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Shifting Boundaries and the Dawn of Reciprocal Dialogue:
Two Meetings of the National Palace Museum and Manhua

Artist Chen Uen

Tsai, Cheng-hao*

Abstract

Whether museums are hallows of collective memory or temples to high culture is
a subject of constant debate, fueling reflection on the positioning of museums and their
right to interpret the history they represent. Artists and works selected by museums are
regarded as having gained some kind of mainstream affirmation. On the other hand,
cross-disciplinary exhibitions seem to demonstrate the inclusiveness of the museum
itself. By interpreting one another, the artist and museum expose the delicate, shifting
boundaries between them, serving to redefine the museum space.

After the death of the Taiwanese manhua artist Chen Uen, known affectionately as
the “Treasure of Asia,” different curatorial teams at the southern and northern branches
of the National Palace Museum respectively organized special exhibitions of Chen's work
entitled “The Legacy of Chen Uen's Art/Life and Philosophy” and “Timeless Legend:
The Red Cliff and Historic Figures of the Three Kingdoms.” These shows sparked a
debate on whether comics, or manhua, should be displayed in leading museums. As a
form of expression that simplifies or exaggerates certain characteristics, comics have their
own unique universe of visual imagery that has grown and spread over time into all levels
of society and culture.

Mainstream art criticism has long excluded comics from the field of “high art.”
However, a surge of modern thinking has brought about the deconstruction of the myth
of a “grand narrative,” collapsed and expanded formal boundaries, and reintroduced
different communities as topics of interest. Comics have been increasingly viewed as a
form of artistic creation and societal testimony, opening new channels of dialogue with
cultural “bastions of refinement” such as museums. The pairing of Chen Uen and the
National Palace Museum opened a two-way dialogue between them under the shared
language of “history,” marking the dawn of a dialogue that tests the spatial and temporal
boundaries demarcating comics and museums.

Keywords

Manhua, comics, bastion of refinement, exhibition interpretation, spatial production,
The Legacy of CHEN UEN, Three Kingdoms.
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