Al works of art, whether two-dimensional or
three, fit within a frame - the frame of reference
from which we view and experience them. Indepen-
dent of the author, this frame belongs to the
viewer, and it shapes and molds the work into a
format one can understand. Yu-Cheng Chou’s
works draw upon this frame as medium. His recent
work, ‘A Working History - Lu Chieh-Te, recasts
the life of a temporary worker into a work of art,
highlighting the manner in which we perceive roles
through a structure defined by perception and
encouraging a flexibility of comprehension, all
through a contemporary art scheme.

‘A Working History - Lu Chieh-Te" has been
described as an interweaving of narrative and the
consumption of labor and ultimately takes on the
form of a physical narrative (a book) as well as an
exhibition. The piece begins its story with Yu-
Cheng's placement of an advertisement in the local
newspaper seeking a temporary worker. Yu-Cheng
described that, “the job recruitment ad, around the
size of 2 x 4 cm, specified that | was looking for a
temporary worker, preferably fifty to sixty years
old, no technical skills required, and held informa-
tion on the place of work and contact number.
During the recruitment, | received about 30 calls
daily but could only filter the applicants through
short interviews over the phone. What | was
hoping for was someone with a lot of work
experiences, and whose job patterns could reflect
the dynamics of social transformation.”

Mr Lu, the temporary worker who Yu-Cheng
eventually chose for the position, "moved to Taipei
due to economic factors, initiating a period of
coping with temporary employments, working in
the catering services, facing the processes of
socialization, enduring business failure, emigrating
to work in the Mainland, gambling, turning to
alcoholism, all the way to his current short-term
work life. Taiwan’s former socio-economic
situations and alterations were slowly delineated
as descriptions of Mr. Lu’s working life.”

In addition to Mr Lu, Yu-Cheng employed a
second character to the narrative as well, an
anonymous writer who was chosen to interview Mr
Lu and retell his story in the format of a written
history. Yu-Cheng described that he intentionally
chose an individual who was not a full-time pro-
fessional writer. “The choice for a non-professional
was made on purpose as | was aiming for a
published text that belonged strictly to the plastic
arts sector. | also wanted a plain and readable text
which would allow for Mr. Lu's story to be more
accessible to the viewers; therefore, an obvious
literary style was something that | tried to avoid.”

Throughout the text, Lu Chieh-Te's story
unfolds as if one were reading a personal journal,
each chapter describing a new stage of employ-
ment or noteworthy milestone, tucked between
nothing but the event which preceded and the next
to unfold in a chronological narrative free from

literary embellishments. "l arrived at Taipei with my
group of friends. | initially thought that my friends
should be able to introduce a good place to work
from their experience. It was only when | arrived
did | know that my friends were also at a state of
unemployment. | had to rely on my own to find a
living. So how can | find a job? My friends told me
that | should go to the job service center, located
at Taipei rear station in order to find opportunities.
The area at Taipei rear station was filled with job
service centers during the 1970s... My first job was
working at Bitter Tea House, located at the circle of
the rear station, my task was selling tea. In order
to attract customers, every store at that time, no
matter what they were selling, had to shout loudly
in front of the store. My job at Bitter Tea House
was to stand in front of the store, and loudly shout
what we sell. Each shift included 3 persons, which
we took turns yelling. We had to stand behind our
booth, having three types of tea, and kept on shout-
ing from day to night. Every day we were totally
exhausted for shouting the whole day. Tasty tea,
bitter tea, herbal tea and wolfberry tea! 2 dollars
per cup! Tasty tea, bitter tea, herbal tea and
wolfberry teal” - Lu-Chieh Te, A Working History.

Yu-Cheng described that, through the writer's
simplistic and realistic writing style, a compilation
of Mr. Lu’s entire working history was recorded,
from the very beginning, when Mr. Lu was working
as an agricultural laborer in Southern Taiwan, to the
transitional stages, up until his present situation
living as a temporary worker. Temporary workers
are plentiful in Taiwan and Yu-Cheng described
that the inspiration for the project came from
observing relatives and neighbors who were around
their retirement age and still facing economic
insecurities. “Their retirements were far from what
| imagined about retired life. It seems that a large
part of their generation experienced the industrial
transformation in Taiwan, wherein their original job
skills no longer met the requirements of the
transformed society and instilled instability to their
quests for jobs. Around the same period, newly
constructed buildings ordered a demand for
security guards, which is where most of the
remaining workers, including my father, went to
seek new jobs.”

Following completion of the text, the second
stage of the project, referred to by Yu-Cheng as
the ‘output of the project,” ensued. “I| employed Mr.
Lu with the exhibition budget, whereupon he was
asked to appear at the exhibition as a security
guard. Therefore, the exhibition of the project took
form as the publication ‘Working History’ and also
the physical presence of those involved. The exhibi-
tion of the ‘Working History’ project also displayed
the interdependence between opportunity and
work, thus the re-emergence of temporary workers
in ‘future’ exhibitions may suggest an undertone
for the recurrence of implicit contradictions and
uncertainties (or / unemployment).”
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The work, when exhibited, took on the
physical form of a platform painted in a plaid-
pattern, mirroring the pattern of Mr Lu’s shirt,
(which he reportedly wore to each of the six or
seven interviews leading up to his selection for the
position and was therefore ‘perceived as the visual
tool for the whole project) placed on the floor of a
typical gallery space, copies of the Working History
text placed in piles upon the platform. Mr Lu,
himself, present in the background while fulfilling
his hired role as the security guard of the
exhibition space.

Nothing about Yu-Cheng’s created narrative,
this story, is a fiction. Mr Lu’s role and history
haven't changed nor has his current position as a
temporary worker been altered. What Yu-Cheng
has succeeded in changing, however, is the
viewer's awareness of their own perceptions of the
roles one plays, the judgements we pass, and the
spaces we cast certain characters within. It is this
context, the imagined and self-authored pages we
place Lu’s character within, that ultimately hold the
potential to be categorized as a fiction. Through
de-contextualization, and re-contextualization,
Yu-Cheng succeeds in redirecting our attention
toward how we read versus what we read and
gives the true author of this story, Mr Lu, voice.

Yu-Cheng further described that originally,
Mr. Lu did not belong to the contemporary art

field; “then again, nothing really belongs to the
contemporary art field. Nevertheless, | didn't make
any alterations to [his] party, ... Mr. Lu still had his
original lifestyle to maintain. My attempts were
mainly directed at changing the way he was being
perceived through a contemporary art scheme.
Throughout the duration of the exhibition, while he
fulfilled his position of a security guard, he was
treated differently. "He had to prepare marker
pens in order to sign books for the viewers, which
probably made him feel more or less like a star, and
created a sense of interest in visitors to the
exhibition to watch him work.”

It is not unheard of that our perception of an
object be altered through its being deemed a work
of art. Placement on an object on a pedestal in an
exhibition venue or even simply the focusing of a
photographer's lens and bringing of objects into
the foreground that typically fall to the background
are common ways that artists succeed in
redirecting a viewers focus toward a perspective
they may not have been able to recognize
otherwise. Yu-Cheng's approach, and the success
of his scheme, lies in his ability to alter our
perspective of a role in a manner that, through the
retelling of Mr Lu’s story within an alternative
context, has a further, very genuine possibility, to
effect the voice through which we hear the story of
the future told.
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Mr Lu described that, "Nowadays it has
become my habit. | would casually look at the ads
in the newspaper. My new goal in life is to find my
next temporary job, to find those work opportu-
nities one-by-one. If someone asks me when will |
retire, | think | would clearly respond: "I shall
continue to work on. Perhaps | am old and cannot
really do anything. However temporary work can
support my living and is the strength for hope. For
me there will never be the day that | shall retire.”
Lu-Chieh Te, February 2012

Perhaps those exposed to the story of Mr Lu,
Working History, as told through the work of Yu-
Cheng, will continue to listen with deliberation, read-
ing and forming future perceptions in a likewise
one-by-one and thoughtful manner, approaching
seemingly concrete contexts from a perspective
more likely to allow them to continue to see, further
see, more clearly through the transparent nature
that roles maintain, mirroring Mr Lu’s determina-
tion and never allowing for the day that our own
perceptions prohibit us from seeing into a deeper,
more valuable, more truthful history within. m

Yu-Cheng Chou
yuchengchou.com


www.yuchengchou.com
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