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 Luminous World,
the Transformative Sublime of Artist Lily Yeh

Bodhi Field
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Internationally-renowned artist Lily Yeh
is famous for the transformation of  com-
munities through art. She was born in
China and grew up in Taiwan. She came
to the U.S. in early 1960s after graduat-
ing from the Foreign Languages Depart-
ment of  National Taiwan University.
Trained in classical Chinese landscape
painting and Taoist philosophy in her
youth, Lily Yeh’s artistic education was
redirected when she emigrated from Tai-
wan and began graduate studies at the
Pennsylvania Graduate School of  Fine
Art. After graduating from the Master’s
program, she earned gallery shows and a

www.barefootartists.org.

p r e s t i g i o u s  p r o f e s s o r s h i p  a t
Philadelphia’s University of  the Arts. In
1985, she began teaching Chinese Art
History at the University of  Pennsylvania.
In the spring of  1985, she was invited to
create a garden on an abandoned lot in a
crime-ridden, impoverished neighbor-
hood in Northern Philadelphia. Lily Yeh
has transformed a slum into a commu-
nity of  arts and humanities in less than
20 years. Young people from the local
community started going to college, what
used to be a far-flung dream for them.
Yeh was called “Angel” by local people
in North Philadelphia.

As a Lila-Wallace Arts International
Fellow, Lily conducted a three-month
residency in Nairobi beginning in De-
cember of 1993. Situated right next to a
huge city dump, Korogocho is a settle-
ment of  100,000 people at the outskirts
of  Nairobi. The thousands of  children
and adults who visit the dumpsite daily
to scratch out a living by recycling trash
are referred to as Mukuru people (Swahili
for “garbage”). Over the next 10 years,
she collaborated with many visual and
performing artists to engage community
residents, especially children, in art
projects  that  included paint ing,
m a s k m a k i n g ,  c r e a t i v e  d r a m a ,
photography, mural-painting and sculp-
ture-making. In 2003 she worked with
another Korogocho-based organization
“Education for Life” to create large-
scaled visual tools such as painting and
banners to warn young people about the
dangers of  HIV and AIDS and to edu-
cate them about preventive practices.

Reflecting on her experience in
Korogocho, one particular moment
stayed with her. She was looking for a
home for the newly sculpted angels that
she co-created with Lawi Moshi, a fine
Kenyan artist. She found an abandoned
concrete platform with exposed spikes
piercing through the concrete. Situated
near a wooden fence over which laid the
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vast garbage dump and a latrine on its
left, the huge concrete block held a flat
plate on its lower left side where people
burned trash every day; this was a place
of  abject filth and lowliness. She suddenly
realized that this was exactly where the
beautiful angels needed to be, in the place
of abandonment and disdain. Beauty and
angelic guardianship and blessings would
bring dignity and hope to places of dark-
ness and despair.

When people burned trash, the
smoke from the trash would become the
offering of  incense to the angels; it all fit
well together. “I feel that on that day,
through the transformative power of  art
and through people working together, we
pushed open the heavy dark steel gate
of hell and let in some sunlight and air.
That day, hope came to the people of
this hellhole place.”

Lily Yeh was awarded the “Leader-
ship for a Changing World” award in

October, 2003, because “she helped
people change their communities with
her arts and her art in leadership.” In
November the same year, a documentary
“The Legend of  Lily Yeh” by Chi Nong
Sen, a Chinese videographer in New
York, won the third prize in a film festival.

PBS had done a film “An Angel of
the Village” about her which was broad-
cast nationwide in the U.S.

With the founding of  Barefoot Art-
ists in 2003, Yeh has taken her practice
of  healing, empowerment and social
change through the arts to poor com-
munities such as North Philadelphia and
other poor communities in the States.
Yeh also works on projects in Rwanda,
Korogocho in Kenya, Jamestown in
Ghana, Ecuador, China, and Ivory Coast
(Republic of  Côte d’Ivoire) among
others. In 2005, Lily Yeh went back to
Taiwan where she grew up to lead dis-
abled students to create a large-scaled

mural.  Barefoot Artists aims to train and
empower local residents, organize
communities, and take action for a more
compassionate, just and sustainable
future. Barefoot Artists Foundation
launched the Rwanda Healing Project in
2004. A Genocide Memorial Park has
been constructed and the Survivors Vil-
lage has been transformed. For further
information about Barefoot Artists,
please visit: www.barefootartists.org.

Lily Yeh resigned from her teaching
post and renounced her own comfort to
toil in serving the poor communities and
underdeveloped area for over two
decades. She transforms the mentality
and living conditions for helpless and
hopeless people. People admire and
praise her. Yet she said, “I’m not doing
this for others. I’m doing it for my own
soul. If  I hadn’t done what I did, I would
had died inside.”

In Memory of Elder Mr. Jou-Shih Pan
The Lotus Flower of Spring Is Everywhere
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