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PAPER CUTTING ARTIST: JAM WU
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On the day of interview, Jam Wu appears more like an intellectual than an artist.
As we speak, his voice is like the flowing water, such as his works that are uniquely
beautiful and impactful.
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LESSON OF ELDERLY ARTISTS

| became acquainted with Jam Wu 10 years ago, not with the
person, but with his paper-cut artworks. They break through
long-held conventions to incorporate human figures, flowers,
birds, and butterflies into fantastical scenes. No matter where you
focus, each work is arresting and interesting.

During Wu'’s college years, in the workshop where his design
classes were held, there was a large window through which he
could see light and shadow. One day, a scene from his childhood
in Tainan popped into his mind and he immediately went to buy a
pair of shears to have some paper cutting works. Not long after,
he visited the Matsu islands and discovered some paper cutting
works there. This was not the paper cutting art of Taiwan, but
rather of the coastal areas of China. He asks, “What exactly is
Taiwan's paper cutting art?”

With this question still on his mind, the year that he graduated
from college, he received a grant from the Cloud Gate Wanderer
Project and spent two months living in a traditional dwelling in
China’s Shanxi Province. While there, he visited a paper cutting
artist in her eighties. He was impressed with her creativity as her
works revealed various aspects of her life. This was in contrast to
other local paper cutting artists who gathered together to produce
images that were easy to sell. From that experience, he says,
“Creative and cultural products should not just be produced to
satisfy the public. Paper cutting art must be integrated with life and
preserve the spirit of the common people. Only in this way can it
be considered precious.”
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After receiving grant from the Cloud Gate Wanderer
Project, Jam Wu went to China's Shanxi. This is a
major turn in his life.
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Northern Shanxi auntie Hao, Kuei-chen’s paper
cutting, embroideries, and paintings expressed
the feelings of dally life.
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Jam was invited to create leather and silk scarf
series for Hermes Petit h in Paris. This work is
“Paper-Cut Wall — Basin Wind."
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Jam’s work at the Hsinchu Moat “Portraying
Shadow on Your Side Face” expressed the
image of azalea, city flower of Hsinchu City.
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FROM TRADITIONAL TO MODERN

He won first prize in the Louis Vuitton Cultural Space Audition and
was invited to work with fashion brand Hermés to design leather
and silk products. He says, “A friend encouraged me to submit a
project to the Louis Vuitton competition. | didn’t think it was very
good, but | put a lot of effort into it and, in the end, | won.” When
asked how he is able to successfully bring together the fashionable
and the traditional, there is a stunned look on his face as he
answers, “I'm not!” He explains that his works are based on
perception. They directly speak to the emotions and spirit.

Wu has made many attempts to cross disciplines. He once
implemented a project in which participants could offer him a daily
use item in exchange for a haircut. The haircut could be arranged
anywhere. “Someone asked me to go up to the mountains. | also
cut someone’s hair on a pedestrian overpass. | received a
homemade lunchbox, a poem, a plant...It was very interesting!”

He was also involved in a production by MeimageDance entitled
My Dear in which he created a surreal storytelling space. For

his good friend Hsieh, Wang-Lin’s new book, he designed the
front and back covers. Other collaborative projects such as light
fixtures, leather products, metal works, and music CDs reveal his
rich imagination and creativity.
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PAPER CUTTING ART COOPERATIVE

Wu lights up when talking about his pet project. He says that, “I
have often asked how can Taiwan not to have its own paper cutting
art? Two years ago, | began a paper cutting art cooperative with
20 women in Tainan. | teach them every week, in the way that
professors teach their graduate students. | encourage them to
take photos of scenes from everyday life on their cell phones, use
crayons to create texture of voices and draw people. | take them
to photograph, to perform on stage, to use local ingredients to
produce recipes.” All of this enriches their life experience. This is
because he firmly believes that in paper cutting art, life experience
is more important than technigue.

“| don’t want to start by teaching technique because moving away
from technigue is very difficult. What is important is the concept,
what it is you want to convey.” After two years, these 20 women
are creating paper-cut art based on their own perspectives. He
has published them as a collection entitied Ka Ka J’ip Chda, which
literally means “cutting into paper” in the Hokkien dialect. This
collection includes images of traditional salt and sugar industries,
temples, local arts, black-faced spoonbills, and mangrove forests,
which reveal the simplicity of life in this historic town. Wu, who has
received much praise for this publication, says, “A planted seed
has explosive power. All | did was to add a little bit of water.”
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Jam returned to his hometown, Tainan, to lead
the “paper cutting art cooperative” project, taking
paper cutting as medium to teach community
women artistic life.
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Paper cutting art cooperative’s work “Vigor-Island”
was created by members to interview local artisans
and to display the rich scenes in Taiwan.
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By blending the old Chinese dictionaries with gold
foils to represent the fragile appearance, this work
is called “Dictionary Il - An Evening, Gold leaf.”
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Every time during the joumey, Jam would visit one
library and pick up a random book to improvise a
paper cutting work for it, then put it in that book.
This “The Ways to Meet You - Library Project” is an
ongoing project.
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WORKS IN EVERY CORNER OF THE WORLD

Taiwan Poet Hsu, Hui-chih, who have observed Wu'’s works over
a long period, once said, “The most complicated aspect of Jam’s
works is that you cannot grasp the description or the meaning.
You must abandon wisdom and let them lead you.” Especially
when seeing the combination of Wu's old dictionary and brittle
gold foil, Hsu says, “It is as if these works take you to a faraway
place, farther than you can wander on your own. It's not here and
not there, always in another place.”

To faraway places is indeed where Wu likes to go. In the winter of
2010, he was visiting Norway, where he happened to come across
an open library. In the warmth of that space, a thought came to
him. He took a book from a shelf and using translation software
came to understand its contents. On the spot, he created a
paper-cut artwork that represented his artistic concept of that
event and put it into the book. He has since created spontaneous
works and hid them in more than 30 libraries around the world.

Watching Wu at work as he preserves an ancient art form and
brings it into the contemporary, as well as ingeniously hides works
during his travels, one can only conclude that this is an
exceptional romantic way of life. &
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Jam Wu
Born: 1979, Tainan
Education: Bachelor's degree, Department of Architecture, Shih Chien University;
Graduate student, Graduate School of Experimental Art, Central
Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing
Awards: First prize, Louis Vuitton Cultural Space Audition, 2010
Solo exhibitions: 2016 Cut-Outs and Alive;
2015 One Thousand and One Nights / Nine Seas / An Evening;
2012 Working Table of an Artist;
2010 If You See a Young Shepherd;
2010 Trilogy of Jam Wu's Solo Exhibitions

Interests: Paper cutting art, reading
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