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Reading Art History Through the Body
Written by Tseng Chien-Ying, 2020

| read art history through the body. To me, history is not merely a collection of
decayed relics preserved behind glass, but rather a preserved trajectory of
movement across time and space. What | read are scents, textures, emotions,
labor, and the essence of lived experiences.

This approach stems from my traditional training, which involved extensive
copying exercises ranging from modern to ancient periods. Beyond textual
research, | engaged in bodily labor through replication, attempting to enter the
creative state of past artists. Stripping away the grand narratives and
deification of artistic masters, | recognize that these figures were once flesh
and blood, responding to their sensory experiences and attempting to
articulate a unique voice within their temporal context. If human life can be
measured by labor and time, then the artist transforms intangible vitality into
material existence through creation—anchoring their presence in time and
space, allowing their will to persist beyond their physical demise.

In Eastern philosophy and medical discourse, the body is not anatomically
defined but perceived as a flow of energy—a liminal space between
consciousness and matter. This principle extends into the representation of
the human figure in East Asian art, where bodies are often veiled in flowing
robes, revealing only the extremities. This aesthetic inclination, influenced by
Buddhist pictorial traditions, resonates with the meditative and introspective
experiences of scholars. The blurring of bodily boundaries and the dissolution
of subject-object duality form a crucial part of Eastern bodily practices. Such
an awareness of corporeality is intricately woven into cultural expression. In
art, beyond the gestural qualities of brush and ink, line itself becomes a
manifestation of bodily perception, whether in the depiction of drapery, flowing
water, or the contours of light on sculptural forms. My own work embodies this
philosophy, seeking to reframe my sensory knowledge into contemporary
artistic expression.

Religious art has always captivated me. Confronting mortality, painters and
artisans of different eras have articulated their cosmologies and envisioned
human existence within the universe. Yet, little is documented about the
methodologies behind these creations. Within the constraints of doctrine and
cultural frameworks, craftsmen exercised their creative agency through sheer
labor or by imagining a metaphysical beyond. These artisans, often
anonymous, have long since vanished into history, their lives scattered in
burial pits beside imperial tombs, or dissipated across deserts and oases as
wandering painters. How did these itinerant artisans, exposed to diverse
foreign cultures, integrate their experiences into depictions of Buddhist
paradises? Today, their working methods can only be reconstructed through
archaeological fragments and speculation. Their multi-generational efforts in
constructing altars and cave temples reflect a dynamic spectrum of cultural
transmission. Spreading outward from the Eurasian heartland, these artistic
traditions gradually shaped our contemporary understanding of East and West.



At the Berlin Museum, | encountered a wooden Madonna sculpture that bore
striking similarities to Buddhist bodhisattva statues in the Dunhuang caves.
Despite the turbulent forces of history, religious art remains an enduring vessel
—absorbing the best and worst of human nature, yet continuing to radiate hope.

Reading art history requires imagination. | have never fully subscribed to the art
theories and evaluative standards formulated by historical intellectuals. To me,
they serve as documents—taste manuals dictated by cultural elites, aesthetic
dogmas reflecting the political correctness of their time, and perspectives
shaped by collectors. While academically valuable, these texts often distance
themselves from the raw creative processes of artists. Instead, | am more
interested in how human experience, refracted through historical currents,
manifests as lived reality and spiritual resilience. The most profound works are
often rooted in everyday moments—where sensitivity and sensory
reconstitution transport the viewer into an immersive experience. Art history, to
me, is not merely an intellectual excavation but an empathetic resonance.

The evolution of art history is an interplay between paradigm and embodiment.
My artistic practice interrogates these paradigms. Using my contemporary
body, | engage with the laborious processes of past artists, generating new
dialogues and imaginative reconstructions. My works function as reading notes
—embodied reflections, a sensory medium of invocation. Rather than confining
myself to modernist debates, my methodology operates within the historical
continuum, identifying resonant nodes that extend outward into alternative
dimensions of art historical imagination.

Modern Chinese art history has always been framed in response to the West—
oscillating between the integration of Western methodologies and the
reinforcement of classical Chinese aesthetics. Domestically, artists feel
compelled to negotiate with tradition, attempting to reconcile their creations
within canonical frameworks. However, in today’s digital and globalized era,
ideas and aesthetics transcend geographical boundaries. How contemporary
artists can liberate themselves from spatial constraints and generate a more
fluid, transnational artistic spectrum remains an open question within my
practice.

Engaging with art history leads me to a deeper reflection: rather than simply
reacting to the urgency of the times, perhaps the more meaningful pursuit lies in
uncovering what remains constant in the human condition, even amidst
historical flux.
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