiple space-time through
the wrinkles. Memories flood back and fade as the
wing-like book is opened and closed, through which
life is revived and restructured. Wen-Shu stated:
“Personally, the ‘Book of Wings’ is connected with
my own private memories. However, the book is also
connected with the earth, the universe, and others
through an umbilical cord that we all share.”[1]
Nevertheless, the wings and the umbilical cord find
no foothold between private attachments to her

family and universalistic feelings for the world.

Her solo exhibition “Off the Beaten Track” was
hosted by the NCTU Arts Center again in 2014.
The exhibition “used light as a vehicle, seeking to
reflect on Heidegger’s investigation into the origin of
artworks and meanwhile treat artistic creation as an
act of self-actualization.”[2] The material optic fibers
served as the metaphor for the paths leading to the
spiritual world located well off the beaten track. In

other words, “each path leads us to our inner world.”

The venues for the aforementioned solo
exhibitions were little more than spaces
accommodating creative philosophies. It was not
until “Tree of Life: Planting Trees in the Cloud
Project” (2017) that the National Taiwan Arts
Education Center, namely the venue for the project,
acquired true significance. What is worth noticing
is that the significance of this venue lies not so much
in itself as in the fact that its floor plan is “pretty
much identical to the Medicine Buddha Mandala.”
To put it another way, the venue took on special
significance because it embodied the central idea
of the exhibition.



If She Hadn’t Encountered the Sixth
Fuel Factory

As far as an art practitioner is concerned, each
creative endeavor is tantamount to a dialogue
between herself and the world, so that each exhibition
left a sui generis imprint on her life. “Encountering
/ Foreseeing the Sixth Fuel Factory” further marks a

major turning point in Wen-Shu’s artistic praxis.

In April 2015, the “Widow Building” was
demolished by backhoes. Wen-Shu learned of the
complicated history of the Sixth Fuel Factory from
Prof. Zhao Jia-Lin’s lecture. She wrote: “Thenceforth,
Hsinchu was not simply a place of teaching any more.
The Sixth Fuel Factory in Hsinchu connected me
back to my mother in a way similar to an umbilical
cord.”[3] This umbilical cord is distinct from its
ideological counterpart that Wen-Shu proposed in her
exhibition at the University of Northern Colorado.
The former grows from real-life memories and the
history of this space, making Hsinchu no longer a
heterotopia.

This is the first time that the venue for Wen-Shu’s
exhibition is more than just a space for display. By way
of comparison, her previous solo exhibitions could be
mounted somewhere else without compromising the
meanings they were intended to convey. For example,
the unfinished images needed not be shown at the
NCTU. The light from within wouldn’t necessarily
be projected in the Hong-gah Museum. Even all
that the tree of life required was simply a mandala

[1] https://wendylai.lab.nycu.edu.tw/index.php/through-the-wrinkles/

on cloud. However, this exhibition would have been
impossible without her serendipitous encounter
with the Sixth Fuel Factory. If she moves all the seven
pieces of work to another venue, the exhibition would
carry a radically different meaning even though she
doesn’t change an iota of them.

Her idea of “taking root” not only finds expression
in the work Plants - Roots installed on the staircase,
but also acquires multiple meanings due to the “air
plaints” covering the roof of the bungalow under
the chimney. The work Sound - Living features
the soundscape formed by the sounds of all stripes
at the site, and demonstrates the intertwined lives
of animals and human beings. The work A Time
Tunnel shows two hand-painted mandrakes on the
wall. “A time tunnel is a passageway enabling time
travel. Its existence makes the parallel time and space
revolve, like a magical mandrake, allowing empathy,
love and life to meet and sprout again,”[4] Wen-Shu
stated. This is also the first time that Wen-Shu expects
her exhibition to cherish and conserve the venue

instead of highlighting her works.

From self-understanding and reconstruction to
exploring the city’s historical memories, the “Good
Neighborliness Residency Project at the Big Chimney
Factory Base” launched by Wen-Shu and her partners
at the site of the Sixth Fuel Factory attaches heart-
warming connotations to “Regeneration of
Historic Site.” It not only connects lives cast
adrift, but also restores placeness between
individual and the world. Wen-Shu said, “I’m a
small air plant in the project as well...”

[2] “Off the Beaten Track—Installation by Wen-Shu Lai,” https://wendylai.lab.nycu.edu.tw/index.php/off-the-beaten-track/
[3] Wen-Shu Lai, “The Sixth Fuel Factory in Photographic Frames,” in Zhao Jia-Lin, WWII Industrial Heritage: The 6th Japanese Naval Fuel Plant in

Hsinchu, Taiwan, Then & Now (Taipei: Garden City, 2021), p. 5.

[4] “Encountering / Foreseeing the Sixth Fuel Factory: Solo Art Installation by Wen-Shu Lai,”

https://wendylai.lab.nycu.edu.tw/index.php/encountering/
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