
Traveling Around Taipei with Garbage Trucks: 
Art is Not Distant, Art can be Found in the Daily 
Pursuing of the Garbage Truck 
Taipei’s routine of garbage collection at a fixed time in a fixed location 
has established a city scene in which residents are "summoned" daily to 
dump their garbage. Prototype Paradise overturned “everyday” into 
“extraordinary”, shaping garbage dumping into a serious matter. 
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Overturning something “everyday” into “extraordinary”, Prototype Paradise perceived dumping 
garbage as a mini street theatre. Photographer: Billy H.C., Kwok / Initium Media 

It is reported that foreigners who first came to Taiwan are always amazed by the 
melodies of Für Elise and The Maiden’s Prayer, Op. 4 resounding throughout the 
streets in the evening. How on earth did these two popular classical music in the 
western world become the theme songs that summons Taiwanese to go outside and 
dump their garbage? 

The unique city soundscape featuring classical music as theme songs for garbage 
trucks, and the "Keep Trash Off the Ground" policy implemented in 1996 constitute 
the unusual garbage collection culture in Taiwan. However, to Taiwanese who are 
"summoned" daily to dump their garbage, this so-called unusual activity can be 
completed in less than five minutes. For an everyday routine that is barely notable, 
how does one perceive dumping garbage as something serious, let alone a mini 
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street theater? To overturn something “everyday” into “extraordinary” is most likely 
only possible for an eccentric mindset that creates whimsical arts.   

Founded by Yoyo Kung and Juan Chin, Prototype Paradise is such a platform whose 
objective is to create whimsical arts with an eccentric mindset. Not that they labeled 
themselves as whimsical, but the name of the group indicates the true spirit of their 
expectations for themselves. Prototype implies the desire for “innate characteristics.” 
Put forward such innate characteristics in contemporary society, and explore for in-
novative formats and methods to create refreshingly delightful artistic works. As the 
definition for refreshingly delightful is obscure, it is therefore considered whimsical 
and eccentric. 

The concept of transforming Taipei’s urban routine of garbage collection at a fixed 
time in a fixed location into an artistic action participated by everyone is whimsical 
enough. But how does one overturn the boring stereotype into art? Yoyo Kung, the 
curator of Traveling Around Taipei with Garbage Trucks project started her 
conception with the garbage truck theme song, Für Elise. From the initial “drive the 
band around in the truck, travel the streets with the truck, organize a mobile concert,” 
the idea was eventually expanded to “presenting three different formats of 
performances along three routes in San-chong District, New Taipei City, and Da-an 
and Song-shan Districts in Taipei City.” This sounds more or less like the street 
theatre we have seen, but Yoyo Kung said, “Street theatre is usually a one-way 
output, but that’s not what I want. My goal is to make art which accommodates more 
interaction and exchanges between the garbage collectors and the general public.” 
 

Traveling Around Taipei with Garbage Trucks transformed Taipei’s urban routine of garbage collection 
at a fixed time in a fixed location into an artistic action participated by everyone. Photographer: Billy 
H.C., Kwok / Initium Media 
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All the members of Prototype Paradise are experienced theater practitioners who 
came together many years ago after curating Taiwan Women Theater Festival (a 
drama festival that focused on female creators). They each have their own commit-
ments such as drama teaching, arts administration, creation, etc.. Yoyo Kung is a 
freelance producer. In 2009, with the financial subsidy provided by the National Cul-
ture and Arts Foundation Taiwan, she spent six months in Europe to observe site-
specific artistic creations. “The experience was a significant turning point;” she saw 
numerous productions that took place in non-traditional theater settings. Be it an 
abandoned factory, a hair salon, an unoccupied space, a boat on the river… they 
were all a performing space. Her most memorable experience happened in the 
house of a stranger as she watched its residents performed with the artist. “Privacy 
and public, familiarity and unfamiliarity, reality and representation, those concepts 
have become ambiguous,” wrote Yoyo Kung in one article. “The excitement and 
emotions from this experience have surpassed many magnificent theatrical perfor-
mances. Because of these smaller productions, I had the opportunity to take a 
glimpse into authentic local life, entering a space that I had no access to, and even 
interact with the owner of the space.” 

The authenticity and interaction of the experience continued to linger in her mind 
when she returned to Taiwan. The outcome of this lingering reverberation is Proto-
type Paradise, whose creative directions are “audience participation” and “site-spe-
cific.” In the first two years, Prototype Paradise did not present any work. Instead, the 
group invited experienced foreign artists to acquaint interested theater practitioners 
on how to create with the audience or to include the audience in the process and in 
the performance. “People always talk about interacting with the audience, but ‘inter-
acting’ is more than its superficial meaning, and it’s definitely not the often-seen 
forced interaction with the audience.”   

These scattered art activities transformed many urban corners of Taipei into experimental theaters like 
chess pieces on a chessboard. Photographer: Billy H.C., Kwok / Initium Media  
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How does a production encourage its audience to interact without feeling forced? Di-
rected by U.K. artist Joshua Sofaer, Night Market Theater that took place in Hualien 
Zhiqiang Night Market in 2014 is an excellent example. Through the everyday action 
of buying and selling, the audience became one with the show and performed with 
the actors who were peddling their show. Not only was this organic participatory art 
widely talked about at the time, but it also became an unforgettable cultural memory 
when Zhiqiang Night Market closed down at the end of November 2015. 

Traveling Around Taipei with Garbage Trucks is a larger production in comparison 
to Night Market Theater, and therefore more challenging to execute. On top of en-
gaging more than 30 performers to create and perform collectively, Yoyo Kung had 
also met with the Department of Environment Protection in both Taipei and New 
Taipei City, and the Labor Union for garbage collectors several times to confirm the 
route and the content of the production, and invite garbage collectors to participate in 
the production as “experts of the everyday.” 

The term “experts of the everyday” is coined by Rimini Protocol, the acclaimed doc-
umentary theater group based in Berlin. The group frequently collaborates with non-
professional performers allowing them to play their own profession. Through the per-
formances, the audience can learn more about the everyday lives and the thoughts 
of these experts, thereby achieving the objective of truly understanding the reality of 
society. In Traveling Around Taipei with Garbage Trucks, garbage collectors were in-
vited to assume the role of a tour guide in the program Story Bus to share their per-
sonal experience with a limited number of audience or conduct a guided tour of the 
garbage collection route, presenting “the city from the personal perspectives of 
garbage collectors.” 

Commencing from the last week of October 2015, street performances were pre-
sented across three districts including, Sanchong, Daan, and Songshan, for three 
consecutive weeks. They all consisted of a variety of interactive mobile perfor-
mances. For example, in Sanchong, actors and actresses deployed recycled materi-
als to decorate themselves. The act of trash disposal was transformed and parodied 
in parallel to a campaign rally. In Daan, animal puppets made from plastic interacted 
with the public who came out to dump their garbage. In Songshan, a fake radio sta-
tion played songs that conveyed the pre-recorded voices of garbage collectors and 
the public. Cheerleaders who encouraged the public and garbage collectors with en-
thusiastic cheers. While the street performances were going on, the program Story 
Bus also happened on a bus with a garbage collector tour-guiding the audience-pas-
sengers and sharing their working experience and observations of the city. Following 
the ordinary routes of the garbage trucks, these scattered art activities transformed 
many urban corners into experimental theaters, like chess pieces on a chessboard.   
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Yoyo Kung, the producer of Traveling Around Taipei with Garbage Trucks said, “My goal is to allow 
more artistic interactions and exchanges between the garbage collectors and the general public.” Pho-
tographer: Billy H.C., Kwok / Initium Media  

Apart from watching five different street performances alongside the routes, as a 
passenger-audience of Daan District Story Bus, I also visited the garbage collection 
team stationed below Xinhai Underpass and toured the closed Longquan Market 
with Captain Chen as my tour guide. Possessing a remarkable memory, Captain 
Chen shared some of the significant events he had experienced over the years. 
When "Keep Trash Off the Ground" policy was implemented, instead of collecting 
garbage in the wee hours, they now work along with a truck, “besides handling 
garbage, we also have to handle the public.” It’s a bittersweet experience. Captain 
Chen also recalled in one particular Chinese New Year, their three-person team col-
lected more than 40 tons of garbage. Curling up his fingers into the shape of a bird 
claw, he said, “At the end of the day, we couldn’t hold the garbage with our fingers.” 

It’s more than distorted fingers. Every garage collector is inflicted with different ail-
ments and occupational hazards, illustrating the history of disposal waste of the city. 
Fingers suffered from onychomycosis caused by maggots and germs hidden in de-
caying garbage. Scoliosis is the evidence of constantly bending their backs to carry 
heavy objects. On one occasion, a garbage collector got poked by an unknown nee-
dle stick and had to seek medical help. The doctor suggested a specific im-
munoglobulin screening, but the expense was out of pocket. 

These experiences were recounted with such nonchalant without any resentment. At 
the end of the performance, Captain Chen and the rest of the team bade us good-
bye, reminding us to visit the team under the bridge once in a while. This the privi-
lege of the audience of Story Bus: we have access to characters and stories that are 
usually unreachable, to listen, to understand, and to experience. 
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Yoyo Kung shared the last performance in Songshan route in which the actor played 
the role of a radio broadcaster. The performance ended sometime after garbage col-
lection, onlooking spectators clapped for the performer as the music played, then 
they spontaneously turned to the trash collectors and gave them a round of ap-
plause. The next day when it’s time for trash collection, a local resident asked, “How 
come there’s no performance today?” 

“I always find a quote by Joshua Sofaer appealing, ‘even though they’re not celebri-
ties, the neighbors next door also have a world full of drama, plot, emotions, and 
aesthetics’… Everything that Prototype Paradise does begins with the search for 
making possible changes to the routine and connecting people.” Art is no longer 
about the self-satisfaction of arts practitioners. Art that ventures outside the theater 
and connects with the society has infinite prototypes and infinite possibilities.   
 

Everything that Prototype Paradise does begins with the search for making possible changes to the 
routine and connecting people. Photographer: Billy H.C., Kwok / Initium Media  

* The original article in Chinese: https://theinitium.com/article/20151218-taiwan-performing-
arts-prototype-paradise/ 

* Translator: Sharon Chua
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