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A CONVERSATION   Yu-Whuan Wang, Artist
         Sheldon Hurst, Curator

Sheldon Hurst: Welcome to ArtReach Gallery. We are so pleased that your 
drawings are here.

Yu-Whuan Wang: Thank you. It is good to be with you. My first time in 
Portland!

SH: How did you become focused on your particular path in art?

YW: I came to art through self-discovery. In Taiwan, I used to be a designer, 
working as a director, dealing with business and making money for the company. 
Then, one day I realized I was just working on the surface of life without 
much deeper reflection. I decided to go back to school, where I met passionate 
professors who opened my heart to a richer dimension. I studied sculpture 
under the master sculptor Yamamoto Kakuji, and Kishiro Yoshiji.

One day, busy with my studies, I saw Yamazaki Masayoshi sensei (sculptor, 
professor) giving his complete attention to repairing some used wire for his next 
sculpture. Suddenly, I realized I had been missing process in my work. For me, 
the simple basics of process bring my attention to the truths hiding around the 
corner, or to the layers of work and time that go into our lives, artwork and 
nature. That attention is what guides me as I work in the many different media 
I love.

SH:  I was fascinated by your drawings when I first saw them. They seem so 
still and also so dynamic at the same time. The process by which you create 
these drawings involves an intimate kind of work.

YW: I made these drawings with oil pastels and some mixed-media, creating 
a number of small worlds, just the right size for the moment, quickly catching 
my feelings and thoughts. In fact, these drawings are mixed with memories and 
now. I join as a partner, writing them down.  I work together with my art. When 
I give my attention to each moment, the art teaches me. I focus on what the art 
says to me and what the art wants to be. I think about nothing and I work freely. 



These drawings are the process of consciousness and the unconscious mixed 
with time.

SH:  When you describe this, it suggests meditation to me.

YW: The work can be like meditation. When I started these drawings, they 
were a pure kind of Zen work -- simple, minimal. But my life continues with 
everyday consciousness, and my attention is always there with each 24-hour 
cycle. The meditation happens; it can be in any time, in any place as needed. 
With attention, time and place are together, not separated.

SH:  Given that kind of attention, spontaneity nevertheless appears in your 
work.

YW: I mix the Chinese mind (others first) and Japanese heart (harmony) with 
American vision (everything goes). Together these make me lighter, more open, 
more caring. They shape me. They shape my work. In this way maybe they come 
across as a kind of spontaneity.

SH:  Each of your drawings is a wonderful excursion for me, as I wander 
among the marks you so carefully consider.

YW: ‘Space’ in my pictures is precisely what intends to invite better seeing. 
Each drawing begins a journey within the rhythm of a simple thought. Then, 
like people, the thought grows, and sometimes it is reborn. As I draw, the 
image develops its own familiar community of lines, shapes and colors. The 
drawing gradually opens space so that other qualities can creatively breathe 
without congestion. The thought’s journey continues and never finishes. These 
incomplete and imperfect pictures invite us to join them and to complete them 
in our own looking.

SH:  You seem to defy a plan, and yet a very detailed image emerges, as if out 
of nothing.

YW: There is no plan to my drawings. I learn every day from doing and seeing, 
I learn from trees a lot more than anything else, learning from their colors and 
truths. These daily kind of understandings guide my work. I build myself first 
and then let my hands dance with my understandings, with my learnings.



SH:  When you “let your hands dance” it is like you are listening to some 
special music. Is this a reference to a kind of spirit in your art?

YW: I do think about spirit. I use blue in my sculptures as an element of spirit. 
Really I do not need to -- thinking or talking seem extra, not really necessary 
because I am dancing with spirit already. It’s like how I was saying earlier: I 
build myself first, or see first, then I draw with that seeing and understanding, 
without needing to think about it as I do it. For me, spirit is the core of things. 
Spirit lives in everything. Care, attention, and thought make things present to 
us. I see works of art as having their own lives, their own messages, but those 
messages are hints, introductions, openings.

SH: That message becomes evident in your titles. Perhaps you can say 
something about how your art and your titles come together. 

YW: I see art as my language. I speak with drawing, sculpture, and other media, 
and my titles are the direction of or the introduction to my speech. Works of art 
can present themselves in many ways with many meanings. Sometimes I feel the 
need to skip titles in order to keep meaning open. Nevertheless I am now with 
my Consciousness: I start with the art already being open, and I use the title as 
a way of diving deep into the ocean of deeper and diverse meanings. I hear some 
voices that speak in silence, and I lift them up: the title plays a role in between, 
working as a partner with the artwork. With as much attention as I pay to the 
process of creating and to the work I create, there are more meanings I can find 
that are far beyond my intentions. They are invisible until I create: they are the 
unheard word until they become the image I create.

SH:  You have 108 drawings. That is a very significant number in various 
traditions of meditation. I know a Yoga teacher who led her group in 108 sun 
salutations on the Summer Solstice. And certain Buddhists have 108 prayer 
beads with which they meditate. Tell me about your choice of that number 
for your work in this show.

YW: When you first mentioned 108 drawings, I knew immediately it was time 
for me to work on it. I already knew I was going to do a lot, even more than 108. 
But 108 is not just a number; it is a number that fits my process right now, my 
process of opening up colorful desire and honoring my heart. In thinking about 
it, I welcomed this 108 process as a kind of “keeping” or “cleaning,” a “retaining” 
or a “throwing away.”

Beyond other moments that have affected my art, there were two trips I took 



that have affected the focus and media of my work. On a life studies trip to 
France in 1996, I sketched figure drawings. In these studies, I didn’t exactly 
sketch figures from what my eyes saw by themselves, but from what I saw in my 
mind. Then, in 2014, on a trip to Canada, I sketched a series of what normally 
would be called landscapes, except that, like I had experienced with the French 
figures, I was sketching not the land my eyes were seeing, but lines and spaces 
from what my mind was seeing. After that trip to Canada, I started using the 
pastels in my studio to create the drawings that brought me to this 108 series. In 
a way, I’m writing them down as they arrive. I say “writing down,” but of course 
I’m drawing. I’ve kept my art alive in many ways through different projects, 
but now 108 is like flying in the sky. I see something and draw. I’m drawing, or 
writing down, now.

As I did in France and Canada, I am doing a series of my mind; that is the 
constant. 108 is not a project about the colors, shapes or styles. Nor is it about 
letting desires loose. To borrow from Thoreau, it is a project “to set all well afloat.” 
This is important. It is a project about taking it all and writing it down, sending 
it out into the world, like a message well afloat, like the Japanese temple bell 
ringing 108 times at the end of the year. 108 worldly desires. The normal idea 
is to clean them. But my project is about sending them out to be whole, afloat, 
flying, open, transformed. The bell rings, then rings again, and keeps ringing. It 
is a kind of constant.

I am not finished yet. I am passing through this moment, and I may draw 
many more groups after this group of 108, each with their own momentum 
and character. But that was a magical moment for me when you suggested 108 
works. On this point, I believe you see something that is close to what I see. 108 
creates a fresh perspective, a spiral that brings us back around to the new.

It is my pleasure to meet you and thank you for making this gift of time happen.

SH:  This brings us to the title of this show. It is so evocative: Skin Time 
suggests touch and the duration of sense experience. But then your subtitle is 
ConsciousnessUnconscious. This calls attention to the constant interaction 
of your mind at work.

YW: ConsciousnessUnconscious exists in our life every day. In my work, it is the 
way I draw. When I pay attention to the work, then I go with it and dance 
in lost awareness. ConsciousnessUnconscious brings things together, or exists as 



they interact and show themselves in the process. The elements of my art come 
together in the specific time of the act of making, the moment, the “touch.”

Skin is alive, breathing, making connections. These drawings are the Skin of 
ConsciousnessUnconscious. What we see are suggestions, touches of time, drafts 
of time. We see the mind work with the visuality of deep surfaces, rooted in the 
land, breathing in the air— Skin Time.

SH: No wonder now is so important to you. It is the Skin Time of your 
present experience, wherever you are.

YW: Now is a strong focus in my work. Often, I am traveling between countries 
and I notice the differences in culture. I really notice the differences in materials or 
tools, or even small things like coin wrappers, which I have used in installations. 
When I become part of a new place I become more aware than usual of all these 
little things that I encounter now. I meet some specific things that can only be 
found in that specific place. Things present themselves as themselves; they are 
telling me their ‘identity of place.’ For example, my installation Heavy Air comes 
to mind. In it I used specific style napkins which could only have been created 
in New York City.

SH:  I look at your drawings, and I realize that there was the now of the time 
you were drawing them. You actually invite me into that now which was when 
you created the drawings. This is precisely why I am so moved with what you 
create. Your now which was then, is now again for me in looking at the work. 
It is a kind of eternal now.

YW: Now—Past, Present, Future is the title of one of my sculptures, as well 
as a painting. We are here now in a live moment, not a disconnected moment. 
That means we are here now along with past and future at the same time. My 
drawings memorialize time, a specific living moment, and because it is alive it 
gets creatively embedded with the future. The future leaves its footprints now. 
We cannot duplicate the same complete original work. We can only do it once, 
now. By doing it, by being present, we draw the past and future into now. If you 
can be conscious of that in looking at my work, great.

SH:  We see this in the small drawings in this exhibition. Have you ever 
thought about drawing on a large scale?

YW: Since my childhood, I have always thought in large scale. For example, 
when I think about progress, I don’t just think about progress for a country but 



for the whole world. I easily expand my vision, as well as my will and actions, to 
go further than just myself, to include others, even beyond my immediate vision. 
I like to see far, not just distance, but also time and mind, like the light of an 
ultramarine sky joining with the air, interpenetrating space.

As a result, my work has a tendency to scale up or zoom out; the size of work 
never is about small. These drawings are little as individual pieces. But they 
are growing in number—they are not just a single butterfly but a swarm of 
butterflies.

In the same way, I want to make an installation in a forest, or use any large space, 
painting a whole room or wall. In fact, right here now, I have a paper roll 3’ x 30’ 
waiting in my studio for a project I could do anytime. 

SH:  With what principles do you work in your drawings and other forms of 
art?

YW: Balance is one of the key principles to create in all my art: drawing, 
photography and installation art. It exists with spaces in between or as space 
itself.

I want to give the right amount of value in order to balance each work. When 
there is this balance, then the space in the drawing or in the photograph or in 
the installation has a condition that is alive.

SH:  I look around the exhibition and realize that color is such a presence in 
your work. This room is so rich with color now.

YW: When I was a designer, I loved color. But, since my youth, I also have 
loved wabi-sabi: wabi (the beauty of the common) and sabi (the beauty of decay). 
When I started making sculptures with wabi-sabi, I ended up leaving behind 
most surface colors, except blue with its transparent qualities speaking to me of 
inner spirit, soul and mind. Other than that, I just made color with India ink 
and water, playing with its tones and layers in my sketches. As an example of 
my thinking and process, Colored Shirt is a title I gave one of these ink drawings.

For a long time then, I kept my distance from colors. Time, however, brought me 
back to them. In America, I started teaching many children, and pastels, with 
all their colors, were my main tools for working with these young artists. As I 
started working with the pastels, my relationship with the color blue allowed or 
invited other colors to join in. I had all these colors in my studio, and I decided 
to use them just like I had in my childhood. I reopened my heart to these desires 
I once had left behind, welcoming them to shine again in my life.



SH:  Given all of that, I know that nature is really at the heart of your own 
creative spirit. In fact your work seems to grow, to become out of some natural 
process that you are part of.

YW: Nature is my teacher. It is like a book, something like a dictionary, full of 
discovery. I learn and find meaning from the world of nature, from its aesthetic 
sensibilities, its living colors and differences. I especially learn through time, by 
going out into nature to discover nature’s way of making its own culture. One 
time simply tasting wild mangosteen in the mountains shocked me with its 
vivid flavors -- it taught me about a kind of far-reaching reality.

I am in love with these ways of seeing and feeling and learning nature’s nuances. 
I spend time watching wind and water, which sounds very basic when I say it 
but which goes wild in my art. A sense of impermanence affects my life, values 
and philosophical thinking. Raw, minimal expression comes naturally to my art 
from how I see time and now, from my sense of what it means to put in the time 
to ride the Zen ox of impermanence or transience. Putting in the time with 
nature is what makes the difference for me.

SH:  I find a delightful relationship between your drawings and your 
photography; there is also a correspondence to your installations. Could you 
comment on that relationship?

YW: I see the relationship between my drawings, photography, sculptures 
and installations as the dance of philosophy, or mind or seeing. This happens 
through time, through different media as I explore the balance and imbalance 
that exists between materials of all kinds and between various cultures. For 
example, Japanese ideals of beauty, of emptiness, of Wa and Ki often show up in 
my works, whatever the media or project. This kind of philosophical thinking 
plays in all my work, like light on a tree or skyscraper. Buddhism, Tao, Zen, or 
any process of thinking opens me to all life, to the whole picture, to differences 
and layers and other sides.

SH:  Please say more about these terms: Can you explain what Wa, Ki
and Emptiness are for you?

YW: In my work, Wa (harmony) represents tranquility. I find Wa coheres with 
and binds together all my various sculptures, photos, drawings, and even my 
own life. Often, I experience my work as it connects to Ki (air/energy/spirit/
mindfulness). When the work is full of Ki, the work is alive.



Emptiness keeps me going, creating. I let things go, so I can reach toward 
nothingness, zero mind. Then I can work in the balance of desires. 
Emptiness is the most powerful invisible force for life to reach.

SH:  One last question. You are part of a community of artists who 
have inspired you in various ways. Who are some of the artists who 
influence you? The ones whose work you keep going back to see and 
consider?

YW: In terms of other artists, I have loved Alberto Giacometti, Paul 
Klee, Jan Dubuffet, Anselm Kiefer, Cy Twombly, and so many more. I 
often find myself getting “stuck” in galleries, museums and temples. NYC 
is such a good place to work, but I also travel and have exhibits in Japan 
and Taiwan, so I get “stuck” in their museums and temples too.

SH:  Thank you for reflecting on all these matters. You make our life 
richer with your insights.

YW: It has been my pleasure.
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