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Young art practitioner yearns to return home

Born in Singapore, raised in Taiwan and having done an immersion
programme in Tibet, young art practitioner Benedict Yu explores the meaning
home through his works.

“Returning home is difficult because | do not know where home is; | cannot
figure out the direction,” he said. The 23 year-old is well-versed in oil painting,
installation art and digital drawing, and had even travelled to Lhasa, Tibet,
where he created a mandala. Benedict has held four solo art exhibitions and
his works have been showcased in Taiwan, Tokyo and London.

Though a Singaporean, he is used to living abroad, having spent most of his
teenage years in Taichung, Taiwan, and only returned to Singapore to enrol
into LASALLE College of the Arts’ Diploma in Fine Arts programme. After
graduating, he went on to serve his national service (NS). When asked where
his home is, the young man replied with questions of this own: “What is the
definition of home? Does an empty house, devoid of love and warmth,
constitute a home?”

There are terms for individuals such as Benedict. ‘Transnationals’, ‘third-
culture kids’ and ‘hidden immigrants’, these describe people who have
experienced extensive time living away from one’s native country and are thus
unable to establish a distinct sense of cultural belonging.

Now back in Taiwan with family, Benedict recalled that as a child, he knew
nothing of the world outside of Taichung. In elementary school, he studied the
Standards for Being a Good Pupil and Child, learned to address his seniors in
a respectful manner, and to give rather than to receive. “I led a comfortable
and blissfully ignorant existence in Taichung, and didn’t know what
competition meant until moving to Singapore,” he said.

Gradually as he settled into the rhythm of the bustling little red dot, Taiwan
became a sort of memory to savour, sharing: “My parents and grandma often
called to ask when | would return. While in NS, | kept having dreams that |
was back in Taiwan, and would even wake up with drool as braised pork rice
and egg crepes were constantly on my mind.”

During his time in Singapore, Benedict sensed that he was changing. He
realised he was becoming more ambitious and developing a desire to be a
part of the rat race. Concurrently, he felt that he was also losing his sense of
compassion. The subject of returning home therefore feels like a sort spiritual
journey and refers not to a geographic locale, but to a search for self-identity
and a wish to rediscover a pure heart.

He captures these memories and thoughts in his artwork. For instance in

Returning to the Nest, Benedict created an installation out of 6,000
suspended paper clips, splitting and bending them into various shapes and
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sizes to resemble little birds. This work alludes to a memory he had as a child
— when he would occupy his time drawing basic bird figures that resembled
the Arabic numeral ‘3’, as his pastor father delivered sermons.

An immersion in Tibet

Although Benedict is a Christian, he finds Eastern philosophies and Buddhist
thinking very interesting. In 2017, he won the Winston Oh Travelogue Award —
an annual scholarship by LASALLE’s McNally School of Fine Arts that
enables students to venture abroad to deepen their artistic practice — and
travelled to Lhasa, Tibet, where he studied their music, the Sanskrit language
and other subjects. These led him to create a mandala piece which measured
60 inches in diameter.

"From my conversations with the monks, | discovered that their passion and
attitude towards their faith were pure and true. | was particularly touched by
their songs of Tibet that expressed wholeheartedly their love and reverence
for nature. | learned that such purity and spirit transcend religious
boundaries,” he recounted.

Benedict spends a lot of time pondering about life. Each of his works is like a
diary, written in the language of art. When asked as to where he gets his
inspiration, he shared: “My interests are not of great consequence and ideas
usually come to me through observations about daily life. Sometimes, simply
having a bowl of glutinous rice balls would be enough to inspire me.”

An artwork that reflects expectations

Untitled was created from the recruitment pages of major newspapers in
Taiwan. Many of the advertisements were for jobs shunned by most. Yet,
Benedict found inspiration from them and made a collection, which he
eventually turned into a gigantic collage measuring 48 inches by 40 inches.
He then painted four large Chinese characters, which together translates to
‘Parental Expectations', in UV ink so that the writing would slowly become
visible only under dim light.

The work was a means for him to reconsider his identity as a young adult who
has just finished formal education and is about to enter the workforce. It was
also an exercise at critiquing society and the many prejudices it holds. He
feels that such views have the power to shape how the young perceive
different groups of people in society, and ultimately divide them. He believes
that people should encourage more balanced and inclusive perspectives
instead.

Benedict is currently holding his first solo exhibition in Singapore. Titled Are
You Coming Home?, the exhibition sees him embracing vulnerability as he
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tries to make sense of emotions such as homesicknesses and uncertainty. It
is on show at SPRMRKT till 20 October.

Moving forward, he has plans to further his studies in Germany. When asked
if he is concerned about artistic success, Benedict mused that commitment to
his practice is most important, especially since he has decided to make a
career out of it. “I leave the financial dealings to my agent. On my part, | just
have to do my best with each work; that is my responsibility.”

Forging ahead with fearless determination and a dose of humility, he added: “I
am grateful for every day that | live and every meal that | have. This is
because time wasted on complaining or grousing over ‘what ifs’ is an insult to
those who have gone reluctantly from this life. Hence, we should take our time
to live each day to the fullest.”
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