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He calls it a
‘connection;
others see art

By Dixie Reid
HEE STAFF WRITER

teve Yee no bonger burns his

original artwork to honor

his Chinese amcestors, but
he had to be convinced that
offering up a facsimile was just
as approgriate,

“He never thought of i1 as art,”
says Jack Wan Hiele, who has
seven of Yee's pleces on display
in his Triangle Gallery in 5an
Francisco. He has known Yer as
an artist for 30 years. “We had to
convince him that it w.as, Steve
considerad themn to be antifacts.”

Meanwhile, in the midiown
Sacramento lofi where he lives
and works, Yee shrugs.,

*To me, il's a personal ritual,”
he says of ceremonies that take
place at his private altar in a
Sacramento warehouse, "l don’t
know what it means. I'm nol
Taoist. I'm very much Christian.
1do get a feeling of making some
connection, It's no different than
setting flowers at the tombstione
of a loved one.”

Yee, 55, fashions his art from
Mywood in the shape of charac-
ters he picks from the headlines
of Chinese-language newspapers,
He spackles the wood surface
with fine clay bo represent the
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Sar et Dhew Pl Kkagald I1
Steve Yee's art bs on display at the

Triangle Gallery in ‘San Francisco,

Earth and covers it with a thin
layer of pure beeswax, symbaolic
of the candles found burning kn
temples. He embeds in the wax
powdered mst imported from
China, rice fea, ashes, hones,
punpovwder, seshells, semd and
vamous immartal efisirs. Over
that, he carefully ketters original
VeTse,

“What's unique,” says Van
Hiebe, “is that he uses Chinese
shapes from newspapers, and he
doesn’t read Chinese, He puts
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Seven of Steve Yee's memorial artworks are on display at the Triangle Gallery in San Francisco. He has
burned his artwork a5 “a sacramantal offering” to the Chinese who came belors him in Sacramanto,

Yee: Father never told his real name

= FROM PALGE EI
calligraphy on them, but i has
no meaning because he canmot
do calligraphy. It's interesting
wihat his art is and is not.”

Spend any time with Yee and
woull seon discover a man
haunted by his past who trans-
Lates that info his artwork.

It has to do with his late (3-
ther, Joe Yee, the "paper son™
wiho died an enigma to his fam-
v, and W|1iu'.trl.g.' Chiness® fmam-
granis in Sacramento whao
wiorked an the transcontinental
rallroad and the leves system -
and are now all but forgotten.

With his artwork, he tries to
find meaning on both fronts.

He desperately wants to know
the true identity of his father, an
illegal immigrant wio used
entry papers of someone namied
Joe Yo to get into the Uniled
States from Ching in the 1'940s.
The elder Yoo, who ran asmall
marked in south Sacramento,
died before divilging his real
namie of agyihing about his pasi.

As for the Chinese laborers,
Yo |2 leading 4 one-man cam-
pigm fo ged A maasewm bl o
pari of the downtown railyard
development. The area was once
4 Mourishing Chinese commu-
nity callex Yee Fow untl] the
residenis were driven oul by a
fime In the 18504

=1 wani to venerate my ances-
tors who gave o much (o this
country, " he says, “and they,
lihi ey [ather, are mameless in
the sense that we dhon'l know
who they ane, ™

Y, who works lor the stabe
Drepartrvent of Educilion devel-
oping technology to help chil-

STEVE YEE

WHAT: An auhibet of tha
Cacramenio artist's
*sarramental offenngs”
WHERN: 11 am.-5pm
Tusesscdiry=Seatinihlry, throwigh
Apni 28

WHERE: Trangle Gallery,
47 Kearmy 51, San Francsoo
INFORMATION:
{415)392-1586,

wywwi triangle-sf com

dren with disahilities gain access
to curriculum, was born |n Sacra-
rrvedin ancd BICW L in 1 Land
Park nelghborhood in the 1950s,
His father insisted that he assimi-
late, leaving thee oy ostracized
by both his white and Chinese
peers. He remembers being
pelted with rocks and called
names a5 he walked home from
achool,
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of Steve Yees
paintings on
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“I'm what the Chinese call
"pok sdng,” * Yer says. "1'm lke
a hollow plece of bamboo. I you
look at the outside, it looks ke
something Chinese, but inskde,
it's hollow, I'm the hyphen in
Chinese-American. Americans
w1y ['m Chinese. Chinese say
I'm American, 0 |'m caught in
that hyphen. My art has a lot to
dowith that.

"I may neved find out who my
father is, bt through this pour-
ney, I've gotten closer o my
culture, ['ve become a bridge
instead of a hyphen, and |'m
reaching out to profect my ances-
bors who contributed o much 1o
Sacramento, and sacrificed so
much.”
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