Poland wrestles with communist past
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Students walk in front of the University of Warsaw in October 2007. The younger generation is at the crossroads of change. (Courtesy of Taipei Economic and Cultural Office in Poland)

Iga Harasimowicz, an international-relations major from Czestochowa, expressed optimism with development in Poland. She said she would vote for Law and Justice, the largest right-wing parliamentary party in Poland led by Lech and Jaroslaw Kaczynski. "Though I don't agree with everything they say or do," she added while brewing coffee at a quaint little coffee shop in historic Cracow, Poland's old capital. 

But back in Warsaw, strong reservations exist regarding Law and Justice's government record. "Law and Justice believes the state should be as strong as possible," said Edmund Wnuk-Lipinski, president of Collegium Civitas and a sociology professor. He indicated that the moderate-right Civic Platform--Poland's major opposition party--heading up a coalition would be a better alternative for the Polish people looking toward the future. For him, supporters of Law and Justice are those who failed to find strategies to succeed in the new world of democracy. According to him, Law and Justice has successfully incorporated factions of people who prefer an authoritarian solution to democratic processes to handle the social problems. 

On Oct. 21, new parliamentary elections took place in which Law and Justice and Civic Platform were major players as in 2005. Members of both parties have roots in Solidarity, the Polish anti-communist movement of the 1980s, and together enjoyed around 70 percent of votes in the new election. In comparison, the left-wing alliance of the Left and Democrats--transformed from former communist forces--had only 13 percent. 

Communism seemed never to return. The debate today in Polish politics is whether the country should follow a radical or moderate reform route. While the Civic Platform touted its promise to create a Polish economic miracle in pre-election campaigns, the Law and Justice has pushed for a just society. The result of the Oct. 21 election, which reversed the 2005 election outcome and gave the Civic Platform an upper hand with 9 percent more support than the Law and Justice, indicated what the Polish people want for their future and, more importantly, how they wish to achieve it. 

Law and Justice came to power in 2005 under the banner of fighting corruption and organized crime. For the Kaczynski twins, a corrupt network of ex-communists, former secret agents and businessmen was plaguing the country and had to be purged before a just society could be created. 

Many still recall the outbreak of what was later dubbed Rywingate in December 2002, in which Lew Rywin, a film producer, was accused of asking for bribes on behalf of the governing party, then the left-wing Democratic Left Alliance, to pass a tailor-made law favorable to one particular media conglomerate. The event contributed to the drastic loss of popularity of the left alliance. 

Shaping up unmistakably as a vanguard of moral revolution, Law and Justice is setting the agenda in Polish politics, as well as causing controversy with its heavy-handedness. The government has demonstrated a resolve to fight crime and corruption by revamping state organs. It disbanded the old security services, created a new intelligence agency and established an anti-corruption office. The twin's personal record of leading a pristine lifestyle have supporters believing they are incorruptible. A series of corruption scandals captured on video footage over the past months and shortly before the election, however, has given rise to critics who claim that the government is going too far. 

For Maria Jarosz, a sociology professor of the Polish Academy of Sciences, corruption in Poland is real, yet she believed the fight against corruption was not. 

Poland after the transition saw major political players in the old regime holding on to privileges over distribution of state resources. They mostly fell into the hands of former communist members, who continued to be privileged. People in power enjoyed the rights to appoint personnel to important posts of companies in which the state was the majority stockholder, she explained. 

Jarosz argued that the Kaczynskis have proved themselves incapable of governing. "The economy has not improved for underprivileged people, and corruption, as always, lies in the abuse of privileges enjoyed by political elites of whatever parties that are in power," she claimed Sept. 19. Jarosz, who published a book on political elites and corruption in post-communist Poland in 2005, said that this kind of abuse existed even in the Law and Justice-led government that publicly committed to fighting corruption. 

Jadwiga Staniszkis, a professor of sociology at the University of Warsaw and the Polish Academy of Sciences, argued that "controlled provocation" by Law and Justice in hunting down corruption cases has been a partial success. 

"Corruption was so deeply entrenched," she said Sept. 21, "now, they will think twice before doing it." Though, she noted, it is not because of institutional reform. It is because people are afraid that somebody is just provoking them. "This fight against corruption by using extra-legal tools might be very costly, but the results are real." 

The awkward situation of being unable to reform a system while being embroiled in it seems to be a common obstacle for political leaders of new democracies emerging through peaceful means from authoritarian one-party rule in the past decade. Like political leaders in Taiwan, the new generation of Polish political elites faces a state machine and political resources leftover by regime change. How to deal with them and consolidate power becomes a priority for the new government, and if nothing substantial is achieved, distrust increases in society. 

"New governments are not experienced in running a state machine, and flawed administrating causes confrontation between supporters and opponents," Chen Yin-huei of the Institute of International Relations at the University of Warsaw, and now a lecturer at National Chengchi University in Taiwan, said Aug. 23, when comparing the situation in Poland and Taiwan. 

Chen explained that opponents often accused current governments of being as bureaucratic and authoritarian as their predecessors and of repeating corrupt practices, while supporters blame critics for obstructing reform and allowing room for the old regime to return. 

Taiwan's President Chen Shui-bian of the Democratic Progressive Party, who was given a mandate for change in 2000 and 2004, is accused of corruption regarding a presidential discretionary fund for diplomatic affairs created under the Kuomintang one-party rule. 

Furthermore, the DPP's efforts to review KMT assets and return some to the state coffers have not been realized due to insufficient parliamentary representation. With supporters of reform split, the ruling party is now hoping to secure direct popular mandate by pursuing a national referendum. But critics accuse the DPP government of being even more authoritarian than the KMT during its last decade in power. 

According to Staniszkis, this awkward situation stems from the inherent paradox of political endeavors. In the case of Law and Justice, it sought to concentrate power to deliver on its political promises. For instance, the Law and Justice government combined the position of justice minister and general prosecutor. The move to concentrate power through this institutional rearrangement has caused resistance in the court system and incited distrust among judges. In addition, putting loyal, rather than capable, persons in important positions to concentrate power also mired party leaders in the stricture of corruption. 

Commenting on the moral revolution the Kaczynski brothers pledged to carry out in order to sever the connection between communism and post-communism, Staniszkis pointed out the paradox in such an endeavor: It is not possible to conduct revolution within the framework of law. Their effort to impose change while keeping legal limits that are working for continuity has led to the radical rhetoric and politicization of everything, she explained. 

On another level, it is not feasible to strengthen state when "at the moment the state, though existing, is beginning to have more complicated problems than it did before," Staniskis said. "Building a modern state with concentrated power is not possible anymore." 

"A state gets more control when it is withdrawing," she continued, indicating that the only possible way is to communicate and be trusted. When political elites failed to recognize the limits of political maneuvering, thus not being able to have control, they become more radical, she said. 

For Staniszkis, the Polish people are more sophisticated than they seem to be as shown in election results and polls that revealed the make-up of electoral bases of the different political parties. The political elite failed to recognize the real process governing people's everyday life, she argued, and the brawling between political factions often remained simply verbal ones. 

For instance, Law and Justice asked voters to choose "either solidarity or freedom," with the former associated with the party and the latter with its opponents, during the campaign two years ago. The reality was that people were not so simplistic and they wanted to combine both, Staniszkis said. "People are able to understand the different logic of electoral discourse and different necessities of how you should operate when you are in charge of something, and you should cooperate," she said, expecting a grand coalition between Law and Justice and Civic Platform. 

The mass emigration of 2 million Polish people, mostly to other European countries in the past few years, is also manifesting in the people's pragmatism. "There is a process of learning in Polish society, and the learning process is accelerating after the country joined the European Union [in 2004]," Staniszkis said. "These people are experiencing different types of relations in society, different relationship between bureaucrats and the people," she continued. 

Staniszkis expected real, rather than verbal, conflicts to bring about realization by the political elite of what a modern state is about, as well as the ability to negotiate in a totally different context to the one 17 years ago that signaled the beginning of the end for communism in Poland. 

On the other hand, she also expected the younger generation of Polish people to be able to understand how the global logic operates, since they are engaged in the integration of Europe through studying or working abroad. "In order to reform your society and to adjust to global processes to win, you need many, many years," she concluded. 

The younger generation of Polish people also seems to have the patience to see their country changed, viewing domestic affairs in a broader context. Harasimowicz said she felt optimistic about Poland's future, comparing its transition process with what happened in other European countries. "It has been only two years [since the right-wing coalition rule], and I would like to give it some more time," she said.
Nations confront authoritarian histories
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台灣與波蘭皆屬新興民主國家，面對著過去威權時代的後遺症，都有轉型正義的問題待處理。在國內政治對立的狀況下，如何處理過往的不義同時建立合諧團結社會，是兩個國家共同的挑戰。本文報導波蘭國家記憶館Institute of National Remembrance所進行的檔案保存工作，專訪波方學者，討論檔案用於追求司法正義所因注意的問題，並訪問台灣學者對台、波轉型正義的處理進行比較檢視。Taiwan Journal本文出版日期為2007年11月2日。
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Posters of Andrzej Wajda's latest film "Katyn," which addresses the 1940 massacre of the Poles, cover a post in Cracow, Poland 2007. (Staff photo/June Tsai)

The latest film by renowned Polish director Andrzej Wajda premiered in Poland's movie theaters in September. "Katyn" tells the story of how the Soviet army imprisoned and systematically executed thousands of Polish officers and intellectuals in 1940, following its invasion of Poland during World War II. Wajda's father was one of the estimated 20,000 victims. But in the name of Polish-Soviet friendship, the Katyn massacre was a forbidden topic during the communist era in Poland. The Soviet Union had long blamed the crime on Nazi Germany, but in 1989, Mikhail Gorbachev admitted the truth. To this whole past--the event and the lie about the event--Wajda dedicated his cinematic work of art. 

While the director hoped that his art would soothe the nation's re-examination process, in reality, dealing with the truth about traumatic events in the past remains as painful as ever for dozens of the world's societies emerging from undemocratic systems. This is true for Poland and Taiwan, though each country has its own paths and historical contexts. 

History textbooks might distort the truth about the past and omit facts out of concern for political legitimacy, but many Polish families still have living memories of the event. Recently, Russia denied Poland access to historical files concerning the killings, an obstruction that only makes investigating and keeping records of the massacre a more difficult job for the Polish Institute of National Remembrance. 

According to the Warsaw-based institute, the organization was created to "preserve the memory of losses suffered by the Polish nation as a result of World War II and the post-war period." The institute is responsible for documentation that includes files created in the communist era by Polish security agencies, records pertaining to crimes committed during the communist and Nazi occupations, political oppression carried out by officials of former Polish investigative and justice organs, as well as files on the activities of the communist-era security services. 

Andrzej Arseniuk, spokesperson for the institute, explained that after the fall of communism in 1989, all documents kept by the communist secret security agency began being transferred to the civil services of the new state of Poland. During the 1990s, dealing with the past was pushed to one side, he said Sept. 20, due partly to the negotiated transition in Poland, which gave former state party officials further opportunities to exercise influence over issues that involved not only them, but virtually everybody in society. 

In comparison to neighboring former East Germany and the Czech Republic, creating such an organization to deal with the past suffered from delay in Poland. A special act for its establishment did not come into existence until 1998, after having been vetoed by then Polish President Aleksander Kwasniewski, the public face of Poland's left-wing alliance. The institute began operating in 2000, with the bulk of its work force consisting of archivists, historians and prosecutors. 

"Our main job is to retrieve archives and process them. This is not easy, as files from the former secret security agencies stretch almost 60 kilometers in length," Arseniuk said. The institute is responsible for gathering, assessing, preserving and disseminating the documentation, as well as giving access to people who are permitted to see them. An important task, shouldered by its public education office, is to conduct history education, publish books and research findings, organize seminars and prepare brochures for the country's history teachers. According to Arseniuk, history education is a long-term function of the institute. 

The Institute of National Remembrance became the center of public focus after the agency was made responsible in 2006 for "vetting," a process that screens citizens to check if they collaborated with communist-era security services. A vetting office was set up within the institute in 2007. Around 50 prosecutors are charged with verifying and checking truthfulness of declarations submitted by people defined by the law as to their involvement or non-involvement in the secret security services, according to Arseniuk. 

A lustration law has existed in Poland since 1998, which disqualifies those associated with human-rights abuses between 1939 and 1989 from taking up public posts of influence. Around 27,000 declarations from public figures were submitted. In March 2007, amendments to the existing vetting rules came into force, in which groups of people required to submit declarations of whether they had collaborated with communist secret services were expanded to include journalists, lawyers and academics, in addition to election candidates and nominees for public posts. The act was estimated to increase by over tenfold the number of people obliged to make declarations. The new vetting rules were designed by the Law and Justice party, which led the coalition government between October 2005 and October 2007. 

Under the amendments, those holding or seeking to hold public posts must file vetting declarations before a specific date or face job loss. Controversies as well as boycotts soon ensued concerning the mandatory declaration and, more importantly, the expansion of its range of application. Critics said it deprived tens of thousands of citizens of their political rights. The bulk of amendments made to the vetting law were ruled unconstitutional by the Polish Constitutional Tribunal in May 2007 and vetting was suspended accordingly. How to proceed with vetting and how the institute's files should be disclosed will depend on the new parliament to be formed according to results of the Oct. 21 election, Arseniuk said. 

Cheng Chin-mo, an assistant professor at the Graduate Institute of European Studies at Taiwan's Tamkang University, believes the lustration process implemented in a country dealing with a legacy of human-rights abuses under a previous authoritarian regime produces divisive and polarized perceptions within that society. 

Polish political elites, particularly Lech and Jaroslaw Kaczynski of the Law and Justice party, pursued vetting effectively, having designed the new rules. Cheng pointed out that they deemed it necessary to cut relations with former ruling elites derived from the communist system lest they continue to influence the new country with old thinking and form a network to preserve entrenched privileges. However, though lustration was intended for the good of the country, it eventuated that the practice was easily misused, Cheng said. 

The leaking of secret police files to the media before they were properly evaluated may end up as tools used to compromise political opponents, according to sociologist Edmund Wnuk-Lipinski of the Collegium Civitas, an independent university based in Warsaw. This was one of the reasons why he disapproved of the Institute of National Remembrance keeping these files. For him, there is no defense, legal or otherwise, against the leaking of these solitary determinants as to who is a secret collaborator and who is not. 

The best way to solve the vetting issue is to open the files to everyone and whoever is interested, Wnuk-Lipinski argued, "so that those who are controlling the files will not have the privilege to use that information for political reasons." While criticizing people in the institute for treating the files as they are in possession of absolute truth, he pointed out that in this way, "you see the world through the eyes of the secret police of the communist regime." 

However, the sociologist said the institute is important in view of its functions in collecting, preserving and making available the files as a reference for social scientific research. These sources of information must be confirmed by others in order to determine their truthfulness and credibility, he said. 

"The past must be discovered, but it must be done in a civilized way," Wnuk-Lipinski added. "The outcome in some cases of collaborating was the death of innocent people. Those collaborators should be put on trial and somehow punished," he said. Otherwise there will be more of them in the future, he stressed. 

"But this should be done according to legal procedures." Wnuk-Lipinski stressed that the accused's right to defend himself should be protected and be on equal status with the prosecution's powers. Moreover, "these procedures should be conducted on an individual level. There should be no collective responsibility." 

The communist system in Poland enabled everyone to be implicated, and many could do nothing else but cooperate, Cheng said. Yet it is still necessary to face the consequences of this system and probe into the past. History must be studied, but not for using the discoveries to seek revenge, he stressed. 

Referring to the situation in Taiwan, Cheng said one of the criticisms leveled at Taiwan's ruling Democratic Progressive Party and its politicians is their inability to account for and cast off the nation's authoritarian past. Issues concerning the old regime, such as Kuomintang assets and the murder of navy captain Yin Ching-feng in 1993, were paid lip service, and usually only around election time, Cheng said. The Yin murder case was alleged to have involved huge bribes to officials in related countries concerning the KMT administration's purchase of six Lafayette-class frigates from the French company Thomson-CSF. Moreover, the DPP proposed five bills concerning correcting past injustices in February 2007, including a bill on truth and reconciliation, but none of which have yet become legislation. 

Cheng commented that the Kaczynski brothers, both having roots in Poland's anti-communist Solidarity movement started in the early 1980s, have been consistent in their efforts to deal with the past, although their means of pursuing justice and viewing the state machine as tools that can be controlled were quite problematic and evident of the influence of past authoritarian rule. Compared with the situation in Taiwan, he said local politicians have been at best talking about justice in the transitional democracy while the opposition sabotaged any efforts. Both groups only focus on winning elections. "We do not even have such an organization as the Institute of National Remembrance, let alone a lustration law," Cheng added. 

Taiwanese scholars on democratic transition believe that the view on who is responsible for human-rights abuses under the KMT rule in light of ethnicity, a collective conception, is the result of losses suffered not being sufficiently addressed, nor the truth uncovered. Until this is done there will be no reconciliation in society. 

Yet political leaders vowing to right the wrongs of an undemocratic past need to have a vision of the effects that endeavors to redeem justice will have on the formation of values and the future of a great country, according to Cheng. "It's a problem of what value you prize, a problem of what kind of country you want."
Museums provide closure for victims
中文摘要：

脫離共產統治的波蘭與民主化後的台灣，也都開始從歷史文化角度，重新審視、記憶歷史，還原被壓抑的記憶，以面對新時代的挑戰，而紀念性博物館的成立是其中重要一環。本文報導華沙起義博物館Warsaw Uprising Museum的成立過程，並專訪博物館學者，探討台北226紀念博物館的問題與前景。Taiwan Journal出版日期為2007年11月30日，為波蘭系列報導第三篇。
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Pieces of wall saved from the 1944 uprising are displayed against an enlarged picture of Warsaw that shows what the city looked like before its destruction. (Staff photo/June Tsai)  

Warsaw's Wola District and the year 1944 have become synonymous in recent years with Polish patriotism and the fight for freedom. Six years into World war II, an Aug. 1 uprising broke out in the city aimed at ending German occupation. Such affirmative action ended not in liberation, however, but in the destruction of 90 percent of the Polish capital and the massacre of between 40,000 and 100,000 civilians and prisoners of war by the Nazis. The Wola District, where the Warsaw Rising Museum opened 60 years later in 2004, is now a symbol of national remembrance and history. 

In Taiwan, the Taipei 228 Memorial Museum commemorating the thousands of victims of the February 28 Incident of 1947 was established in 1997, the 50th anniversary of the event. The museum is themed around the conflict, suppression and massacre of local people after Chiang Kai-shek took over Japanese-occupied Taiwan at the end of World War II in 1945. The subsequent martial law period silenced open discussion of the massacre in Taiwan for many years, but the situation was finally addressed seriously with the opening of the museum at the site of the Japanese-built 1930 Taipei Broadcasting Bureau--important at the time of the incident as the latest developments were broadcast from there. 

Both museums were born as Poland and Taiwan transformed themselves from authoritarian to democratic systems, and people's formerly suppressed memories of traumatic events from the past began to surface. According to Chen Chia-li, an assistant professor of museum studies at the Taipei National University of the Arts, five decades seems long enough for a generation to come to terms with the pain it suffered and to appeal for its address. Also, this period of time allows people to view the events in a way that is truer to the facts. "If it's too close in time, no one can bear to face the memories because they are too painful an experience to remember, or too cruel a truth to accept," Chen said Nov. 2. 

Memorial museums have come into vogue since the turn of the new century. People have begun to remember numerous traumatic experiences from the last century, which was scarred by two world wars and countless human atrocities. The Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, the Imperial War Museum in London and the new Yad Vashem in Jerusalem are some of the most prominent examples of memorial museums opened in the last 10 years. It was only in 2001 that a Committee of Memorial Museums in Remembrance of the Victims of Public Crimes, or the ICMEMO, was set up under the International Council of Museums, a non-governmental organization created in 1946 for conservation of the world's natural and cultural heritage. 

The ICMEMO states in its official website that "the goal of memorial museums is to commemorate victims of State, socially determined and ideologically motivated crimes." It also specifies that memorial museums "seek to convey information about historical events in a way that retains a historical perspective while making strong links to the present." 

For Chen, memorial museums have everything to do with identity politics, in nations both new and old. Although aiming to commemorate, both the Warsaw Rising and Taipei 228 museums serve to shape collective memory and solidify identity with the new nations after emerging as democracies. 

In the case of Poland, the country broke away from the Soviet bloc in 1989 and politically shook off the shackles of post-communism when votes for left-wing parties dropped to just over 10 percent in recent elections. In the case of Taiwan, the period of martial law was ended and the first opposition party, the Democratic Progressive Party, was allowed to exist in 1987. Direct presidential elections took place in Taiwan in 1996. In both countries, present political dynamics played a role in how such museums are realized and in determining their success. 

Explaining why the Warsaw Rising Museum did not come into existence until 15 years after Poland's 1989 transition to democracy, museum Deputy Director Pawe Ukielski said Sept. 24 that history was not in the mainstream of discussion after the end of communism. "The dominant voice said that we should forget the past and leave it to historians and look to build the future. Yet people gradually came to realize that it is impossible to build anything without a good foundation. Identity and history are the great foundation of every society," he explained. 

The complete truth about the Warsaw uprising was buried during the communist era, first because of the dubious role of the Soviet Union during the rebellion, and second, for the fear that admitting the truth would render communist rule illegal in Poland. Insurgents, or their leaders, were vilified by the communist regime as the cause of Warsaw nearly being entirely destroyed by German forces in their efforts to suppress the insurrection. 

The movement to see the long-desired memorial museum come into existence was initiated in 2003 by the then Warsaw Mayor Lech Kaczynski, who became Polish president in 2005. The project team solicited opinions and contributions of memorabilia from veterans, who also took an active part in bringing the museum to life. Amazingly, it took only 13 months for the museum to be ready so that it could open on the same day as the 60th anniversary of the uprising, Ukielski said. 

Beginning life as a tram power plant, the transformed state-of-the-art multimedia museum now recreates events and details of each and every aspect of life in the city of Warsaw during the battle. Images, sounds and objects were installed in such a way as to convey the atmosphere of the time and have visitors come as close as possible to experiencing the 63-day battle. 

"We wanted to tell the big history through small stories of individuals," Ukielski said. "It's always more touching if you hear the memory of a woman who survived the genocide in Wola District than to read that '40,000 people were killed during three days.'" The museum has attracted 800,000 visitors since opening, with 15 percent coming from abroad. 

According to Chen, also author of 2007's Chinese-language "Wound on Exhibition: Notes on Memory and Trauma of Museums," museums such as the Warsaw Rising usually enjoy the support and love of the country's citizens, but Taipei 228 Memorial Museum is an unusual exception. 

The reason lies in the fact that many of those who suffered--referred to either as "benshenren," being Taiwanese that were residents prior to 1945, or "waishenren," a term that encompasses Chinese that immigrated after 1945 and anybody representing the KMT regime--still live side by side today. With Taiwan having transformed itself into a democracy, these yet-to-be-reconciled two groups have divided views on such a museum, and current political struggle is undermining the effectiveness of the establishment, Chen said. 

Taipei 228 was opened with the support of President Chen Shui-bian who was then Taipei mayor. Its establishment recognized emerging calls from all parts of society to deal with the loss suffered by victims of the February 28 Incident and the White Terror era--the subsequent political persecution carried out by the Kuomintang where thousands were jailed and many executed--by publicly acknowledging and commemorating the period. Families of victims are the main providers of exhibition objects. They also make up the largest group of volunteers working full-time in the museum. 

Commenting on Taipei 228, Chen Chia-li said that the exhibition is generally in keeping with history, though it has a long way to go before becoming the ideal memorial museum. The permanent exhibition delineates the developments surrounding, leading up to and after the February 28 Incident from the perspective of local Taiwanese, as they were the first and primary victims in the incident. As a consequence, Taipei 228, like other museums of its kind, has visitors empathize with the victims. Yet, "to be captious, the exhibition does not really show how other groups or sub-groups of people felt and lived at the time, for example the perpetrators or women in general," she explained. 

"It is technically very difficult to present all kinds of perspectives in a museum themed with the February 28 Incident," Chen said. "On the one hand, the victims' representatives insist that their sadness and loss need to be acknowledged. On the other, the 'waishenren' group still cannot accept this version of history with a calm mind. This is shown in the conspicuously low presence of 'waishenren' among museum visitors and their refusal to participate in interviews for museum studies," Chen added. 

Therefore, identifying a way to represent the incident so the "benshenren" feel as if their suffering is being soothed while the "waishenren" do not see the museum as an accusation against them is a real challenge for curators. 

Chen admitted that the irreconcilable situation has much to do with post-KMT politics, in which the incident was repeatedly used as a tool for mobilizing group feelings. In addition, she pointed out, changes in the city government have affected the organization of the museum, hence the effectiveness of promoting its original cause. 

For Chen, a memorial museum should promote reflection on history and the reconciliation of different groups. This takes not only political will but also the wisdom to make a museum fair and interesting enough to bring visitors together from both groups living in the same society. This allows them to better know one another, pass down collective memories and avoid making similar mistakes in the future. "Museum professionalism must be respected in this regard," she said.

Paintings reflect eras, nature
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歷經兩屆館長的努力，及兩年的準備，台灣國立美術館特別籌畫的典藏展「穿越：國立台灣美術館山水畫典藏特展」，於2007年7月26日到9月23日在波蘭古都克拉科的國立博物館展出，包括水墨及膠彩畫30多幅。後又因波蘭媒體大幅報導，「穿越」展於10月6日起又轉往波蘭文化古城土倫展出至11月25日。此為該館首度於東歐展出其館藏。中國水墨在台灣經過不同的年代、吸收西方藝術影響，發展出特有的體系和脈絡，為其他國家藝術發展所無，成為台灣最佳藝術大使，亦為本文的主題內容。Taiwan Journal 出版日期為2007年11月16日。
Ink painting, an art form that was thought to embody the Chinese philosophy on life and the universe, has been a challenge for artists in Taiwan and art historians who are trying to organize and interpret their varied works. With its canons established more than six centuries ago, Chinese ink landscapes and discourses influenced Taiwan's artists. Different social contexts, however, have endowed Taiwanese ink paintings with a distinct genealogy. 

The roots of today's ink painting in Taiwan trace back to old masters who moved from China to the island around 1949. Their work was carried on by modern masters that brought international elements in collision with old tradition and local scenery. Contemporary artists experiment with traditional techniques to explore new sensibilities. This line of development is what Taiwan's museum curators want to present to audiences of another culture, as a systematic transformation of this genre was only found in Taiwan, according to Shih Shu-ping, a curator at the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts. 

"In Taiwan's art world over the past five decades, artists have transformed traditional Chinese ink painting into a sophisticated form of expression," Shih said Nov. 1. For familiarizing a foreign audience with an Oriental aesthetic, the ink landscapes served as the best diplomats for the fine-art museum. 

"Transition: Highlights of Landscapes Collection from the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts" is an exhibition made up of 37 works from Taiwan's leading landscape artists. The exhibition ran from July 26 to Sept. 23 at the National Museum in Cracow, Poland and from Oct. 6 to Nov. 25 at the District Museum in Torun. 

Though these works are only a sampling of the complete collection, they demonstrate the genre from as many different aspects as possible. The pieces on display were grouped under two categories: "Classic and Elegant: Inherited Traditions" and "Abstract and Evolutionary: Developing Modernity." In the first group, traditional ink painting emphasizing harmony between man and nature were exhibited. They include paintings by renowned artists, such as Huang Jiun-pi and Fwu Juan-fu. This generation of painters taught in schools in Taiwan after the end of the Japanese colonialization period (1895-1945) and helped pass down the Chinese tradition of ink painting. 

Audiences would refer to these painters for the representation of rivers and mountains, the dominant motifs of Chinese ink painting, and for applying rules of spatial perspective in contrast to the fixed-point perspective in Western painting. From there they could try to appreciate the mood, which, as Shih writes in the exhibition catalogue, is what Chinese landscape painting is particularly concerned with. The external world is suggested through the mood, and the mood is often created through leaving white spaces on the paper rather than faithful reproductions. Having the artist communicate his point of view through form is the main theory underlying ink painting, Shih explained. 

Modern ink painting began to emerge in the 1950s, when artists were aware of developments in the Western art world at the time and introduced concepts and techniques from abstract art. They applied this knowledge to modernizing and internationalizing traditional ink painting. Taiwan's diplomatic crisis in the 1970s, when it lost its seat in the United Nations and countries switched recognition to China, triggered a wave of self-reflection and saw artists turn their attention inward to their own land. The lives of country folk and rural scenes became recurrent themes in paintings. Social upheavals and contact with foreign art communities in the following years also inspired artists to search for novel techniques to express new subjects, according to the curators' presentation. 

Events, such as Taiwan's lifting of martial law in 1987, were described as catalysts for the release of artistic energy and brought criticism and social concerns into landscape paintings. New ink landscapes that have been created from that period up to now are displayed in the second group of paintings on show. 

In appreciating these ink landscapes, however, idiosyncrasies of individual artists should be credited for their varied unorthodox expressions. With respect to the conventions of ink paintings, artists transformed, diverged from, subverted or parodied the genre in both content and style, in accordance with their sensibilities toward the changing times. 

The top draw in the exhibition, the 1.4-meter-long "Modernity, Humanity, Life" by Hung Ken-shen, for example, employs the form of a horizontal scroll to depict slices of modern life. Scenes born out of personal imagination are composed as a vertical scroll in Yuan Jai's "Full of Spirit and Energy," which closely mimic the use of scattered perspective often seen in traditional ink landscapes. 

The mannerism in Yu Peng's "Sitting amid Bamboo Enjoying the Pleasant Odor" creates pseudo-romanticism against the backdrop of an urbanized Taiwan, and expresses a kind of amorality that is unusual in Chinese ink landscapes. Ni Tsai-chin's "Sadness Country" uses black, the primary color in ink painting, to represent nature that is endangered by human activities. Yet social reality and the spirit of the time mandated all these expressions. In the end, ink painting is an art form that responds to the time in which the individual artist hails from. 

Several gouache landscapes, or glue-color paintings, are displayed alongside the ink paintings. Though both originating from ancient China, gouache and ink painting are different in style. Gouache paintings in Taiwan received influence from Japanese "toyoga," or eastern paintings, which had its origin in 11th-century China. Images of Taiwan's country have become inseparable from the bright, vivid color of the pigments thanks to works by artists such as Lin Yu-shan, Chen Chin and Kuo Hsueh-hu in the earlier period. 

Gouache enjoyed a high stature in Taiwan's art world during the Japanese occupation. Gouache painting went into decline in the wake of the reshuffle of political powers after World War II, as the Kuomintang government in Taiwan revamped Japanese art education and put ink painting back into prominence. By the time Lin Chih-chu revived the tradition of eastern gouache painting in the 1970s, the two lines came together, as local subjects were integrated into both forms, enriching Taiwan's landscape paintings, according to Wang Wan-ru, another NTMFA curator. 

Amid the various artistic works, Shiy De-jinn's "See (with Boats)" stood out as one of the favorites for the audience, Shih noted. Shiy's works in the 1970s are representative of "local realism" in Taiwan's ink painting, yet the piece in the exhibition seems to speak directly to a viewer, even if he does not have the slightest idea of its context. 

Aestheticism could be the best link among people of different cultural backgrounds. "Those pictures talk to a viewer through their general beauty," Bogna Lakomska of the Department of Non-European Cultures of District Museum in Torun in northern Poland said in an e-mail interview Nov. 1. She added that what impressed her the most was "a beauty of colors, refined simplicity and an aesthetic of workmanship," as well as "the peace and joy of life and the never-ending admiration for nature." 

Describing the way the young art students visiting the exhibition experienced the works, she said that their eyes "moved slowly from one point to another, without speed." This exhibition gives them an opportunity to rest and enjoy life, she added. "This is a good sign, especially in our very fast way of life."
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