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Editor’s Note

While we have provided coverage of ink painting 
in past issues, Yishu 45 is the first time we have 
devoted a complete issue to the subject. Ink 
painting is centuries old, and possesses a complex 
and highly developed role within the history 
of Chinese art, but in recent years it has been 
situated in an often awkward position relative to 
contemporary art, especially contemporary art that 
is considered international in its appearance and 
intent.

There is, nevertheless, an ongoing interest in 
exploring this important genre as evidenced 
by events such as Asia Art Archive’s recent 
panel discussion, Is Ink Painting Dead? Is It 
Contemporary, at ART HK11, as well as a growing 
number of exhibitions featuring artists who, in 
some way, explore and even push the parameters 
of what ink painting should represent. There is 
a concerted effort by historians, curators, and 
critics not to let ink painting slip into the abyss 
of historical dinosaurs, but to encourage ways 
in which its practice can continue to contribute 
to contemporary art. The texts in Yishu 45 offer 
reflections on some of the issues that are now 
pertinent to the evolution of ink painting—its 
connection to history, its inherent link to 
landscape and nature, its increasing hybridity in 
an era of globalization, its contemporaneity, and 
experimentation through new techniques and 
materials. One aspect that arises in a number of 
the texts in Yishu 45 is the relationship between 
ink painting and abstraction, and, in particular, 
abstract expressionism. Another is a philosophical 
convergence between traditional Daoist philosophy 
that is grounded within the Chinese psyche and 
a Western existentialist philiosophy that was 
enthusiastically embraced by artists working 
in various disciplines during the 1980s; this is a 
provocative relationship that might be considered a 
case of unexpected affiliation rather than influence.

Our thanks are extended to the writers and authors 
who have contributed to this discussion and 
who understand the importance of respecting 
this legacy while nurturing it into the twenty-
first century. Yishu is committed to keeping such 
discussions alive. 

Keith Wallace

Erratum

On page 73 of Yishu 44 the captions 
should read:

Leung Chi Wo + Sara Wong, 
Photojournalist with Two Cameras, 2010, 
C-print, 150 x 100 cm. Courtesy of the 
artists.

Leung Chi Wo + Sara Wong, Office Lady 
with a Red Umbrella, 2010, C-print, 150 x 
100 cm. Courtesy of the artists.
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An	“Essence”	of	Chinese	Art?

Students in the Chinese University Fine Arts Department in Hong Kong 

who are engaged in forms of art created in the Chinese world—for instance, 

landscape painting made with brush and ink—often talk about the 

“essence”1 of Chinese art and their desire to continue its traditions. As much 

as I respect this desire, this is very difficult to accept at face value, since any 

discourse about an essence is quickly bound to become essentialized—that 

is, to establish definitive rules that are in danger of falling into cliché. The 

idea of an essence, often stemming from a badly understood reliance on 

some sort of Platonist quest for the unchanging in a cultural tradition, 

leads far too often to definitions that offer very little flexibility and tend to 

ignore the exceptional (in the sense of “exception to the rule”). In the case 

of calligraphy, for instance, concern for maintaining an essence will often 

ignore the incredible changes brought to the idea of writing in Chinese in 

our contemporary world by advertising and consider that only what has 

been created for centuries, or even millennia, is worthy of being part of the 

definition of that essence. Bai Qianshen, a mainland China specialist of 

calligraphy, in a book first published in 2009, has considered with a great 

deal of seriousness the possibility of using forms of calligraphy developed 

through advertising. In this book, To Be a Disciple of the Ancient and Pretty 

Hair Salon: Reflections About the Issues of the Canon of Calligraphy,2 the 

author raises the possibility of using the characters of a sign written by a 

hairdresser to advertise his establishment as a new kind of calligraphy. It 

might not be necessary to reject completely the idea of the essence of a 

cultural tradition, but such a discourse is limiting, often tends to encourage 

repetition instead of adaptation, and leads to the perpetuation of fixed 

formulae instead of openings unto new possibilities better suited to the 

times we live in (although we will soon see that “being suited to the times”  

is not really a question that can be answered directly and without raising 

more questions).

In thinking about the idea of hybridity, I once asked where the limits 

between the “native” and the “hybrid” lie and suggested that no 

preconceived ontological answer could be given. Nothing “is” inherently 

native or hybrid; it depends on who is looking and from which point(s) 

of view. It might be a good idea to ask the same question about the 

limits between the “traditional” (chuantong) and the “contemporary” 

(one should note that the word “contemporary” in Chinese often creates 

problems when translated, as both xiandai and dangdai are often used 

without differentiation and pose new problems about the limits between 

“modern” and “contemporary”). To try to answer without falling into the 

Frank Vigneron 

Mining or Undermining “Tradition”:  
Shifts in the Work of Tony Ng Kwun Lun
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usual essentialist responses that designate certain kinds of media or subject 

matter as either traditional or contemporary, I would like to use the works, 

both earlier and more recent ones, of Tony Ng Kwun Lun as a case study to 

reveal some of the internal contradictions in the use of these concepts when 

applied to artworks made by living artists. Instead of relating to an essence 

of Chinese art, Tony Ng prefers to take a more functionalist approach and is 

not afraid to define his desire to use what look like the forms of traditional 

Chinese art as related to his own personal taste rather than to a problematic 

necessity of perpetuation; he simply states, “Chinese art is good, so why 

not keep it?” 3 But we will quickly see that appearances can be deceiving, 

and that although Tony Ng’s paintings, in particular, look very much like 

Chinese paintings, there is much more than meets the eye in them. 

Not	Literati	Painting

The perennial question of what constitutes traditional media in Chinese 

art is often asked in discussions of Tony Ng’s painting, since so much of his 

work reminds one of aspects of literati art and especially the noblest form 

of this tradition, landscape painting. The somber tone of his “landscapes” 

is reminiscent of the paintings of the great Qing dynasty painter Gong Xian 

(1618 –89), whose often dark images were apparently inspired, at least on 

the surface, by the prints brought to Nanjing in the seventeenth century by 

Jesuit priests.4 If we were to look for a reference to Gong Xian’s output in 

the paintings of a living artist, it would certainly be in a number of works 

made by one of the fathers of the New Ink Movement in Hong Kong in the 

1970s, Wucius Wong (Wang Wuxie, b. 1936). His reflections on the nature 

of literati-style landscape in the late twentieth century have inspired many 

artists working with so-called traditional media, the definition of which has 

brought headaches to many art historians working on the history of art in 

Hong Kong. But there is not enough resemblance among these three artists, 

separated by either several centuries or an entire generation, to push this 

line of investigation very far. If only in looking at the methods involved in 

creating these images, one realizes very quickly that the foundational tool, 

both technically and conceptually, of literati painting, the brush (bimo), 

is, if not entirely missing, used in profoundly different ways. Where an 

Tony Ng Kwun Lun, An Internal 
Momentum, 2005, acrylic 
on canvas, 1045 x 2900 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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artist like Wucius Wong is generally in complete control of his brush at any 

moment in the realization of his landscape paintings, Tony Ng gives chance 

a great deal of leeway in the making of his dark, sometimes foreboding, and 

stunning images. Statements on the necessity of mastery, and therefore on 

the long periods of time dedicated to that mastery, can be found throughout 

theory on Chinese painting from the Tang dynasty onwards, and artists 

relying on the idea of the traditional today would find the text written 

by Wucius Wong, The Tao of Chinese Landscape Painting, and its chapter 

dedicated to the handling of brush and ink a good example to turn to: 

Implementing an idea requires the use of a brush soaked in 

ink and water to make marks on the surface of absorbent 

paper. This activity may sound simple, but the mastery of 

brush and ink skills actually requires many years of unceasing 

practice, along with intense study of established approaches. 

In the evolution of Chinese painting, especially since the Yuan 

dynasty, around the fourteenth century A.D., proficiency in 

brush and ink applications has been regarded as very high 

artistic achievement. In fact, such proficiency marks the 

difference between a bad painting and a good painting.5

According to the back cover this book was written in English, for a 

Western reader, and for bridging cultural gaps between East and West, 

thereby relying on essentialist definitions of East and West that should 

no longer be accepted.6 This is not, however, the focus of this article and 

I will momentarily set aside the issue of stereotyped definitions in spite 

of the fact that they are part of the debate on the limits of traditional and 

contemporary. As far as the brush is concerned, the technique that Tony 

Ng has developed in using it will show how methods far removed from 

traditional techniques can very clearly be used to honour the past. 

To begin with, for a series of works Tony Ng continues to work on from 

time to time, the artist uses a special paper from Japan called “bird paper” 

(daozhizhi) and makes it very wet by spraying an abundant quantity of 

water on it. The most interesting quality of this paper is that the back of 

the sheet will always remain dry no matter how much water is applied to 

the surface. He then adds a sort of liquid gum to the ink in order to make 

it oily (an idea that would make most literati painters from the past faint 

with horror), and it is in this unholy association of oil with water that the 

unpredictable shapes of his landscapes appear, the surface tension created 

by the water allowing the oily ink to flow freely upon it. The following stage 

is where things would go even more horribly wrong to a literati painter, 

whose love of the brush defines his very love of art: Tony uses a toothbrush 

in association with the water sprayer. Holding the paper up to control how 

the mixture of gum and ink slides on the surface of the sheet under the 

water spray, he guides the flowing mixture, which is repelled by the moist 

paper, as far as it is possible to do so. A multitude of watery lines runs along 

the surface of the paper that are left by the artist to move semi-freely, the 

clash of ink and water producing a number of variations that are possible 

only as long as the paper is wet. The important idea of void (kong or xu), 

a concept so elemental in Chinese landscape painting, that its presence is 
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the only thing that makes the presence of all the elements of the landscape 

possible for the literati, is obtained by the addition of more water with the 

water sprayer on the surface of the sheet; in so doing, the oily ink simply 

washes away and leaves wider areas of white paper.

Cultural	Point	of	View

In the end, however, in another process that resembles the way Max Ernst 

would have transformed a simple pencil rubbing of the surface of a piece 

of wood into a fantastic animal in the series of drawings titled Natural 

History, Tony Ng will pick up a traditional Chinese brush to emphasize 

some parts of the painting and to make the layered areas of dark and light 

more contrasting. He does not use ink (a choice that would have made 

his work perhaps closer to literati art), however; instead, in one additional 

set of modifications that removes his work even further from traditional 

literati painting, the paint he employs is often acrylic, making the hues 

more brilliant than they would be with conventional Chinese pigments. 

It is during this last portion of the process that the shapes are given the 

character of a landscape. But, in the end, landscape they are not, and this 

interpretation of Tony Ng’s work might very well stem from his being 

an ethnic Chinese, a problem that is always ready to distort whatever 

understanding we have of the works of so-called traditional Chinese 

painters. During the first phase in the making of his images, Tony Ng knows 

exactly how much water to apply to keep the process of drying up under 

control for a certain period of time; with the additional knowledge of how 

much gum and ink to mix and how to apply it with his toothbrush on 

Tony Ng Kwun Lun, Spiritual 
Latitude, 2005, acrylic on 
canvas, 1900 x 300 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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the surface of the paper, he actually has some measure of control over the 

process, which makes it accidental only to a certain extent. Nevertheless, and 

when compared to the way Wucius Wong would use his own brush, it is still 

a process that leaves a tremendous amount of latitude to chance, a notion 

that would not have made any sense to a literati painter of even the most 

recent past and can only be understood in a context of art making where the 

concept of accident has become acceptable.

 

It should be clarified what the notion of chance in art making entails, since 

there are basically two ways to understand it. First, there is the chance 

in art making developed by Surrealist artists in order to explore how the 

unconscious can manifest itself within the creative process (although they 

would probably add that nothing is accidental; that is, “slips of the tongue” 

actually reveal what one really wants to say). A technique like automatic 

drawing, which consists of the artist letting the hand draw on its own (in 

a process often referred to as doodling in English) was supposed to bypass 

the conscious act of image making, and the resulting drawing, having been 

made without active thinking, was thought to be closer to what the deepest 

recesses of the mind contain. Second, there is the chance act first explored 

by Marcel Duchamp, who let pieces of string fall to the floor and arrange 

themselves without the control of the artist. A variety of contemporary 

art practices have been motivated by this idea of chance or accident, from 

what Claire Bishop has called the “social turn” in art making7 or what 

Nicolas Bourriaud has called relational aesthetics8—when artists or groups 

of artists establish guidelines and then let other people, individuals, or 

entire communities actually enact strategies or make objects that will be 

interpreted as art—to practitioners of Land Art, who make objects and then 

let nature and entropy modify them without any additional interventions. 

As much as Tony Ng’s paintings seem to reveal the inner recesses of the 

mind—something he truly shares with other great Chinese painters from 

the past like Wang Meng (1308 –85) or Shi Tao (1641–c. 1718)—it cannot 

really be said that his work has much in common with the automatic 

drawings of the Surrealists or with the chance transformations found in 

Land Art. Tony Ng’s “chance” strategy seems to occupy a sort of middle 

ground, since he is still in control of much of the process, while letting 

gravity and the properties of his material take over as well. 

But then, one also would have to accept that situating his art practice 

in a cultural “in-between” is only a strategy adopted by me the writer 

(a French academic living in Hong Kong) looking at the work from a 

certain perspective and trying very hard to identify what is traditional 

(the way these paintings can be compared to literati painting) and what 

is contemporary; just like the hybrids I cannot help thinking they are, I 

can only devise the idea of an in-between because I cannot help starting 

from ideas of control and accident as somehow self-contained and clear. 

Yet with a little more reflection it becomes literally impossible to contain 

them and therefore impossible to make them clear (which is of course 

not really a problem, since everyone uses vague notions all the time; who 

would be capable, for instance, of clearly defining what an image is?).9 

Similarly, many problems occur when artists and art critics think of the 

ideas of traditional and contemporary as also somehow self-contained and 
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clear. I am here reminded of a recent conversation held between M.F.A. 

students in the Fine Arts Department of the Chinese University of Hong 

Kong. In late 2010, during a methodology seminar with both art history 

and studio art students, one M.F.A. candidate gave a presentation about 

her painting (using gongbi, a very meticulous style made with a fine brush 

and colours; she is painting subjects reminiscent of a kind of still-life she 

identified as “Western”), and the title of her presentation seemed to show 

that she wanted to explain what was contemporary in her art practice. After 

a number of explanations relying on such authors such as Jean-François 

Lyotard and Gao Xingjian, two other M.F.A. candidates (one using video 

to comment on the notion of private and public time and the other a 

reflection on the nature of the pixel and its use for mediating reality in 

our world) subsequently noticed that she had failed to explain how her 

seemingly very traditional form of art was made to be contemporary. It 

was then very noticeable that, if the painter using gongbi did not question 

the nature of what constitutes the traditional, the two other students did 

not consider the same question about what constitutes the contemporary, 

and thus there was no clear understanding of how to address the terms 

traditional and contemporary. 

Toward	Something	Else

Tony Ng occasionally works with the aforementioned process, including a 

large mural for the Shangri-la Hotel in Guangzhou, and I now would like 

to introduce the works that have occupied him more recently, to return to 

this notion of recuperation—“Chinese art is good, so why not keep it?”—

that came up at one point in our conversation when he was showing me a 

pedestal he had rescued from the streets of Hong Kong and repaired in his 

own fashion. Shown during a 2009 exhibition titled Ink Contemporary: 

ReXPERIMENT and organized for Artist Commune in Hong Kong by 

curator Leung Shiu Kee, it was part of a work Tony Ng called Lab Study 

Series and consisted of round photographs of seemingly indeterminate 

materials that look like Chinese landscapes or like the stones ancient literati 

were so fond of, and punctuated with a glass container supported by the 

pedestal in question. With its fragile legs repaired with an aluminum cross, a 

mixture of what he felt was old and what was new (the old and the new can 

Tony Ng Kwun Lun, To 
Dream One Is Floating With 
the Clouds, 2007, acrylic 
on canvas, 517 x 1515 cm. 
Commissioned for the 
Shangri-la Hotel, Pazhou, 
Guangzhou. Courtesy of the 
artist.
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be dealt with the same questionings 

as traditional and contemporary) 

underlined powerfully the nature of 

these images. The “lab” evoked by 

Tony Ng in the title referred to the 

fact that these stones were in reality 

either pieces of concrete gathered at 

construction sites or pieces of clay 

left to dry in glass containers. They 

were then photographed at close 

range by the artist, their processing 

making him feel like he was not 

experimenting with them “in 

nature” but in the artificial environs 

of his workshop. The “stones” and 

“mountains” in the photographs, 

when compared with the large 

painting accompanying this installation, gave a similar impression, and 

whoever knows Tony Ng is also reminded of his personal love of real stones, 

natural objects he often collected some years ago, transporting them from 

the countryside to his home.

The pieces of concrete in their glass containers were later displayed in a 

2010 group show at the Rotunda, an exhibition space in the Exchange 

Square building in Hong Kong. Other pieces by Tony Ng, this time made 

of Plexiglas, were also shown in this exhibition and also reflected the 

old/new dichotomy as well as his love of recuperation as he presented 

scratched pieces of Plexiglas that are unusable for their normal use but very 

usable within an art context. Some of these pieces, among them Artificial 

Phenomena Series II (2010), were reflective of the hard-edge architecture 

within this area of the Central district, while others, such as Accompanied 

By Clouds (2010), used the form of a pair of boats, lying on a black disk, 

to illustrate the idea of solitude conveyed by the Chinese experience of 

sailing alone (the reference to a lonely boat can be found specifically in two 

poems that inspired Tony Ng, one by the Tang dynasty poet Liu Changqing 

[709–786], the other by the Ming dynasty poet Li Panlong [1514–70]). 

Tony Ng Kwun Lun, The Diary 
of Clouds, acrylic and stone, 
6000 x 660 x 1600 cm. Installed 
at K11 shopping mall, Tsim Tsa 
Tshui, Hong Kong. Courtesy of 
the artist.

Top: Tony Ng Kwun Lun, Lab 
Study Series, 2009, mixed 
media installation, 160 x 150 x 
30 cm. Courtesy of the artist.

Bottom: Tony Ng Kwun Lun, 
Lab Study Series (detail), 2009, 
mixed media installation, 160 
x 150 x 30 cm. Courtesy of 
the artist.

Opposite top: Tony Ng Kwun 
Lun, Artificial Phenomena 
Series II, 2010, acrylic and 
wood, 35 x 35 x 120 cm. 
Installed in the exhibition 
Forces of Nature, The Rotunda, 
Exchange Square, Hong Kong. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Opposite bottom: Tony Ng 
Kwun Lun, Accompanied by 
Clouds, 2010, acrylic, 200 x 
60 x 335 cm. Installed in the 
exhibition Forces of Nature, 
The Rotunda, Exchange 
Square, Hong Kong. Courtesy 
of the artist.
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The clouds that seem to appear on the thick sheets of Plexiglas were 

made simply by scratching their surface with a power tool. These clouds 

can also be seen in another very urban work, The Diary of Clouds (2009), 

commissioned for the first self-styled art shopping mall in the world, a place 

called K11 and located in the very fashionable area of Tsim Sha Tsui, on the 

Kowloon peninsula. The person these works paid tribute to, Kwok Hon-

sum (1949–2004)—one of Tony Ng’s teachers of Chinese painting—was 

clearly someone who identified himself as a painter belonging to a long 

tradition of art, and he considered literati painting to be its ancestor, but he 

also relied heavily on the old notion of East meets West that underlined the 

entire thinking of the New Ink Movement. Using Plexiglas was a decidedly 

contemporary strategy employed by Tony Ng to distance the work from any 

reference to Chinese painting and to let it be seen as part of the world that it 

was shown in, one of steel and glass.

The landscape, and certainly his love of stones, is also present in a recent 

series of work made in an unfamiliar context for Tony Ng. It was Yip Lap-

wing, an artist from Hong Kong who was educated in the United States 

but who now works and lives in Berlin, who invited Tony Ng to devise in 

collaboration a series of works for MONGOLIA 360°, the so-called First 

Land Art Biennial, which took place in Mongolia, in 2010. The two works 

the artists presented at this event were titled Available and Pool and were 

accompanied by this short statement:

Desert for us is symbolizing the limited and the unlimited. 

Honestly, we do not know that much about the desert. For us, 

this project has to do with the forces of civilization entering a 

primitive land. This conflict became a reality and is a thinkable 

matter for us as human beings. We try to use this project 

to measure emptiness. For us the word “available” has an 

ambiguous meaning: on the one hand, the direct link to the 

capitalistic commercial world, on the other hand, it is linked to 

relief, emptiness, openness, and freedom.10

Tony Ng Kwun Lun and Yip 
Lap-wing, Available, 2010, 
banner, MONGOLIA 360°, 1st 
Land Art Biennial, Baga Gazriin 
Chuluu, Gobi, Mongolia. 
Courtesy of the artists.
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Available takes the shape of a large 

yellow banner held by two Mongols 

in traditional costume. Initially, the 

two artists thought of printing a much 

larger banner and hanging it on the 

side of one of the hills of the wide-open 

landscape, emulating the inscriptions on 

mountainsides that can be found at other 

famous Chinese sites. It turned out to be 

impossible, but their other choice had 

the advantage of putting in the landscape 

these two men whose costumes seem to 

emphasize the primordial character of 

the Mongol land. Available thus became a double sign of a hope for economic 

development on the part of the two smiling men and the sign of a loss of 

innocence for the two Hong Kong artists. Similarly, Pool, partially constructed 

from Styrofoam, seems to underline the often absurd situations created by 

accelerated economic development, and especially how countries with a 

severely underdeveloped industrial infrastructure have to rely on a nearly 

uncontrolled tourism industry to generate revenues. But Pool is also about 

the idea of void that is so important in the theory of Chinese painting. In an 

interview for a 2009 exhibition titled Form (Xingsi)11 at the Fei Contemporary 

Art Center in Shanghai, Yip Lap-wing mentioned his interest in the concept 

of void or emptiness, better known for its treatment in Daoist philosophy. 

Yip Lap-wing’s preference for Styrofoam as a material, for instance, can 

be explained by the medium’s lightness and adaptability, but also by its 

frequent role as mere filler, a role where the existence of that material seems 

to vanish altogether.12 The example of a recently bought television set, for 

instance, made clear to him that Styrofoam literally does not exist in the 

box packaging, the television being the only point of interest, and yet the 

Styrofoam is essential in letting the machine exist. In the great Chinese classic 

of Daoism, the Zhuangzi, the frequently quoted example of the vase, only 

usable thanks to the empty space it exists within, is probably the most famous 

Top and right: Tony Ng Kwun 
Lun and Yip Lap-wing, Pool, 
Styrofoam, wood, aluminium, 
100 x 200 x 50 cm. MONGOLIA  
360°, 1st Land Art Biennial, 
Baga Gazriin Chuluu, Gobi, 
Mongolia. Courtesy of the 
artists.
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treatment of the importance of the void in Daoist philosophy as well as 

Chinese painting theory. This double referencing, a reflection on the potential 

devastation of uncontrolled economic development and another reflection 

on the potentialities of “emptiness” and “openness”—which the two artists 

interestingly associate with the idea of “freedom” in their statement—finally 

provide these two works with the sort of shifting meaning, the polysemy, so 

frequently present in the kind of art seen as contemporary.

The	Traditional	and	the	Contemporary	as	Political	Choice

Looking at the Tony Ng’s shift from painting to land art, one reflex would be 

to see a turn away from a Chinese-looking form of painting towards the use 

of media like Plexiglas as a contemporary turn in his art practice, something 

where traditional forms have made way to contemporary ones. As I have 

mentioned several times in this article, this reaction would of course raise 

much wider questions about what constitutes a traditional form and a 

contemporary one, questions that are curiously not often asked even in the 

academic context of higher art education. It is not the ambition of my essay 

to answer these questions directly, as many more art practices would need to 

be brought into the discussion before coming up with any kind of solution, 

but it is an urgent demand to deal with the many artists working in the 

context of “Chineseness,” which, according to a brilliant article by Amy 

Pederson, “is not a category with a fixed content . . . but operates as an open 

and indeterminate signifier whose meanings are constantly renegotiated 

and rearticulated in different sections of the Chinese diaspora.”)13 

On the part of the artist, could the answer to what constitutes the traditional 

and the contemporary simply lie in the target audience of the artwork? This 

would not be an easy question to ask, because many artists still reject the idea 

that their art cannot be addressed to the whole world, preferring instead to 

fall back on an essentialist idea of what constitutes the audience of art. This 

notion lingers from a certain period of modernist art and the understanding 

of what an avant-garde represents—a progressive line of individuals whose 

entire existence consists in pulling the whole of society forward. Such a 

definition of the artist relies on a notion of linear historical progress that 

is difficult to accept in a world with a multiplicity of centres or peripheries 

where the idea of change in art making constantly has to be redefined. 

In mainland China and Hong Kong, there seems to be a growing number of 

art academics, critics, and collectors who want to redefine an understanding 

of a traditional art that would be determined against a contemporary one. 

A magazine such as the newly published Masterpiece International Edition, 

boasting a group of artistic advisors counting the likes of Jao Tsung-I 

(a very famous art historian) and Jin Shangyi (a veteran—I would say 

conservative—oil painter and former president of the Central Academy of 

Fine Arts in Beijing) would not only be a perfect representation of what 

these academics call the traditional, each of them having a stake in giving it 

a certain direction, but it seems to be, in spite of being published by a Hong 

Kong businessman and therefore without any clear involvement with the 

central power, the future showcase of a new kind of official art since it was 

from the start endorsed by Premier Wen Jiabao.14 
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Similarly, a company such as Art of Nature International Company Limited 

based in Hong Kong has made it a point of their curatorial policy to favour 

the traditional and organize exhibitions where one would not encounter any 

of the persons involved in writing about or showing the contemporary.15 

This does not mean at all, however, that the people more interested in the 

contemporary form an elite; they simply form a different group from those 

who reject it. Any attempt at justifying such different kinds of taste will 

have to rely on social and educational issues and turn their back on notions 

of quality. This might be asking the impossible, as even academics tend to 

start their evaluation of artworks with what they like or dislike, but it is 

important to make this distinction and keep a relativist frame of mind to 

avoid a priori judgments within an academic discourse. What an everyday 

discourse relying on personal taste would be is quite a different matter.

On the part of spectators and art critics expressing themselves and writing 

in this context of a less academic, more everyday kind of discourse, the 

traditional and the contemporary are often used without addressing the 

complicated questions that are related to them. The many exhibitions about 

ink art organized in Hong Kong over the last few years have generated quite 

a number of reactions to the traditionalism or contemporaneity of the 

artworks exhibited (one of the latest installments being the exhibition Ink 

Art Versus Ink Art, organized in the summer of 2010 by the Hong Kong 

Art Museum at the Shanghai Art Museum on the occasion of the World 

Expo). Similarly, artists like Wilson Shieh and Joey Leung Ka-yin in Hong 

Kong, who have used gongbi to paint images that could not be found in 

any of the painters of the past or even the recent past, have awakened the 

clear desire on behalf of viewers and art critics to put artwork in either of 

these two categories, with a proportion of them always trying to fit these 

painters in an “in-between,” which is just as problematic since the two polar 

opposites necessary to define such a space themselves seem to be constantly 

in flux. Another example would be the choice of the word “contemporary” 

for the Ullens Center for Contemporary Art (UCCA) in Beijing, where the 

Belgian collector has amassed, among other forms of art, a large collection 

of oil paintings made by living Chinese artists. Outside the circles of art 

practitioners and critics dealing with the contemporary, one would be hard 

pressed to see oil painting as a contemporary medium in Europe and the 

US (the death of painting was often discussed in the decades that saw the 

emergence of art practices since labeled conceptual), but when seen and 

conceptualized in the context of Chinese art today, it is not so difficult to see 

this medium as contemporary. 

Here, also, one has to conclude that the use of the term contemporary 

addresses a certain usage of a concept that must be defined as political: just 

as the users of the traditional construe this concept with certain political 

concerns in mind, the users of the term contemporary also have certain 

strategies and demands that are, at least partly, self-serving. That these users 

are often unconscious of these political concerns is not to be questioned 

here, but their preoccupations are just as much institutional, like art 

academics who want to supervise the works of certain students to reinforce 

their own position in their art departments. I would like to insist that I 
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do not want to appear overly critical of these self-serving attitudes; they 

are not necessarily unethical or problematic, since art schools everywhere 

in the world, full of teachers and academics who have a personal point 

to make, are still capable of educating excellent artists. But these political 

considerations, as well as the historical, critical, and philosophical notions, 

should be understood in a more flexible, relativist way. Nothing is inherently 

traditional or contemporary, and when artworks are classified as either one 

or the other, or neither one nor the other, it is always interesting to consider 

who is passing these judgments. Something similar likely happened in the 

1990s, when the use of the term national painting (guohua), a term still 

used today to define what is now seen as the traditional, was made necessary 

by the emergence of a new kind of painting, an art usually referred to, at 

the time, as foreign painting (yanghua). Julia F. Andrews explained how the 

sudden possibility for choice in art practices created dichotomies that forced 

artists to choose their camps:

By the turn of the century changes in the educational system 

and civil-service examinations, as well as the departure of many 

talented students for study abroad, had made clear to everyone 

that the Chinese no longer considered themselves to constitute 

the dominant culture in the world. From this point on, painting 

in ink rather than oil became a conscious choice, one that might 

have been motivated by personal, ideological, or commercial 

considerations, but one that would never again be assumed in 

China as the “natural” way for a Chinese artist to paint. A new 

Chinese term became necessary to label this art, as the old word 

for painting was no longer sufficiently clear. Modern painting 

with ink and/or water-soluble pigments on Chinese paper or 

silk is usually called guohua (national painting).16

I would add to the “personal, ideological, or commercial considerations” 

faced by practicing artists the political ones faced by art educators and 

curators in their personal and institutional strategies in the previously 

mentioned world of Chineseness.

Against	a	“Pure”	Critique	of	Art

Sometimes I have been forced to take sides and try to offer an explanation 

of the traditional and the contemporary. Asked by other art educators 

whether there is a working definition of “experimental” art, another term 

that often comes to stand-in for contemporary, especially in the domain 

of art education (I should add that this question generally comes from 

practitioners of the kind of art that falls into the categories, just as hard to 

define, of new media or installation), I often answered that the only possible 

way to give it a definition—a definition that would not be immediately 

demolished by the arrival of other art practitioners whose first motivation 

would precisely be to question such a definition—would be to look for the 

questions related to the issue of taste and avoid falling into a philosophical 

approach that would revert to a Kantian answer, that is, accepting of the idea 

of “good taste” as universal and acceptable by everyone at any time. Trying to 

be a little more specific, I added that one would have to turn to a sociological 
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perspective, very specifically the anti-Kantian one Pierre Bourdieu examined 

in the postscript of La Distinction, to understand the traditional and the 

contemporary as created in a very specific social context, which also means 

that these terms cannot really be defined without understanding who came 

up with them, in what circumstances, and for what purpose. Unfortunately, 

once these art educators realized that what I meant undermined their 

understanding of their own art practices, since their works would be 

suddenly stripped of their maker’s ambition to be “universal” through this 

kind of analysis (these works, like any other, are made by people belonging 

to a certain culture and a certain social class), they usually discarded my 

explanation as not addressing their question, preferring to believe in the 

capacity of their art to be understood by anybody. 

The fact that Tony Ng straddles the limits between the traditional and the 

contemporary and therefore does not allow some viewers to position his 

work squarely into either category only puts them in the uncomfortable 

situation of having to recognize how unstable these terms are. But this 

problem does not stop at viewers, and those who can manipulate their 

perception of these concepts will often do so in the political way I have 

mentioned earlier: art galleries, but also academics, often prefer to 

essentialize their choices by artificially making these ambiguous concepts 

more rigid. In the case of art galleries, they have to make sure in their 

brochures and press releases that these concepts are presented as being 

stable by simply ignoring the uncertainty attached to their use. The case 

of academics is more complex. The very structure of university-level 

art education and the fact that too much content has to be delivered 

to students in a short time makes deconstructing preconceived ideas, 

an act that requires time and reflection, almost impossible unless these 

students succeed in acceding to post-graduate studies. As a result, only a 

small minority of art students—those whose inclinations lead them to an 

interest in other fields of research like sociology, anthropology, and cultural 

studies—will ever question and reconsider the many binaries I have touched 

upon in this paper.

Another example of a concept that needs to be addressed in university-level 

art education is precisely that of the “commercial.” It is still generally seen 

as an undesirable thing in art making, even though so much is said and 

done to blur the limits between design and art, especially in the domain 

of art education. The undesirability of the commercial in art for artists 

who have to live and work in a very commercial world is another of these 

contradictions that have not had the time to be resolved in the world of art 

making in developed societies. The fact that Tony Ng also works for venues 

that are seen as commercial, like shopping malls and hotels, is another of the 

handicaps this professional artist has to face, but it is a handicap that is not 

so far removed from the question of the traditional and the contemporary. 

The K11 shopping mall in Hong Kong has put on display a work made 

with Plexiglas, and it made a point in its brochures and on its Web site to 

present the place as being affiliated with contemporary art. If the Shangri-

La Hotel preferred to commission a large painting that could be deciphered 

as a Chinese landscape, it was very obviously because it could be packaged 
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as another traditional example of the large Chinese paintings made famous 

by the second generation of the Lingnan school in the public buildings of 

China (even its title, which could be translated as To Dream One is Floating 

with the Clouds, is a quote from a poem by the Tang dynasty poet Sun Ti, 

696–761, and will necessarily be read as a reference to literati culture). In fact, 

the reason Tony Ng abandoned, at least temporarily, the practice of painting 

is that he felt that that form of art was “too easy to disregard,” meaning, I 

suppose, that it would be disregarded by a certain kind of people. I could 

not help but conclude that he preferred being acknowledged by the kind of 

people who write about or buy contemporary art, and probably because that 

kind of art is seen as more serious in the art circles of Hong Kong with which 

he is becoming more familiar. In that case, it is fortuitous that Tony Ng 

eventually collaborated with an artist like Yip Lap-wing, whose work belongs 

to the kind of practices identified as contemporary, because it allowed him to 

finally be seen as a contemporary artist. 
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Z
heng Chongbin’s new large-scale, contemporary ink paintings 

convey a cultural complexity that mingles the knowledge and study 

of contemporary global history with a broad cognizance of not 

only traditional and contemporary Chinese art, but an in-depth familiarity 

with contemporary Euro-American art of recent decades. While tradition 

is manifest in the physical properties of his ink on xuan paper works, his 

paintings reveal an artistic imagination that seamlessly crosses the usual 

cultural divides. The bold and engaging works assembled for the artist’s 

exhibition at the Chinese Cultural Center in San Francisco (May 19 to July 

30, 2011) present his newest ideas in relation to both a reconsideration of 

inherited artistic canons and the identification of promising directions for 

ink painting in the contemporary context. 

Zheng Chongbin emerged on the art world stage in the 1980s, when 

the subjectivism of Neo-Expressionist painting took the American 

and European art worlds by storm. It was also the decade that saw the 

Collette Chattopadhyay 

Zheng Chongbin: Defining His Own Terrain

Installation view of the Zheng 
Chongbin exhibition, White 
Ink, at the Chinese Cultural 
Center, San Francisco. 
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emergence in China of New Wave (xinchao) art. Both visual art movements 

utilized abstraction as a means to subjectively interpret often personal, 

but also at times collective, histories, experiences, and memories. And 

both located meaning in abstracted forms rendered with large, expressive 

brushstrokes. Zheng Chongbin’s works of that period visually presented 

moments of cathartic experience rendered in ink paintings wrought on a 

large scale, reflecting the visual zeitgeist of the ’85 New Wave Movement in 

China and the Neo-Expressionist movement that simultaneously arose in 

the US and Europe. Both developments validate immediacy—as opposed 

to vicarious experience—and interpret these moments as insights that lead 

towards profound interpretations of existence.

Yet the works that form the focus of this exhibition gather their energy 

from more than the present and its political affairs. Indeed, while these new 

paintings can be visually explosive in their force, some of the works explore 

more complex themes related to concepts of historical artistic endurance, 

relevance, and power. This happens, for example, in the dramatic work 

named Tour,(2010) where Zheng Chongbin tests his artistic strength against 

the Sung dynasty masters Kuo Hsi and Tung Yuan, and the Qing master, Shi 

Tao. Postmodern in its abstraction, Zheng Chongbin’s painting combines 

and visually paraphrases all three mentors, simultaneously paying tribute to 

these legendary artists, while exercising considerable conceptual heft with 

postmodern ease. Zheng Chongbin’s internalization of Shi’s conceptual 

challenges to the tradition of ink painting are so complete that visible 

traces of the master’s influence are muted. Yet, the most primal of Shi Tao’s 

assumptions, namely a transgressive attitude towards tradition, remains one 

of Zheng Chongbin’s guiding lights, granting him permission to develop 

his own approach to ink painting that is marked by a contemporary ironic 

questioning of inherited aesthetic principles. 

Zheng Chongbin’s new works utilize visual overstatement and 

understatement as a means of defining new terrain by probing vistas that 

have remained predominately off limits for centuries in a painting tradition 

that boasts a formidable history. He dares, for example, to present the suite 

of Black Paintings as well as the suite of White Paintings, both of which 

break with tradition’s attenuated insistence upon cultivated modulations of 

Zheng Chongbin, Tour, 2010, 
ink and acrylic on xuan paper, 
71.1 x 391.16 cm. Courtesy of 
the artist and Chinese Cultural 
Center, San Francisco.
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tone for an overall image whose objective was, traditionally speaking, the 

articulation of cultural refinement. To those attuned to the classical legacy 

of ink brush painting, the visual roar of these works may seem like fighter 

jets taking off on an airport runway.

Simultaneously, these works expand the parameters of traditional ink 

painting by presenting images that appear to exist in the darkest of 

spaces or, conversely, in the brightest of white light. Considering visual 

overstatement and understatement as defined within the parameters of the 

ink tradition, works in this exhibition explore ink’s capability to address the 

postmodern era’s brash harshness and its frequent neglect and disregard 

for sophistication and subtlety. Working exclusively with black and white 

hues, two new series within Zheng Chongbin’s work reference these 

realities in artistic terms, offering in certain respects a sharp critique of the 

contemporary world itself. 

The Eroded Black paintings 

travel into these new territories, 

upending some of the most 

cherished values of China’s 

centuries’ old tradition of ink 

painting. Here, ponderous black 

charcoal forms parade across 

the image space, and gone or 

suppressed	is any interest in 

the subtlety of balancing and 

counterbalancing compositional 

forms that is central to traditional 

ink painting. Instead, Zheng 

Chongbin’s new Black works 

project a dense, claustrophobic, 

foreboding psychological reality. If the work references a physical reality, it 

is surely one of the darkest of nights. The images project a sense of brutality 

that carries with it suggestions of oblivion. Physically, the ink is thick and 

visceral, built up with so many layers that the xuan paper base has at times 

given way, torn and ripped in places under the painter’s insistent brushwork. 

Zheng Chongbin, Eroded 
Black, 2011, ink and acrylic 
on xuan paper, 139.7 x 97.79 
cm. Courtesy of the artist and 
Chinese Cultural Center, San 
Francisco.
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Like celluloid film fluttering through the projector spokes after a movie 

has come to its end, the dark vertical forms flicker in the mind’s eye. They 

are oddly reminiscent of Robert Rauschenberg’s early all-white paintings, 

which dared viewers to go beyond literal reality toward the metaphysical 

by means of a homogenous field of colour. Do Zheng Chongbin’s works 

mine the obverse of those early postmodern American impulses or do they 

converse with Antoni Tapies’s paintings resembling walls or other mundane, 

obdurate realities? Certainly, Zheng Chongbin’s new works give the viewer 

pause to reflect. 

As a corollary to the Eroded Black paintings, Zheng Chongbin has created 

a series of works that disarm by their brilliant whiteness. It is something 

of a relief perhaps that the dark vision gives way to a different sequence of 

works, yet they pose their own challenges. Due to their large scale, works 

such as (Untitled) Fluctuating White I (2011), Grey and White (2009), or 

Light, Dark, Dry, Wet (2010) flood the viewer’s image field with a brightness 

that is overwhelming, yielding an intense visual experience that can be akin 

to trying to see through fog. Rather than constructing images that create 

illusions of spatial depth as historical ink paintings do, these works conjure 

realities in which visual certainties remain obscured from view, presenting 

epistemological questions regarding how we know what we know. 

Historically speaking, the work Light, Dark, Wet, Dry nods in respect to 

Mark Rothko’s large, luminous forms, granting something of a ghostly 

apparition of that artist’s legacy. Of course, Zheng Chongbin has completely 

transformed the intentions of this mentor, for where Rothko studied the 

intensities of colour, Zheng Chongbin creates with black and white. Further, 

the details wrought on Zheng Chongbin’s white forms reveal a multitude of 

scratching, as though time has scuffed the surface of an obdurate mass that, 

although oversized, is not impervious to erosion. Ironically, the shapes in 

Zheng Chongbin, Untitled 
(Fluctuating White No. 1), 
2011, ink and acrylic on xuan 
paper, 88.9 x 96.5 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist and Chinese 
Cultural Center, San Francisco.

Opposite: Zheng Chongbin, 
Light, Dark, Dry, Wet, 2010, 
ink and acrylic on xuan paper, 
241.3 x 129.5 cm. Courtesy of 
the artist and Chinese Cultural 
Center, San Francisco.
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these paintings oscillate in the mind’s eye between being soft and luminous, 

or obdurate stone boulders that at close-range appear chaffed by wind, 

sleet, and rain. Scuffed with the haphazard markings of nature and time, 

the images, though grand, suggest a reality of abrasion and neglect. These 

are not easy works, but rather ink paintings that challenge and that brave 

rugged, unfamiliar frontiers. 

In this sense, Zheng Chongbin’s works collectively manifest the allusion 

of a lost grandeur. While the large scale of these works grants them 

extraordinary visual power, it is their articulation of the sweeping expanse 

of time and space that remains memorable in the mind’s eye. Such qualities 

of existence, manifested through the immediacy of gestured expression writ 

both in positive and negative artistic form, suggesting the passage of time 

and its neglects, make these works formidable and haunting. Presenting ink 

paintings that dare to trace the perimeter of the land known as oblivion, 

Zheng mingles the past and present, granting glimpses of realities that burn 

brightly with poetry, poignancy, and power.  

This is a revised version of an essay for the exhibition catalogue White Ink 

published by the Chinese Culture Foundation, San Francisco.

Installation view of the Zheng 
Chongbin exhibition, White 
Ink, at the Chinese Cultural 
Center, San Francisco. 
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T
hree years ago, I moved to Asia from 

Europe where I had been writing 

and teaching about art for over 

thirty years. One of the reasons I moved to 

Asia was my growing awareness that I did 

not understand Chinese painting as well as 

I would like. While visiting an exhibition of 

Chinese ink painting in Shanghai with artist 

Zheng Chongbin, I was fascinated and won 

over by his advocacy for the medium. We 

stopped in front of Liang Kai’s famous twelfth 

century painting of The Sixth Patriarch Cutting 

Bamboo and discussed the precision of this 

famous work, how so much is said with so few 

marks, how the urgency of the line conveys 

this spiritual moment. 

Later, with another Chinese friend, I visited an exhibition of art from the 

Hermitage in St. Petersburg that was made or bought during the reign of 

Catherine the Great. What was of most interest to me were the paintings 

she had herself collected. I enthused about a painting by the seventeenth 

century Italian artist Guercino, The Transfiguration of the Magdalene (1622). 

Borne aloft by a flock of angels (many represented as children’s heads on 

wings), with one waving the whip she flogged herself with, and another 

holding up the hair shirt she mortified herself with, the full-bosomed 

Magdalene, arrayed in gold, still looked strangely fresh and even sexy. 

But I failed to convey my enthusiasm to my companion. The subject matter 

is so  historically removed—can one fully understand the content of this 

painting without some specialist knowledge of Counter Reformation 

theology? The colours are beautiful, so well balanced, but the technical skill 

seems so cold and uptight. Not just Chinese, but Caucasians of my friend’s 

younger generation are much closer to the loose, revelatory daring skill 

of Liang Kai. By comparison, Guercino’s work looks too staged. However, 

one could argue that in order to truly understand the painting of Liang 

Kai, you would need as much knowledge of twelfth century Chinese 

monastic Buddhism as you would of Counter Reformation theology during 

Guercino’s time. 

Tony Godfrey 

Zheng Chongbin: Ten Metaphors with which 
to Experience His Paintings

Liang Kai, The Sixth Patriarch 
Cutting Bamboo, twelfth 
century, ink on paper, 72.7 x 
31.8 cm. Collection of Tokyo 
National Museum.



28    Vol. 10 No. 4

Some weeks later I communicated by Skype with an old friend, Ian 

McKeever, an English painter who began work as a conceptual artist with an 

interest in landscape but has transmogrified into abstract painting. I talked 

with him about how I saw a similarity between his and Zheng Chongbin’s 

work. “I am not sure,” he replied, “but I am instinctively in favour of anyone 

who crosses cultural boundaries.”1   

I should define my position: I am someone who works in contemporary 

art but who has an abiding love of, and interest in, Western painting. I 

am someone who wants to think globally but realizes that to understand 

particular traditions, first-hand experience is often necessary. But also 

I am expressing the complicated position in which we all find ourselves 

when seeking to experience artworks and then attempting to communicate 

that experience. Traditions matter, histories matter; we make art and 

we understand art within those traditions, but in a global world we are 

constantly crossing and mixing such traditions and histories. An artist 

such as Zheng Chongbin, who is successfully cross-cultural, is, therefore, 

especially important. But this makes writing about his work oddly difficult. 

Which language should I use? That of the literati scholars, of modernism, or 

of the highly theorized discourse found in much contemporary art criticism? 

Most of our experience is visual; most of our communication is verbal. 

This is the paradox that exists when writing or talking about art; not only 

paradox, but challenge. When one tries to write about painting, language 

always proves to be inadequate; at best one seems to end up creating a 

text that runs parallel to the painting or that it is an equivalent to one’s 

experience of the painting. Language is a code, painting is not—or if so 

only patchily. We cannot read signs in a painting the same way we can with 

language, attaching (more or less) signifieds to signifiers. Painting is a thing 

made, and our understanding of it is in experiencing it primarily in a visual 

way, in the effects of its making, then in analyzing those effects intellectually. 

Zheng Chongbin, White Ink 
on Black No. 1, 2, 3, 4, 2011, 
ink and acrylic on xuan paper, 
244 x 122 cm (each panel). 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Chinese Cultural Center, San 
Francisco. 
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While standing in front of a painting by Zheng Chongbin, White Ink on 

Black (2011) for example, facing the scale, the density of paint, and the 

complexity of it all, I have a strong visceral response. But how can I put 

that response into words? And how can I relate it to other paintings that I 

experience? And which paintings should they be: just Chinese, or from a 

global remit?

One can only talk about the experience of painting through metaphors.  

Each metaphor used is like another net thrown into the river; each time, 

each throw pulls a few fish from the water. It is only after several throws  

of the net that we get a sense of what sort of fish live in the river. The 

following are a few of the metaphors I would like to propose in in an 

attempt to understand Zheng Chongbin’s paintings: stormy skies; temple 

architecture; ink and nothing but ink; a moment suspended in time;	as 

stone, or nature’s flow and erosion; skin or body; oil painting; blackness 

and night; creases and folds; caves. Some of these, you may argue, are not 

metaphors, but categories.

Stormy	Skies	

Part of the distance we have from traditional art such as Guercino’s is that 

we have lost the codes he used—of gesture and symbol—and to some extent 

replaced them with ones based upon a romantic perception of nature. For 

Guercino, nature was a backdrop that gave a useful compositional diagonal 

and some suggestion of the desert the Magdalene had hidden in to repent 

and meditate, but for British artists such as John Constable or J. M. W. 

Turner, nature was everything.

A wall of turbulent storm clouds building up above the horizon could be 

how one might describe Zheng Chongbin’s White Ink on Black, for example. 

And up to a point that is sufficient because the drama in a stormy sky 

is between the apparent solidity of the cloud mass—and solidity here is 
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threatening, engulfing, breath-stifling, looming, and claustrophobic—and 

the barely concealed light that is an equivalent to the drama of dark and 

light in his work. Perhaps, above all else, in such a sky we grow sensitive 

to each patch in the cloud where light shoots through, sending a beam of 

light to strike the earth or else, as in that “silver lining to the cloud,” the sun 

makes the edges around the cloud brighten and sing.

And in paintings of the sky we enjoy the sensuality of the clouds—their 

billows and folds are like those of a heavy velvet curtain. It is hard not to 

read the turbulence of clouds in romantic painting—from Constable to 

August Strindberg—as not just an external fact, but as an equivalent to 

some internal sensation, an objective correlative to an emotional state.

Temple	Architecture

The insistent architectonics of White Ink on Black militate against such 

a romantic, emotional reading as an all-encompassing one. Consisting of  

four large sheets of paper arranged as vertical columns, each much 

taller than a human being, it cannot but remind me of the portico of a 

Greek temple. Asked whether his paintings were meant for temples or 

bedrooms (perhaps the two most opposite destinations a painting can 

have), he laughs, “Temple paintings indeed, not bedroom ones! With the 

monumental form of my paintings, they need more space; a more sober  

and solemn spiritual atmosphere.”

And when asked whether he had ever been commissioned to do bedroom 

paintings,	he says, “Yes, but when they saw my paintings, they clearly 

wouldn’t be any good there, but they liked them so they just bought them. 

I want my paintings seen within architecture and within [an] installation 

[format]. I want a marriage between installation and paintings. I want a way 

to look away from painting’s flat surface, I want painting that is connected 

to the physical space.” 

When he replied that he would rather his paintings were in a temple than 

a bedroom, was he being merely flippant? When I look at the severity of a 

work like White Ink on Black, with its panels of vertical columns, it is clear 

that an equivalence is there. The columns are not just convenient geometry 

to play against; they have weight, gravitas, and formality. The association 

of a temple is still a living one, though one might well ask, what do temples 

mean to a non-believer? 

As I write this essay, I am in Bagan, Myanmar, where, spread out on a 

plain the size of Manhattan, there still stand over 2,200 paya, or pagodas—

Buddhist temples or stupas. It may seem a rather strange place to think 

of Zheng Chongbin’s paintings, but there is a repetition of forms that is 

like an echo: 2,200 temples, all more or less the same shape, but all subtly 

different from each other. There is a certainty to them in their progression 

from square floor plan to circular stupa that has something in common 

with Zheng Chongbin’s commitment to the vertical and the rectangle, the 

column and the window.
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The notion of the architectonic we see in his painting is also related to 

notions of harmony as well as geometry. I suggested to him that “the 

notion of harmony, which is still implicit in Western modernism today, is 

about proportion. It is still rooted in the Greek temples. I think the notion 

of harmony in Chinese art is not quite the same case.” Zheng Chongbin’s 

response was, “No, Chinese harmony is not about proportion, but about 

connection. It is about travelling from one point to another point and 

coming back in a circular form.”

In all the temples of Bagan, the circle is ultimately pre-eminent, standing 

out against the land and the sky, occasionally, when covered with gold, 

gleaming like a revelation. The water and the ink flow around the columns, 

washing and eroding them; the action of the painting is circular.

Ink	and	Nothing	But	Ink

Zheng Chongbin’s education as an artist was unusually traditional. As he 

reports:

I brought my drawings to him [a teacher appointed by his 

father], and he took me to the Shanghai	Museum and showed 

me the masterpieces of ancient Chinese artists. There I realized 

that I would have to restart everything from scratch. This 

first art teacher of mine had graduated from the Chinese ink 

painting department in Shanghai Art Academy. After one year 

when I only did drawings, one day he told me to buy four 

things: ink stick, ink stone, different brushes, and xuan paper, 

Chinese rice paper. I can still [remember] the smell of the ink 

and paper. I was excited and eager to start Chinese ink painting. 

But my teacher didn’t allow me to use my purchases. It is like 

in the kung fu films where kids who want to learn kung fu have 

to start with carrying the water bucket for a year. Really, it is a 

kind of Chinese methodology in learning. 

So my teacher would bring me works that were done by his 

teachers. I was allowed to look at them, but I wasn’t allowed to 

start copying from them. Instead, I continued to do drawings 

of still-lifes, of sitting models. The next step was the technical 

accomplishment. My teacher showed me how lines were drawn 

in Tang dynasty paintings. He showed me the importance of 

the concept of lines in Chinese painting. About two years later, 

he gave me a copy of the Wudaozi painting from the Tang 

dynasty and said, “Copy it. Use brush, start painting.” It was 

how I started: by copying calligraphy and paintings. Once a 

week, I went to his home and showed him my paintings. He 

would offer me criticism and also demonstrate how to paint.  

Does this explain the work Zheng Chongbin makes today? He pays homage 

to artists such as Guo Xi, from the Song dynasty, as well as Zhu Da (Ba Da 

Shan Ren) and Shi Tao, who helped keep the tradition alive. But does he 

maintain the tradition? Yes, but, as he says, only by challenging it. On the 
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other hand, he laments 

how the generation of 

older artists from the 

1950s and ’60s often 

had to maladroitly 

blend their style with 

Socialist Realism.2

What he seeks is 

not revivalism but 

something deep 

within the practice of 

ink painting that is 

compatible with the 

practice of Western 

abstract painting. 

“The core value of 

ink painting,” he 

emphasizes, “is the 

rhythm. It is very 

important. You see 

the movement in the 

painting, and that gives 

you a different sense  

of energy.” 

Again and again he emphasizes the importance of his medium, its physical 

imperatives: “There is no meaning in my work. In other words, my work 

only has the material characteristic of its own, by being the narrative as a 

code of physical evidence. As a result, my work cannot be categorized. It is 

the style of no style.”3 

His attitude, or position, toward the long tradition of ink painting is 

perhaps not so different from that of American or English abstract painters 

who would go to the Metropolitan Museum, New York, or the National 

Gallery, London, every week to look at Titian or Constable but never 

themselves paint a figure or a tree. 

As	a	Moment	Suspended	in	Time

The painting by Liang Kai that I looked at with Zheng Chongbin is 

explicitly about the moment of enlightenment, the moment of revelation. 

This is the moment when God or the divine is revealed. But the way it is 

painted, with so few but such sure strokes, makes it an equivalent to this 

moment when all suddenly becomes clear.

In Zheng Chongbin’s paintings the white spots offer such an immediacy. 

The sense of things frozen or fixed, of flows of liquid suddenly arrested, is 

similar. The form or giant ideograph in Dissolved Form No. 2 (2011) hovers 

in its space like an angel or an avatar. The vigorous gestures that made it are 

Zheng Chongbin, Dissolved 
Form No. 2, 2011, ink and 
acrylic on xuan paper, 420.3 x 
205.7 cm. Courtesy of the artist 
and Chinese Cultural Center, 
San Francisco. 
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frozen forever; that which once flowed is now still. It is as if a moment in 

time has been frozen. 

As	Stone,	or	Nature’s	Flow	and	Erosion		

Zheng Chongbin’s monolithic forms seem to carry the weight of stone 

but never its colour. Their markings suggest not granite or limestone but 

something not yet petrified, something still capable of flow, or at least the 

marks made recently by some sort of activity: marks on a rock face battered 

by waves. 

Ink flows. It floods the paper, sinks in or slides across the saturated surface. 

Many Western artists influenced by conceptual art have put paper out in an 

open field or within a forest and let nature take its toll—rain, wind, rats, and 

insects scraping, staining, and scratching them—and then retrieved them to 

work further on these new marks.4 When he attempted this, it did not work: 

I tried to put the work outside on a rainy day. But paper 

[dissolves] or [breaks down] into [pulp] from heavy rain. I 

guess my notion of trashing the painting got a bit overdone. I 

wanted to be absent from the whole art-making process. But 

I still have to play the intermediate role between the physical 

object/ink, wash, paper, and nature. . . . to manage its proposed 

form without any fake and attempted intrusion from myself.	

Zheng Chongbin talks of feeling how he is outside the painting when he is 

making it. The flow of the ink, paint, and water happens, it seems, of its own 

volition: one material seeping through another, granules washed up and 

left by the miniature deltas of liquid. This is what happens when different 

liquids converge and meet—like freshwater and seawater, mud-carrying 

water churning into clear water. Talking of how he looks at those light-

giving spots of white in the flood of black ink, he recalls those moments 

when one comes to the surface to breathe when swimming underwater and 

he expounds on that time when the flows have stopped and he must assess 

what, and if, anything further must be done: 

When I am done with my painting, I put it on the wall. I look 

at it and decide if the spots are intuitive. Sometimes, it is by 

chance, sometimes I have predicted it. Some spots are used 

technically to stop the ink flow. So you want to make sure they 

are still there the next morning when you come back to the 

studio. Before I go to the mounting shop, I need to recheck. 

If the spot is a broken hole I can put another layer of paper to 

make the hole disappear. But in most of cases I feel that I want 

to keep it in the original state. So it is intuitive, but at the same 

time very deliberate. 

We must always recall, seduced as we are by the richness of the surface of his 

paintings, the fine detail of these dried up deltas, that he emphasizes depth, 

not surface.
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In Myanmar, at the payas, they pour water on statues at the eight cardinal 

points that represent the eight days of the week (Wednesday counts as two 

days). Every temple has, it seems, a water ceremony—baptism, washing one’s 

hands at the entrance to the temple, sprinkling water on the congregation. 

Water clears and purifies; water finds channels through the dust. A Korean 

friend gives me a water pourer: when puzzled, she suggests, pour water from 

it on paper and watch the way it flows and spreads; it may help you decide 

what to do. Our fascination in spreading puddles or in how the incoming 

tide invades and inveigles itself onto the beach is perhaps a deep-seated belief 

that somehow we are being told something of consequence. 

Skin	or	Body

In our conversations, I have asked whether one should see the surface of 

the paintings as an equivalent to human skin. Zheng Chongbin’s response 

was that there was “A strong body association in my paintings. I have always 

been interested in biomorphic forms. For me the biomorphic form involves 

my coordination and understanding of this medium. And the rhythms 

of my coordination with this medium are about my own coordination 

and rhythms.” When I suggested that therefore the biomorphic form was 

important, but the metaphor of the paper as skin was not, he responded that, 

The skin is the part of my sensibility . . . it is closely connected to 

the images I have . . . maybe we can talk about the biomorphic 

experience, the reason why I associated the body with my 

images. My sister had Down’s Syndrome, and she was paranoid 

when she was five years old. My mother had to take care of her 

all the time. So I spent my childhood with a family member 

who was physically disabled. But my sister was incredible. 

Despite her low intelligence, she was a very sensitive person, 

Zheng Chongbin, Two Sides 
No. 2, 2011, ink and acrylic 
on xuan paper, 152.4 x 165.1 
cm. Courtesy of the artist and 
Chinese Cultural Center, San 
Francisco.
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very understanding, and her humour sometimes dramatically 

switched from that of a five-year-old to an adult drastically. 

What amazed me most was that she was so coordinated that 

sometimes she could climb up to a high ceiling without using 

any support. I looked at how she moved and felt that she had 

such a powerful impact on me. Her deformed body interested 

me a lot, and I found it beautiful and powerful . . . in the same 

way as the world of Francis Bacon attracted me. 

Again, the artist wants to emphasize movement and depth rather than 

surface. We must pull our eyes away from the beautiful, mottled surface 

of the right hand side of Two Sides No. 2 (2011), rather than indulging in 

sensual pleasure. We may think of these marks to be like those that lichen or 

snails leave on tree bark, but depth is the key. I think of the tracery of ferns 

in a forest. Overlaid against the vertical columns, somewhat understated 

compared to White Ink on Black, there is layer on layer; an above and a 

below, a nearer and a further away. This is replicated in the way we position 

ourselves when looking at the paintings—standing back a few metres to get 

their overall feel or gestalt and then moving close up to see the myriad details.

Oil	Painting 

There is an intense engagement in Zheng Chongbin’s work with the tradition 

of Western oil painting. This is rarely, if ever, evident to the eye. He says,

In the early 1980s, when China began to open up to the 

world, different kinds of Western art in the form of books 

and magazines stormed in to China all at once . . . We were 

all exposed to a complete new understanding of art—ways of 

looking at art and creating differently. I was deeply impressed 

by the works of Renaissance artists I saw in books on Western 

art history, and also I liked the Impressionist painters’ works. 

Then I saw some German Expressionist works and was 

absorbed by how the basic elements of colour and form were 

reconstructed. It was an eye opener. 

When I ask if he was influenced by specific artists, such as Mark Rothko or 

Robert Ryman, he defers: 

In my mind I don’t feel I was influenced by Rothko or Ryman. 

The monolithic forms come from the material I used—ink 

and paper. I would say the style and art form of my works are 

very much Western and Chinese art combined. These mixtures 

bring different perspectives, different dimensions.

But he talks with enthusiasm of Caravaggio and Agnes Martin, as unlikely as 

that pairing may seem. The bars, stripes, and columns in Zheng Chongbin’s 

paintings may seem a little like Martin’s. A painting such as White Ink A 

(2011), with its vertical stripes, reflects on a tradition of stripe painting 

that encompasses such diverse figures as Frank Stella, Ellsworth Kelly, and 
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Robert Irwin. That is to say, there is a body of reference and association that 

someone who knows that work brings to his or her experience of White Ink 

A. It adds resonance.

Blackness	and	Night 

Sometimes, cultural differences are truly incompatible: in the West, black 

is the colour for funerals; in China, it is white. But night is always black—

wherever we go—its blackness rescinding all cultural differences. 

In Western painting perhaps we most associate blackness with Spanish 

painters such as Zurbarán, Velázquez, or Goya, and French artists such 

as Eduard Manet who sought to emulate that extreme blackness and that 

range of blacks. This search for black that is so sombre and serious has 

been a sub-current of painting since Manet; think of Kazimir Malevich 

and Ad Reinhardt. It is associated with definitiveness and with closure but 

is also strangely sensual and sumptuous. It is this sumptuousness of black 

that Zheng Chongbin evokes in such paintings as White Ink on Black Ink, a 

density of blackness that is not common in Chinese art. It simultaneously 

carries body, bulk, weight, and something that—like nightfall—absorbs us. 

Creases	and	Folds

As with so many good painters, Zheng Chongbin’s work is about an intense 

conversation between geometry and the intuitive, between structure 

and gesture, accident and the purposeful.5 But also it is about complex, 

convoluted edges, fissures, and creases—folds. In Gilles Deleuze’s rereading 

of the baroque, he finds that it is an art that twists and folds, its multiple 

exterior surfaces echoing the intuitive experience of the subject	in this 

ultra-dynamic world of the twenty-first century, folding the subject itself	

in interaction with the flux. Deleuze uses the metaphor of the rhizome to 

explain this world—rhizomes being those plants that grow not from seeds 

but from elements of themselves, constantly spreading across the ground 

and re-rooting themselves. In a world where the hierarchy descending 

from God or divine harmony has disappeared, such a network with its near 

infinite number of routes is another way of explaining how both the world 

and the human neural system works.6 

Deleuze writes of “the pleats of matter, and the folds in the soul.” As art 

historian Mieke Bal and others have pointed out, this parallels the obsession 

with complex folds in the drapery of baroque painting or in the mise-en-

scene of Caravaggio’s work.7 The space of Zheng Chongbin’s paintings 

is similarly complex and is derived to a great extent from an equivalent 

modulation of edges, fissures, and rivulets. Broken Line (2011) is almost 

a textbook manifestation of how a line or gesture produces edges, shape, 

and space. A painting such as Dissolved Form No. 2 (2011)	does so even 

more clearly. This painting is more typical of his earlier works,8 with their 

emphasis on forms closer to calligraphy or the ideograph. But his recent 

paintings, with their emphasis on architectonic horizontals and verticals, 

have this complexity too. The columns or bars do not just sit there; 

modulated by gesture and flow, they do not just hover peacefully but pull 

back and forth, fade and grow strong, wobble and shift. They create a space 

that is dynamic and energized.
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Zheng Chongbin, White Ink 
A, 2011, ink and acrylic on 
xuan paper, 193 x 177.8 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist and 
Chinese Cultural Center, San 
Francisco.
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Zheng Chongbin, Broken Line, 
2011, ink and acrylic on xuan 
paper, 279.4 x 138.4 cm (each 
panel). Courtesy of the artist 
and Chinese Cultural Center, 
San Francisco. 
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Notes
1 Unless otherwise stated, all quotations are from an interview between Zheng Chongbin, Tony 

Godfrey, and Wang Kaimei, Shanghai, September 2010. Thanks also are due to Wang Kaimei for 
editing that interview.

2 “Recently I saw a retrospective of an old artist. He is now in his eighties, and he has the most 
wonderful approach to the literati style of traditional techniques. But to combine them with the 
socialist realistic style simply demolished the whole idea of the traditional literati painting. I mean, 
this artist has spent his whole life trying to balance these two styles, and eventually just hit a dead 
end. I feel really sad about it.”

3 From an interview conducted for Haines Gallery, San Francisco, 2011.
4 E-mail to the author from Zheng Chongbin, April 2011. In England, Ian McKeever and Sian Bowen are 

two examples of artists who have worked this way. Arguably the progenitor is Marcel Duchamp, with 
his dust breeding: the photograph of the Large Glass left to collect dust. 

5 I know these may not seem precise opposites, but against geometry we read the irregular hand-
drawn line as intuitive; against structure we read the gesture as human.

6 See especially Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateau: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), and Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the 
Baroque, trans. Tom Conley (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992). 

7 See Mieke Bal, Quoting Caravaggio: Contemporary Art, Preposterous History (Chicago and London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1999), especially chapter 1, 27–44.

8 Deleuze, The Fold, 3.
9 Bruce Chatwin, The Songlines, (London: Franklin Press, 1986), 259.

The	Cave

What is this space? The cave that Plato wrote of? Or the depths of night? Or 

some other, more metaphysical, mental space? Zheng Chongbin states:

I don’t think much about either texture or surface; but space 

I think a lot. Space is the most important thing in my work. I 

pay the least attention to surface. If the surface gets in my way, I 

can reduce it. But depth is very important. The methodology of 

a good work needs space and depth, which is so important in 

Western art works. I think space gives me another perspective 

for looking at the world, and it readjusts my view to the world. 

Space and perspective are extremely important psychologically 

to me, too. 

Bruce Chatwin speculates in his book The Songlines “that deep in our racial 

subconscious there is a shared memory of being in caves huddled together, 

silent, comfortable in our mother’s arms but fearful of prowling sabre 

toothed tigers. One can think of those caves we make as children with our 

bedclothes to hide in—a space or den in which we feel cosseted, comforted 

and protected.”9

The brain is a small space several inches across within which electric 

messages spark around. Space is inside us and as such can seem enormous, 

literally fathomless, space that can expand, it seems, outwards indefinitely.

We can read the space that Zheng Chongbin’s paintings create as either 

internal or outside of us—perhaps best of all as both. External spaces that 

do not just echo but are also inscapes—landscapes of a state of mind. 

This is a revised version of an essay originally published in the exhibition 

catalogue for Zheng Chongbin’s exhibition INKinquiry at Ooi Botos Gallery, 

Hong Kong, May 14 to June 4, 2011. 
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Architectonic Ink: Zheng Chongbin in 
Conversation with Lisa Claypool

I
n the process of painting Stained No. 2 (2009),	more literally “ink 

traces” in Chinese (moji), Zheng Chongbin writhes across a mural-

sized eighteen foot length of mulberry paper, in which the shallowness 

of ink is built up through layers of brushwork, opaque whites, and the 

imprint of the bricks in the paper upon which it had lain while the artist 

painted. Slashing brush and pooling ink “vibrates, clenches, or cracks 

open because it is the bearer of glimpsed forces,” to borrow the words 

of Gilles Deleuze.1 Water, tissue wrinkles, the deep colouristic black of 

the ink, the heaviness of a thick acrylic, and a wet smear of brown stain, 

create organic shapes as well as an architectonic space for contemplation 

and introspection; they compellingly draw the viewer in. The picture 

is something so fluid—not framed but “deframed”—that it poses a 

conundrum: how to locate its space? And what are the stakes of entering 

into the space of an ink painting?

A ready answer is provided, somewhat surprisingly, by the Chinese 

government. Ink painting had a peculiar presence, for instance, at the 2010 

Shanghai World Expo. The slogan of the Expo was, “Better City, Better Life,” 

in English, or, in Chinese, “The City makes your life even more perfect!” 

(chengshi rang shenghuo geng meihao). At the Expo grounds ink painting 

in state propaganda was most typically presented in video, where montage 

transformed ink paintings into film sequences. A typical sequence: first 

mountains and streams appear on the video screen, black ink against 

white ground. As the brush starts to paint structures not from natural life 

but from the city—skyscrapers, telephone wires, and smoke stacks—one 

might be reminded of Socialist-era woodcuts that expressed the energy and 

might of the city. Unlike those idealized static views of the city, however, in 

these paintings there is a visual progression as the ground becomes darker 

with pooled water and ink, and the images start to look like a polluted 

environment. Out of the blackness a dim photograph of the city—often 

night scenes in colour, brightened with sparks of neon light—begins to 

Zheng Chongbin, Stained No. 
2 (Moji), 2009, ink and acrylic 
on xuan paper, 144 x 560 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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emerge, solidify, and supplant the ink painting as the photograph morphs 

into video. In digital posters mounted in the Metro at People’s Square,  

this process might end with the message “love nature” (ai wo shanshui), 

an appeal to environmentalism.	At the Expo grounds, the process 

appeared more than once in the video shown at the National Pavilion, 

where quotations from the Confucian Analects about a harmonious society 

are interspersed. 

The title of that video is Harmonious China (hexie zhongguo). Since 2005 

the Hu Jintao-Wen Jiabao leadership of the Communist Party has pursued 

a political-economic policy to create and maintain a “harmonious society” 

within the framework of “Socialism with Chinese characteristics.” But 

the meaning of “harmony,” unsurprisingly, has become ambiguous. On 

The China Beat Blog, cultural historian Geremie Barmé observes that “‘to 

harmonize’ has become a common verb in colloquial Chinese meaning 

‘to censor,’ ‘elide,’ or ‘expunge’.”2 If “to harmonize” possesses negative 

connotations, it also, critically for the state’s goals for the World Expo, 

points towards a kind of urbanization that is still arguably Chinese despite 

the apparent transformation of Chinese political authority by the global 

machine of commerce. Watching the drops of ink coalesce and grow into 

a city below a phrase from the ninth book of the Analects—“The Master, 

while at the river, said, ‘What has passed, has passed like this . . . day into 

night, not pausing’”—thus makes ideological sense. 

What makes this state-mandated view of the city especially seductive is that 

it is so smart. Propaganda gains strength because it is endlessly repeatable 

and repeated. Here, the formulaic quality of propaganda for the Expo 

evaporated into the creative act of picking up the brush. This is propaganda 

that doesn’t look like propaganda. The stakes in this new application and 

manipulation of old forms of art are high: the visibility of the city, and, 

more generally, the definitions of what matters to China as its cities grow so 

rapidly that the nation and the city are beginning to merge.  

Ink painting poster at Expo 
2010, Shanghai. Photo: Lisa 
Claypool.
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It is within this peculiar context—one in which what happens to ink 

painting newly matters in the political, social, and visual arena—that Zheng 

Chongbin and I sat down to talk about his work. Straight off, even before I 

had posed my first question, Zheng Chongbin passionately launched into a 

defense of brush and ink as a contemporary art form and practice.

Zheng	Chongbin: In terms of art forms, for me it is always important to 

put ink painting within the context of contemporary art, within the context 

of language and material, which is not necessarily limited to Chinese art. 

Lisa	Claypool: What does it mean to say “contemporary art that is Chinese?” 

Zheng	Chongbin: Contemporary Chinese art typically asks the viewer to 

see the subject as social commentary. It’s mostly political in content. Ink 

painting in contrast tends to be marginalized because it is such a unique art 

form, with its own history. But ink painting should be looked at only as the 

material—the media that artists use—within a much broader context.

Lisa	Claypool: It seems that what you’re telling me right now is that when 

people identify, even essentialize, contemporary Chinese art, they turn to 

Cultural Revolution iconography and Socialist Realist oil painting, and look 

for ways it has been appropriated or reinvented by artists now. What you’re 

doing, strangely, doesn’t count. Or maybe ink painting is simply shorthand 

for something that belongs to a different era and historical imagination.

Zheng	Chongbin: Of course, an artist’s identity is generated from the past; 

the past is always connected to everyday life. But contemporary Chinese 

art is constantly being promoted on the world stage and large ink paintings 

are almost never part of that. In major museums you rarely see large ink 

paintings. So in China there is a huge debate going on—I’m talking about 

the artists who live in China, who deal with ink media, who feel left out. The 

2004 Chengdu Biennial was the first exhibition where a curator brought an 

outside point of view: forget about debating about whether ink painting 

ought to be based on tradition or should be considered only within the 

context of tradition, and move forward. Ink painting should be expanded 

more broadly in terms of media. 

When I was in school, my teacher once said to me that you’ve lost your 

tradition—your duty is to add to your tradition so that you can hold on to 

it, and that should be your achievement. And there’s always an argument 

between the older and younger teachers. Should we forget about tradition? 

Even saying that is just a verbal game—we cannot forget about it. It’s just 

that we want to challenge what we have seen already, and what feels limited.

Lisa	Claypool: Can you talk more about that notion of tradition within 

your educational experience: that you add to it, or you forget about it while 

adding to it. I’d like to explore the idea of forgetting as part of the process of 

learning. How did you learn to paint with ink?
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Zheng	Chongbin: When I was a young student in the 1970s, I ended up 

on the streets because of the Cultural Revolution. I was doing things I 

maybe should not have been doing. I was interested in drawing, but I wasn’t 

passionate about it. My father forced me to do one drawing a day as a way of 

controlling me. If I didn’t, I would be in big trouble by evening. And as I was 

doing this, I began to get some encouragement from others. So I started to 

put my pictures up on the wall and started thinking of myself as a painter.

There was a group of us kids, all about the same age, painting together. When 

we were around the age of 15 or 16, our parents started to look for teachers 

for us—painters who used to work in the factories, you know, designing 

mugs, making propaganda paintings. And the teachers started to teach life 

drawing in the Russian style or sometimes introduced the books that they 

had studied—Michelangelo’s paintings, for instance. I also sat in on Chen 

Jialing’s classes in the Shanghai Art School (Shanghai meishu xuexiao).

In 1978 I graduated from high school. I failed the entrance exams the first 

time, so I took a year off and did studies of plaster heads. Chen Jialing sent 

me to study Wang Xizhi (303–361), the classic calligrapher, for quality 

of line, for gesture, and also the painter Lu Yanshao (1909–93), whom he 

considered the best of his contemporaries. Their generation was looking 

more at decorative effect in the colour field. Then I took the entrance exams 

again, and came in first for the Shanghai Art Academy and was accepted 

at the China Academy of Art (Zhongguo meishu xueyuan) in Hangzhou, 

where I chose to study.

In class, I remember being fascinated by the paper, holding it, smelling it. 

The teacher wouldn’t let me use it. He told me “Right now you’re not ready 

to use it because I am teaching you drawing (suxie), and once you get the 

idea of line, then you start getting familiar with this particular material. 

When you buy three different kinds of brushes and the grindstone—the 

basic elements—set for this kind of work, only then you can use the paper.” 

But I think it was so beneficial in a material sense. Because you get an 

understanding of how you absorb and accept lessons in traditional work, 

and also learn how you develop an ability to draw things. Then you get an 

idea of what Chinese drawing is versus other kinds of drawing.

One thing that was truly wonderful was that in class we could study real 

Chinese paintings. It was like military life—every morning we would wake 

up around 6:00 a.m. to study Tang poems, exercise for half an hour, and 

then come back to have breakfast. Then we’d go back to class and spend the 

entire morning studying Chinese paintings. Afterwards came lunch, a nap, 

with art history or literature after that, and then we’d go to the library, have 

dinner, take a walk by the lake; then at night calligraphy class or more work 

in the library.

We’d have access to paintings by the “Eight Eccentrics of Yangzhou,” genuine 

Ming and Qing paintings in the display cases in one of the galleries. Lu 

Yanshao or Ye Qianyu (1907–95)—very strong painters in these traditions—

would come to do demonstrations in class.
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So our education emphasized the traditional in every way. But in the first 

two years of school already I felt that ink painting on paper was facing a 

dilemma—for instance, we used the aluminum from windows to frame our 

work, and our teachers thought, “this is really new.” The content itself had 

nothing to do with it. Just changing the format for display—that gave it a 

sense of contemporaneousness. But that was as far as they would go. My 

generation in school—the first to encounter Western art—was thinking of 

texture, media, and of how modern artists painted figures, like Picasso and 

Dali. So we were simply taking on that form and trying to experiment. 

At the time I started to paint with acrylic, too, diluting the ink with it to give 

it opacity. But that is very formal thinking. My approach was about form 

and shape in the beginning and also about the materiality of the media, and 

from that point I evolved. In a few years I wanted to expand the language of 

ink painting.

But actually I don’t think that there is a huge difference in what I am doing 

now. I need to feel a physicality in the work. I need to build the bodies on 

the paper so that the body becomes its own form. 

Lisa	Claypool: Can you talk about the relationship of ink painting as 

language to building up a body on paper so that it becomes its own form? 

Language on the one hand is abstract; bodies, especially in your work, are so 

messy and physical.

Zheng	Chongbin: Building up the forms within a structure like language? 

I was thinking at the time about structure, looking at the architectural 

structures of Chinese temples. And I wanted to import a very forceful 

structure into the work to help me deal with pattern and qi energy in 

the traditional sense (as a flow of cosmic energy) in a new way. Buddhist 

temples have a very rigid line. But the details are organic. And I thought it 

was interesting to combine that rigidity and organic form to build up the 

surface and depth in my own paintings. 

Lisa	Claypool: You started out by talking about creating your own 

language with brush and ink, and of course with ink painting there’s a close 

relationship to writing through another art of the brush—calligraphy—

and then there is a pictorial formula that you see in painting manuals, 

for instance, that has its own internal grammar of form. Propaganda also 

possesses its own language—that formulaic figuration of Socialist Realism. 

It has to look to a certain way. But what is interesting to me is that when I 

look at your painting, I don’t think of language at all. Your paintings ask for 

the viewer to sink into a kind of virtual space created by the lines and planes 

of ink, for an emotional response, not to be read or deciphered as though 

they are visual codes. 

Zheng	Chongbin: What I meant by language is a kind of visual structure. 

It’s the elements used to build form, and for me it’s a way to take ink 

painting out of two dimensionality, to build up the pictorial space instead of 

to reduce or strip down representation to a kind of pure form.
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In a contemporary art sense, in Chinese ink painting there is a freedom 

from formula, but only in certain ways. In my paintings there are 

submerged body shapes that suck you in; they give the layers of ink an 

immediacy, right there in front of you. Through this almost invisible 

figuration I wanted to complicate and work beyond traditional paintings 

that are closer to calligraphy. 

Also, one of the things my teacher Lu Yanshao would say was: don’t copy 

with your brush; use your fingers. So when I was a student, I would copy 

paintings I’d see on display in the art galleries. And I would go through 

many paintings a hundred times and try to figure out how the painter did 

it. And when I went back to the studio, I would try to replicate that. But 

I couldn’t see the work, so it was based on body memory. I would make 

a close copy with some residue of my own input. No matter how you 

formulate a line, it’s very personal; it’s about how you connect your gestures. 

There’s a playfulness. It’s how form becomes part of your understanding of 

how to play with the material.

Lisa	Claypool: You graduated in 1984. What did you do after that?

Zheng	Chongbin: I stayed at the Academy and taught for four years. We read 

Nietzsche and Kant, and studied excerpts and pulled stimulating ideas out of 

it. There was a whole energy. Also, I mentioned temples earlier, and I would 

take students to the Tianmushan area temples in Zhejiang province. I would 

let them go draw, and I would stay in the temple and use the facility. It was so 

easy; they’d let you stay for three weeks. I would bring a stack of paper and 

work on the huge, very smooth floor, and live the way a Buddhist lives.

Lisa	Claypool: So this was around 1985-87. It sounds as though your 

practice started to shift around that time, that you started to produce 

paintings that were monumental in size. Can you say more about that?

Zheng	Chongbin: I was painting on paper surfaces that were about eight to 

ten feet tall to engage with the space of the temple. I considered the work an 

installation. And I found I needed a new brush. I wanted a bold and direct 

rawness. I chose to start using a mounting brush (paibi), a wide brush in 

multiple sizes. It changed my perception of how to use the brush.

As I just mentioned, one reason I first incorporated body forms and evolved 

into the full body representations, and then made a bird series, was because 

of the Buddhist temples—when you look inside Buddhist temples you see 

all those icons, and I wanted to put them into the work. 

But also, my sister has Downs syndrome, and her legs are paralyzed. And 

she would always use her hands to get around. We lived in a loft filled with 

ladders. Everybody would sleep in the loft. So using just two hands she could 

pull herself up. I was always amazed how she could flip her body. It was 

deformed. And I wanted to put that distorted bodily presence in my work.
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But I was moving away from realism. I am into form that is much more 

enigmatic. The other parts of those layered organic shapes are produced 

from deep physical learning—your body just learns a kind of stroke and 

produces it.

Lisa	Claypool: Yes, even if I tried to, I wouldn’t be able to replicate your 

brushstroke.

Zheng	Chongbin: Just like any other abstract painting—that first 

movement has so much emotional charge, it can’t be replicated. 

Lisa	Claypool: It’s hard even to see the performance—where you’re putting 

the brush down and where you’re picking it up.

Zheng	Chongbin: I use the ink vocabulary I learned from those Ming 

and Qing dynasty paintings, but I also fold and break up the stroke. If 

you look at a flower painting, you can see just how the painter moved the 

brush, but not in my work. In terms of Abstract Expressionism what the 

artists do is that they are looking at the work as a whole, to capture the 

sense of movement, a whole sense of the playfulness. I think I do naturally 

understand how that movement and rhythm of the ink (moyun) should be 

put in place, but I actually still try to make some forms. Again, the ink has a 

purity, as part of the language of the ink, but I also wanted to show form, a 

sense of the emotion, and a sense of the facial expression. 

In the late 1980s I moved to San Francisco, to study at the Art Institute. I 

was looking at the work of Cy Twombly and Franz Kline. The blot series 

I painted in the nineties became even less suggestive in terms of obvious 

forms. The earlier work is more about control; this is about loss of control. 

And so from about 1997 to 2002 I did a lot of this work.

Lisa	Claypool: What do you think about Shitao’s (1642-1707) 10,000 Ugly 

Ink Blots (Wandian emo)?

Zheng	Chongbin: My series of ink blot paintings	was generated from it. 

Why dots? Dots are the anchor point. A dot is the point that balances the 

work. It’s the punctuation in a code. Shi Tao amplified the abstraction of the 

dot. In my own work, on the lines, where they crossed, I added dots. And 

then I started to focus purely on the dots, fields of dots, but they’d overlap, 

bleed into each other, escape my control, and I used some ceramic sealers 

so that when they dried they still seemed wet. And I wanted to create more 

layers and depth. Actually, during those years I did a lot of object making 

and installation work. 

Lisa	Claypool: Because of that spatial depth in your painting, there is a kind 

of logical progression to making three-dimensional installations.

Zheng	Chongbin: My paintings were always deeply connected to three-

dimensional space. But when I first arrived in the Bay Area, I felt that what 

I did in China was over. I was dropped into a whole new way of thinking—
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students at the Art Institute were discussing art as public or as conceptual. 

I paused. I didn’t know if I could continue to paint. So for the M.F.A. 

graduation show I created installations; there was one installation of suitcases, 

beat up, battered, and opened up as if they were a trace of human gesture. I 

collected magazine headshots of celebrities, politicians, the pope, and all these 

photos I reprinted in black and white. They all captured a universal body 

language—a hand covering the face—that is a gesture of secrecy and suggests 

a hidden personal history. Each reshot photograph was placed into an open 

suitcase; about thirty were scattered throughout the gallery space. You would 

walk through them. I just wanted to understand how material works and how 

the idea is first in terms of working.  

Lisa	Claypool: But that led you into new realizations about your painting 

practice, didn’t it? Because you’ve got all of the same elements that make 

your painting so unique: a body moving into space, first of all—the body of 

the visitor. And a particular kind of engagement—you’ve been talking a lot 

about creating space for the viewer to be tended to by the art object itself. 

And then there’s figuration—the black-and-white photos—and distortion, 

if you think about the transformation from magazine photo through your 

camera lens to the photos that were placed inside the suitcases, or about the 

curious way people change their bodies as they wend their way through the 

installation. In doing so, they create paths or lines of movement, as though 

each suitcase were an embodied dot in the space of your installation. There’s 

a deep connection to your painting.

Zheng	Chongbin: Absolutely. I was trying to transfer meaning to objects—

to create an indeterminate space, where there is not transformation of one 

thing into the next, but something is passed from one object to the next.

Lisa	Claypool: You’ve talked about the purity of ink. Ink washes—

water moving over the surface of the paper—give paper a kind of clean 

transparency. But in your case the paper has been on the studio floor, the 

grit on the floor has become embedded in it. Layers of dirt adhere to paper 

because of the pooling of the water.

Zheng Chongbin, Suitcases, 
1993, found objects, 
photographs, video. Dimensions 
variable. Courtesy of the artist.

Opposite page: Zheng 
Chongbin, Another State of 
Man, No. 8, 1988, ink and acrylic 
on xuan paper, 243.8 x 66 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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Zheng	Chongbin: It’s very complex. I think that the purity of ink is more 

about the layer of the poetic. It’s a core value. To trash the paper brings out 

its material quality.

I am also always interested in the seam that is created by putting two pieces 

of paper together—in substructures beneath the painting’s composition. 

I lay pieces of paper together and paint; when I mount it I shift them to 

overlap. In fact I should go back to explain that process. The paper shifting 

doesn’t come after I have painted; it starts at the beginning. I like to look 

at the shifted space before I put any ink on the paper; I am looking at the 

hidden structure of two geometries. I am in the situation of working on the 

two different surfaces and dimensions. My work often has the nuance of a 

shifted optical twist. 

Lisa	Claypool: Have you continued to make installations?

Zheng	Chongbin: Yes. In a video and series of paintings I did for a show at 

the Duolun Museum [in Shanghai] last year, I focused on how to mentally 

prepare to do the work, and how you connect to the work.	A screen was 

placed over the rotunda area. You could view the screen from each floor 

at a different angle. It telescopes through the museum. On it looped a 

continuous video image of a hand holding the ink stick and grinding it on 

the ink stone; this ritual is an important procedure before starting to paint. 

It is a meditative process that helps to unify mind and body. The form of the 

preparation then becomes the content of art making. 

For another project at the Marina Bay Sands Hotel, in Singapore,	I made 

a site-specific ceramic sculpture called The Rising Forest. It is composed of 

eighty-three massive glazed stoneware vessels; each vessel weighs about 1,200 

kilograms and measures three metres in height. They’re so tall that each 

vessel holds a tree, creating a kind of “lifted forest” across the interior and 

exterior areas of the hotel atrium. I had to build a customized kiln the size of 

a small building to fire them. In my terms, these objects create an energy field 

spanning an interactive space between the inner and outer atriums. 

Zheng Chongbin, Ink Painting 
Now (Shuimo dangxia), 2009, 
video, installation view at 
Shanghai Duolun Museum. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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Lisa	Claypool: Looking at this sculpture, for me, brings to mind the Ink 

Blot series—lines in the form of tree branches and leaves emerging from 

rounded vessels, some of which are rich velvety matte blacks, others mottled 

and luminescent. And the trees, also, slip in and out of control like the inky 

blots—they’re potted, after all, and placed in regulated lines, but they can 

die or lose their leaves, grow scraggly, turn into shadows as the light dims at 

night; there’s a kind of co-creation at play.

Zheng	Chongbin: I would call it the fabrication of a “situation”; indoors or 

outdoors, in an institutional space or gallery, a situation shifts the meaning 

of the visual experience. Sometimes artwork is less engaged with the space. 

It’s like it’s packed or contained by curatorial decisions into the gallery 

space. The viewer does not become aware of the surrounding environment. 

But an artist can use the environment to unpack the artwork through the 

materiality of the artwork itself. 

When I painted Zone 2 (2010), for instance, I painted strokes in a less 

coherent way; the strokes are floating, expanded, singled out. Because the 

strokes are less formulaic and interlocking and more segmental, the notion 

of shifted space is more prioritized, more immediate. The textures, solid 

and void, can be viewed differently. The dimension is elastic. It expands and 

contracts around the viewer.

Lisa	Claypool: One of your paintings was featured in 2010 in the Shanghai: 

Art of the City exhibition at the Asian Art Museum of San Francisco. We’ve 

been talking about the nature of space, and questioning and exploring its 

mediation between objects and people. “Situation,” of course, brings to 

mind the 1960s Situationists’ explorations of psychogeography through a 

kind of unrestricted wandering into the landscape. In this case, it might 

refer to a cityscape, wandering through the city. So I wonder if Dimension of 

Ink No. 1 (2008) relates to the city of Shanghai through the space it creates? 

Zheng	Chongbin: Well, first, the curator asked me to participate in the 

“Shanghai” show because I am Shanghainese. Since I grew up in Shanghai, 

Zheng Chongbin, Rising 
Forest, 2008–10, site-specific 
sculpture at Marina Bay Sands 
Hotel, Singapore. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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I have always been influenced by different cultures, directly or indirectly. 

I learned the art of ink painting in this more open-minded environment. 

My experience of the city is part of my memory, part of the emotional 

dimension of my painting.

I become less emotionally involved in a painting when I am just dealing 

with composition or structure; the process changes, and it becomes less true 

to me. And it won’t pull the viewer in. So my painting breaks away from 

that—it’s different from a space that is embedded in a narrative handscroll 

painting, for instance, that’s highly structured, representational, shared, and 

social, and that everyone can understand it. 

Ink has core values: there’s a nuance between wash and line and black 

and white that gives ink painting a kind of chromatic depth, and an idea 

of gesture and movement. There is a relativity to the black and white, an 

evolving relationship. But pictorial space is not just about technical work. The 

Zheng Chongbin, Blot No. 
1, 2000, ink and acrylic on 
xuan paper, 345.4 x 177.8 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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spaces I create change how I engage with the media. There’s a kind of quiet 

emotional charge that I am aiming for. I don’t mean a fast stroke indicates 

excitement, or that here in the pooled ink it’s quiet and calm. I mean pushing 

the materials to their extreme, so that the viewer can sense I am working on 

the piece and the way I am looking at the painting, but only sense it. That 

sensation itself becomes a question, which may not have an answer. 

Lisa	Claypool: Would you talk more 

about that notion of sensation as it 

relates to space? It seems critical to 

understand how ink painting—and the 

spaces for the beholder created through 

it—allows a special relationship between the picture and the individual 

viewer to develop, and perhaps we should also think about the state’s new 

strategy of using ink painting—as propaganda as it is used to represent 

“China” or what might be thought of as specifically “Chinese” spaces.

Zheng	Chongbin: In the imperial era, men of letters who were ink painters 

sometimes became reclusive and turned inwards to seek freedom from 

political life; I feel an affinity with them, but I don’t want to turn away from 

society. My work is not political, though, in the way that contemporary 

Chinese art is identified as political, and especially not as the state is using 

ink art as propaganda. I want the ink to be part of a process, not a political 

symbol or commentary. It’s a process of entering into something that is not 

measureable or mappable, where structure and form are present but also fall 

away and dissolve, where something edges its way into the messy process of 

how we “become” in the world. It’s not about control; just the opposite. It’s 

about an emotional opening up to that process of becoming. 

Notes
1 Geremie Barmé, “The Harmonious Evolution of Information in China,” China Beat, http://www.

thechinabeat.org/?p=1422.

Zheng Chongbin in his studio 
in San Rafael, California. 
Courtesy of the artist. 

Zheng Chongbin, The 
Dimension of Ink, No. 1, 2008, 
ink and acrylic on xuan paper, 
144.8 x 302.3 cm. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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Jonathan Goodman 

Deng Guo Yuan: In the Garden

T
he progress of art’s internationalization often proves a daunting 

topic for a writer to consider. Will we really throw away the 

particulars of any given culture, most especially those of one’s own? 

The erasure of cultural particulars is increasingly a problem artists face 

everywhere, and one of the main challenges today is the problem of identity, 

not so much in terms of personal characteristics, but in the kinds of 

affiliations one makes during the course of his or her career. Chinese painter 

Deng Guo Yuan, the subject of an exhibition at the Ludwig Museum in 

Cologne, Germany last year,	revolves around the notion of a cultural loyalty 

in a way that might seem a bit idiosyncratic to a Westerner. Ever since the 

beginning of modernism, Western artists have been magpies, accumulating 

for themselves a broad range of visual stimuli that may come from cultures 

far away, and they continue to do so; think, for example, of the branching, 

overlapping lines of the American painter Brice Marden’s Cold Mountain 

series which owes a considerable debt to Chinese calligraphy. As time has 

gone by, cross-cultural references from both Asia and the West have flooded 

the art world; these allusions have tended to dilute the impact of foreign 

influence on cultural productions in either direction.	The Chinese, whose 

ink-and-brush landscape paintings couldn’t be further in spirit and form 

from the Western oil painting tradition, have been actively painting with oils 

during the past one hundred years; their technical prowess in this medium 

is remarkable, but their choice of subject matter—for example, traditionally 

painted landscapes or portraits—might	at times seem old-fashioned.

Deng Guo Yuan, interestingly enough, began as an oil painter before 

turning to ink-on-paper works in the year 2000. So, in a small way, he too 

has participated in the opening up to Western influences by Chinese art, 

at least at the level of materials. His return to traditional Chinese painting 

has indeed been modified by his exposure to Western art, partially received 

through travels in Europe and America. The question facing him—and 

indeed the question facing the current practice of ink painting in general—

is whether his work actively participates in a style that reflects in any way the 

tradition of Western art. As we shall see, Deng intimates influence without 

succumbing to it, and his work resides in the gap between abstraction and 

figuration—a place that carries with it no particular cultural allegiance. 

Thus, it proves unnecessary to judge him in light of any visible impact 

coming from somewhere else; instead, it is productive to ask just how much 

of a cultural combination the artist has made in his use of compositional 

ideas on paper. If we say, as many would, that Deng’s accomplishment is 

Opposite: Deng Guo Yuan in 
his studio. Courtesy of the 
artist. 
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Deng Guo Yuan, In the Garden 
No. 1, 2004, ink on paper, 122 x 
122 cm. Courtesy of the artist. 
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Deng Guo Yuan, In the Garden 
No. 7, 2004, ink on paper, 122 x 
122 cm. Courtesy of the artist. 



58    Vol. 10 No. 4

that he has created a world in which two highly differing traditions come 

together effectively, then we are tacitly accepting the notion that influences 

from other cultures cannot be dismissed for reasons of ideology or pride	in 

a world culture where images from magazines, television, and the Internet 

freely circulate. 

Still, aesthetic influences from other 

cultures in art are often misjudged, 

either by denial of them or by 

excessive acceptance. A really strong 

artist will internalize influence and 

turn it around so that it is integrated 

within the artwork’s composition. 

Often,	on the other hand, the 

weaker an artist is, the more visible 

the influence is—with the exception 

of those artists who deliberately 

flaunt influence as part of the 

content of the artwork.	In the case 

of Deng Guo Yuan, however, what we see suggests an intelligent aesthetic 

as well as skillful use of Chinese brushstrokes in compositions that relate 

not only to Chinese art history but to the Western tradition. His garden 

imagery, for example, on one level recalls Monet. Still, we should be careful 

in our claim of combined legacies—in part because the inheritances are 

so different from each other and in part because we don’t know absolutely 

that this is what Deng Guo Yuan intended. The finer works of art we come 

across are complete in the sense they fulfill their own priorities—complete 

in themselves, they cannot be changed without a lessening of impact. 

Deng Guo Yuan’s ink paintings may well suggest a variety of responses to 

art history, both in contemporary art and earlier, in China and elsewhere. 

Even so, his ability to render artworks as if they belonged to one tradition 

is impressive. And this can be done only in one way: by maintaining an 

imagistic independence that remains so even as the artist willingly works 

with the visual effects of other cultures. Clearly, Deng Guo Yuan remains 

a Chinese artist—despite the fact that his compositions reflect a restless 

curiosity that has looked at many kinds of art for many years.

Part of the problem facing an audience eager to understand Deng Guo 

Yuan’s art lies with critics. Sometimes superficial in their consideration of 

art outside of their expertise, a number of art writers have offered facile 

explanations of Asian art that looks like Western abstraction. In New York, 

where I live and work, the legend of Abstract Expressionism dies hard. As 

a result, one finds there the tendency to read Asian abstract art in light of 

the achievements of artists such as Jackson Pollock. This reading of course 

may be partly accurate,	but the assumption that Asian artists want to paint 

like him is strikingly imperialistic. Deng Guo Yuan’s most recent series, 

a sequence of works entitled In the Garden, reflects a devotion to mark-

making	that may be considered in terms parallel to Pollock’s canvases of 

Deng Guo Yuan, In the Garden 
No. 11, 2006, ink on paper, 
182.5 x 143 cm. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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flung paint, but the depth of Deng Guo Yuan’s art does not in fact sustain 

an identification with a post-Second World War artist working in New York. 

Instead, the origins of his imagery are found in the strengths of his own 

culture and its Chinese ink painting tradition. 

The point is important not only for current readings of contemporary 

art such as Deng Guo Yuan’s but for future criticism. If we are not able to 

consider Deng Guo Yuan’s art on its own terms, we assume an ongoing 

risk of transposing his language into ours in ways that do not do justice to 

either culture. It is true that influences from other cultures enable artists 

to move forward in new ways, and it is also true that we live in a time of 

extraordinary cultural exchange. Still, the particular quality of Deng Guo 

Yuan’s art stems from his own background, not ours. The abstract forms in 

his paintings are drawn from shapes found in nature; thus the abstraction 

isn’t without reference to the external world.	Because Deng Guo Yuan never 

completely leaves the realm of nature, he is able to be specific in a formal 

sense. Indeed, I think it can be said that the abstract effects of forms in 

traditional Chinese art result from the artist’s processing of shapes in nature 

and not from the assumption that these effects—various shadowings, drips, 

blotches, etc.—are deliberately abstract to begin with. 

Deng Guo Yuan, In the Garden 
No. 28, 2006, ink on paper, 
182.5 x 143 cm. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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Deng Guo Yuan, In the Garden 
No. 3, 2010. ink on paper, 100 x 
90 cm. Courtesy of the artist. 
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Deng Guo Yuan, In the Garden 
No. 4, 2010, ink on paper, 100 x 
90 cm. Courtesy of the artist. 



62    Vol. 10 No. 4

Top: Deng Guo Yuan, In the 
Garden No. 5, 2010, ink on 
paper, 100 x 90 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist.

Bottom: Deng Guo Yuan, In 
the Garden No. 6, 2010, ink on 
paper, 100 x 90 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist. 

Top: Deng Guo Yuan, In the 
Garden  No. 7, 2010, ink on 
paper, 100 x 90 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist. 

Bottom: Deng Guo Yuan, In 
the Garden No. 8, 2010, ink on 
paper, 100 x 90 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist.
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Top: Deng Guo Yuan, In the 
Garden  No. 11, 2010, ink on 
paper, 100 x 90 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist. 

Bottom: Deng Guo Yuan, In the 
Garden  No. 12, 2010, ink on 
paper, 100 x 90 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist. 

Top: Deng Guo Yuan, In the 
Garden  No. 13, 2010, ink on 
paper, 100 x 90 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist. 

Bottom: Deng Guo Yuan, In the 
Garden  No. 14, 2010, ink on 
paper, 100 x 90 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist. 
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The connection of Deng Guo Yuan to Chinese tradition again must be 

emphasized because without this recognition of his origins, he risks losing 

the legacy upon which he builds. It is the right of today’s artists to develop 

out of multiple traditions; indeed, many artists today appropriate freely 

in an attempt to portray the fabric of multicultural societies. But doing 

so puts the artist, and the critic who reviews him or her, in a dangerous 

position. Awareness of superficial cultural influences	does not do justice to 

the lyric dignity and emotional sweep of the paintings that comprise In the 

Garden. Art’s ability to affect its viewers depends upon the establishment of 

a common ground, one that is structured by shared values. The tradition 

of Chinese painting is so well established that anyone who sees Deng Guo 

Yuan’s art necessarily depends upon his ability to contemporize images 

and brushstroke styles that were developed in earlier centuries. Deng Guo 

Yuan consistently	draws upon his forebears, but he is not co-opted by 

his respect for the past. In a style that draws both from abstraction and 

representation, the various densities of his imagery suggest plants, flowers, 

trees, and foliage. This may be done impressionistically; however, the range 

of tonal values—from white to grey to black—along with a sure hand 

in compositional terms show us that the artist has found a free-spirited 

interpretation, in his own way, within the conditions of Chinese painting. 

This freedom becomes a guarantee of his creativity. 

It seems inevitable that Deng Guo Yuan would successfully process his 

influences. Currently Vice President of the Tianjin Academy of Fine Arts, 

he serves as an academic administrator as well as working as a committed 

artist.	In China, art is taught in the academy, and artists are being recruited 

for official positions within it. These positions are not so far from the kinds 

of affiliations the Chinese court painters assumed in dynastic times. Such a 

job presents the artist with	a responsibility that otherwise might be lacking in 

the artist’s life. In contrast to the administrative duties, the garden becomes 

both a place of beauty and a site of repose—qualities especially found in 

Asian gardens. But we must keep in mind that Deng Guo Yuan’s treatment of 

the garden is not overly serious, in the sense that he draws upon the past in a 

somber way; he is, instead, also	playful. A joyful spirit is evident in his craft, 

yet, as in the work of many enterprising painters, there is also a tension, and 

it occurs as a result of the way Deng Guo Yuan creates balance between the 

abstract and the representational. It is unusual, it appears to me, for an artist 

to join so seamlessly two forms of perception in the same moment of time. 

But this is exactly what Deng Guo Yuan has done.

The relationship of Deng Guo Yuan to the particulars of his past has 

enabled him to develop a style that we too often interpret in the context 

of contemporary gestures. He retains a conscious awareness of what has 

preceded him stylistically in Chinese painting.	This is different from 

contemporary painting in the West, where conceptual advances, often 

carried out as rebellion against past, inherited circumstances, have 

effectively undercut the painter’s direct engagement with history. Deng 

Guo Yuan’s brushstrokes, which vary from light lines to thick splotches, 

effectively reinterpret those markings that signify Chinese traditional 
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painting. In that sense, he pays a kind of homage to a past that continues 

to sustain him. This is important to understand because in the West, the 

new is valued in ways that many Chinese artists are only now beginning 

to adopt in their work, although these Chinese artists are for the most 

part conceptual, performance, or installation artists, not ink painters, and 

they are using forms of art making that do not have the same traditions in 

China. Still, interestingly, there are signs of a resurgence in ink painting in 

China, of which Deng Guo Yuan can be seen as one example.

 

As time goes on, it is proving to be increasingly difficult to identify the 

contemporary artist with his culture of origin. Critical writing must take 

notice of this fact and find ways of particularizing its response to new works 

of art.	It is not as important for the artist to make his or her influences 

clear—which may arise from earlier or more contemporary examples—as 

it is to remain true to intended motives.	Often the internationalism of new 

art is so diverse in its sources that it is difficult to place it. But that is not 

necessarily a problem when the influences contribute to a coherent work 

of art, one that displays a multitude of meanings while remaining unified.	

Interestingly, the avant-garde in China of the last thirty years	owes its 

considerable strengths to methodologies created two generations ago in the 

West: conceptual approaches, performance art, political suggestiveness. Yet, 

despite the obvious use of Western methods by Chinese artists, the content 

of the art has remained inherently Chinese. Indeed, many of the works 

reflect Chinese social problems of the current era, and even a painter like 

Deng Guo Yuan has recently produced installation-based sculptures in a 

nod to conceptual art. These works, which include installations using glass 

in which plants are incorporated, echo his interest in the garden. Still, for 

me, Deng Guo Yuan, while acknowledging the global, remains a Chinese 

artist, even when he works with other mediums outside of painting. 

To summarize, the conflation of different cultural styles and values may be 

considered much more complex than what we first experience when looking 

at an artwork. The time in which aesthetic integrity is based upon narrowly 

defined terms has passed. The new conditions require a more open attitude, 

one in which the melding of artistic sources is accepted as part of the 

artist’s armamentarium. Yet the combination of diverse references does 

not necessarily mean that the artist is profoundly attached to an approach 

involving many cultures. Deng Guo Yuan’s art reminds us that it is possible 

for an artist to move comfortably within various concepts and aesthetics, 

but at the same time adhere to one point of view: that of Chinese traditional 

art. It remains true that he looks at what we call the “big picture” within 

the particular boundaries of his affiliation. The Chinese ink tradition is 

so strong that it allows him to explore and stay true to its legacy while at 

the same moment doing what American poet Ezra Pound said every artist 

must do, which is to “make it new.” Deng has done exactly that—expand 

the idiom of Chinese ink painting while staying true to its aesthetic and 

even its virtue. The notion that virtue can support art practice may sound 

anachronistic and antiquated, but the poets and painters of earlier times 

were comfortable with this idea. Deng’s accomplishments allow us to 

consider their virtue as well. This doesn’t happen often in contemporary art. 
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Wu Hung

On Bingyi’s Cascade

A 
long tradition in Chinese art views sacred mountains as the 

embodiment of the Dao and thus the most revered subject of 

representation, a means through which the artist immerses 

him- or herself in nature and divine wisdom. Thus Zong Bing wrote in his 

Instruction to Painting Landscape, in the fifth century: “I respond to the 

wilderness where grottoed peaks tower on high and cloudy forests mass in 

the depths. The sages and virtuous men shed light from the distant past, 

and myriad delights are fused into their spirits and thoughts. What then 

should I do? Freely expand my spirit, that is all. What could be placed above 

that which expands the spirit?” When his infirmities no longer allowed him 

to meditate in real landscapes, Zong traveled in his mind through painted 

scenery by meditating in front of landscape images. It is said that on the 

walls in his chamber he painted all the sacred mountains that he had visited. 

He told his friends: “I strum my lute with such force because I want all the 

mountains to resound.”

Sixteen hundred years later Bingyi has created her Cascade in the 

same spirit. Arguably the largest ink painting ever made, it expresses a 

contemporary artist’s communion with nature. Painted in a small village 

amidst the Yellow Mountains—one of the most beautiful scenic sites in 

China—it does not portray real vistas literally, but expresses the artist’s 

inner vision of a sacred landscape: a giant waterfall flowing backward from 

earth to heaven. Nothing in the painting is still. Instead images keep moving 

and transforming, spreading across the painting and into its depths. The 

artist imagines the concave space where the painting is installed as a great 

cavern which can also symbolize a cosmic sphere of infinite dimensions. 

Standing in front of it we seem to hear the sounds of wind and water arising 

from the rich tonality of ink; and we can imagine that we are taking a 

spiritual journey, both embracing and being embraced by the metamorphic 

images and sound. Situated in the discourse on today’s artistic practice, 

this is truly a work of contemporary Chinese art that employs traditional 

Chinese aesthetics to enrich the definition and language of contemporary 

artistic expression.
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Wei Xing

The Metamorphosis of Water:  
Bingyi’s Cascade

B
ingyi made the monumental ink painting Cascade through an 

unusual process that appears to be aligned with land art and 

performance art. She spread sheets of rice paper, covering an area 

sized 20 by 13 metres, across a basketball court in the small village of Xiuli 

in southern Anhui province. The crew, led by the artist, worked at night 

in order to avoid the scourging sunshine during the day and used only 

the headlights of a running car for illumination. Bingyi poured ink mixed 

with water and household chemicals onto the paper as though it were a 

choreographed act. At times she painted like she was dropping a stone into 

still water, wetting the paper within a split second, resonating Bai Juyi’s 

verse from the Tang dynasty, “Big pearls falling into the jade plate of small 

pearls.” At other times, Bingyi caressed the paper with a brush like a pipa 

player lightly plucking the strings of her instrument. Through this process, 

different layers of ink materialized into an enormously rich mixture of 

texture and colouration. This seemingly infinite landscape is now attached 

to the vault of the atrium of the Smart Museum at the University of 

Chicago. Like an unleashing of power spewing out of the haze, this painting 

installation captures a sense of the chaotic state of the world. At first sight it 

is difficult not to be amazed by the massive painting as a whole, but, after a 

closer look, one is drawn in and even more moved by its imposing details. 

Left: Cascade in production 
in Xiuli, China, 2010. Photo: 
Xu Jing. Courtesy of the artist 
and Smart Museum of Art, 
University of Chicago.

Right: Bingyi, Cascade, 
2010, ink on rice paper, 20 
x 13 m. Exhibition view at 
Smart Museum. Photo: Gao 
Jing. Courtesy of the artist 
and Smart Museum of Art, 
University of Chicago.

Cascade depicts a gigantic waterfall that seemingly soars into the sky, 

against the laws of physics. Although it clearly reflects upon the classical 

notion of Chinese landscape painting, the work evokes one’s emotional 

and intellectual relationship with one’s context. In the recent practice of 

contemporary Chinese art, Bingyi is notable for her consistent attempt 

to build a critical relationship with the classical past, and for her focus on 

the universal values of beauty and emotion. Moreover, she is engaged with 

building a meaningful phenomenology of the specific physical environment 

and medium in each of her projects. 
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Her non-academic background (she received little training as an artist) 

and studies of Western and Chinese art history give her an unconventional 

approach to painting. In 2009, Bingyi created Seamlessly Lost, a 40-metre-

long oil painting on canvas whose surface was punctuated by wave-like 

folds, which was recently on view at the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, in 

Buffalo. In the same year she created an impressive salon of fantastical 

paintings, SKIN, at Contrasts Gallery in Shanghai. She does not produce 

painting with the same theme repetitively, nor does she paint in the same 

style. What makes these painting projects engaging is the conceptual scheme 

embedded within them: gallery sales for Seamlessly Lost were achieved by 

the audience cutting out, as if it were a piece of fabric, the section they 

wanted, whereas SKIN proposes that there are only two characters in our 

social system—you and I—and that the only maneuvering factor between 

these two characters is SKIN. 

In the case of Cascade, Bingyi raises a number of provocative questions 

about the medium of ink painting. For instance, to what extent does this 

installation follow the tradition of ink painting, or, more specifically, 

landscape painting? One may argue that she views shanshui painting as the 

visualization of the world, and as an embodiment of her mind. Ancient 

philosophers from East to West share the belief that water is a primal force 

within the universe. For example, Guanzi, a renowned Chinese philosopher 

from the Spring and Autumn period (771–403 BC), wrote in his Guanzi 

chapter “Water and Land,” “What is water? It is the source for the tens of 

thousands of species, and the origin for all lives.” Similarly, Greek thinker 

Thales (ca. 635–543 BC) also believed that water forms the basis of the 

world. In other words, Bingyi is clearly making a philosophical commentary 

on the relationship between water and ink, turning the actual medium of 

the painting into the subject of the painting. 

 

Alternatively, one may argue that this painting carries no obvious evidence 

of brushwork, no traces of cunfa (the Chinese term for methods of painting 

line and texture, which has dominated the discourse of Chinese painting 

since the Song dynasty), and that Bingyi has no interest in building distance 

or space in the picture plain. The artist uses ink as a substance in tandem 

with chemical reactions in accordance with the movements of earth, wind, 

Bingyi, SKIN: How I Remember 
Myself, 2009, installation of oil 
on canvas paintings. Photo: 
Adam Sokol. Courtesy of the 
artist and Contrasts Gallery, 
Shanghai.

Opposite: Bingyi, Cascade, 
2010, ink on rice paper, 20 
x 13 m. Exhibition view at 
Smart Museum. Photo: Gao 
Jing. Courtesy of the artist 
and Smart Museum of Art, 
University of Chicago.
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Bingyi, Seamlessly Lost, 2009, 
oil on canvas, 3.2 x 40 m. 
Photo: Kristien Daem. Courtesy 
of the artist and Erna Hecey 
Gallery, Brussels.
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and moisture, but not as a practice that connects every mark to the  

history of the ink painting tradition. Standing in the atrium of the Smart 

Museum, one feels that Cascade disappears into the architecture of the 

building, in which the vault of the space surfaces behind the painting.  

Hence Cascade presents more than the dancing movement of ink: It is 

about the specific site of the original performative action that took place 

in Xiuli and its juxtaposition with an exhibition space at the center of a 

Western art institution.  

Before Bingyi decided to conduct the 

painting of Cascade in the Huizhou area, 

where the Xiuli village is located, she 

traveled for a year to various mountains 

in search of an ideal site. The region of 

Huizhou was the birthplace for the Xin’an 

school of painting during the seventeenth 

century. Xin’an school painters rejected 

the conservative academicism of the Four 

Wang Masters and argued for painting 

from nature and life. The leading figure 

of the Xin’an school, Huang Binhong, wrote that the artist should acquire 

inspiration from direct contact with mountains and water. As an artist who 

is willing to travel vast distances in search for inspiration, Bingyi selected the 

home region of the Xin’an school not by accident, but by choice. 

Bingyi chose to work in the same spirit 

as the Xin’an masters because notions of 

style and technique are not her primary 

concern. Her goal is to cultivate an 

intellectual connection to painting as 

an act, and to build a transcendental 

understanding of the problematic nature 

of history. On the one hand, Cascade 

shows what possibilities ink as a medium 

can bring to rice paper. It demonstrates 

the state of mind that classical Chinese 

intellectuals have held in esteem since 

ancient times, all of which seem to stay 

within the history and condition of 

China. However, the infinite variation and subtlety that make this enormous 

painting so impressive show little trace of controlled touch by the human 

hand. As the creation of Cascade took place at night, Bingyi was able to 

generate unexpected results through a kind of randomness. Moreover, she 

used the slope of the land and chemical reactions as critical incentive for her 

final composition. Tied in with this is Bingyi’s belief that the fundamental 

connection between the individual and the universe is perpetually uncertain 

and filled with the unexpected. This lack of certainty that is embodied in 

the painting reflects the deep-seated existential attitude of the artist.

Opposite top: Bingyi, Cascade 
(detail), 2010, ink on rice 
paper, 20 x 13 m. Photo: Gao 
Jing. Courtesy of the artist 
and Smart Museum of Art, 
University of Chicago.

Opposite bottom: Bingyi, 
Cascade (detail), 2010, ink on 
rice paper, 20 x 13 m. Photo: 
Gao Jing. Courtesy of the artist 
and Smart Museum of Art, 
University of Chicago.

Bingyi, Cascade (detail), 2010, 
ink on rice paper, 20 x 13 m. 
Photo: Gao Jing. Courtesy of 
the artist and Smart Museum 
of Art, University of Chicago.

Bingyi, Cascade (detail), 2010, 
ink on rice paper, 20 x 13 m. 
Photo: Gao Jing. Courtesy of 
the artist and Smart Museum 
of Art, University of Chicago.
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Bingyi has written that Cascade depicts water in its various forms—from a 

running stream, to cloud formations, fog, ice, and even human tears. Yet one 

could view the metamorphosis of water above earth as the movement of 

the atmosphere and the evolution of species throughout history. Within the 

smaller details of the painting, the notion of change is expressed through 

the process of chance and a sense of vastness and variation that arises from 

it. The saturation and distillation of ink that responds to the flow of water 

constitute a physical process that could be seen to resemble growth in 

nature. To the ancient painters, the mixing of ink and water represented the 

interaction between different currents in life. In Cascade, painting imitates 

a dynamic process that progresses from order to chaos and, paradoxically, 

from complexity to simplicity, both conducted through discipline and 

randomness, eventually approaching a massive void of existence. On this 

note, Cascade has little to do with the New Literati painting, experimental 

ink painting, urban ink painting, or abstract ink painting. It instead 

concentrates on the notion of the entropy-like chaos in metaphysics. Her 

practice of travel and painting on site is precisely about discovery: both of 

one’s personal connection to that chaos and of one’s expression about that 

chaotic state. 

Bingyi holds no brush in her hands, but she is able to hold thousands of 

rivers and mountains in her mind. In between each splash of ink and water, 

grandiose entropy occurs. If Dong Qichang, a prominent painter, theorist, 

and collector in the Ming dynasty, came back to life, one may wonder how 

he would respond to this magnificent painting. Would he be mesmerized by 

the making of the painting? Or would he wonder if his theory of brushwork 

and metaphysics could be applied to it? We will never know, but the 

painting stands.  

Bingyi, Cascade (detail), 2010, 
ink on rice paper, 20 x 13 m. 
Photo: Gao Jing. Courtesy of 
the artist and Smart Museum 
of Art, University of Chicago.
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Kuiyi Shen and Julia F. Andrews

Fresh Ideas, Fresh Ink

T
he Museum of Fine Arts in Boston holds one of the most 

important collections of early Chinese paintings outside of China. 

With a history that can be traced to the highest standards of East 

Asian connoisseurship of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

the collection was initially formed by a series of ambitious Bostonian 

patrons and curators, the most influential of whom may have been the 

Meiji-era Japanese scholar, Okakura Kakuzo (1863–1913), who served 

as advisor and, later, toward the end of his life, curator. Rare handscroll 

paintings such as the Nine Dragons, by the thirteenth-century painter 

Chen Rong, or Court Ladies Preparing Newly Woven Silk, attributed to the 

twelfth-century Emperor Huizong, are among the exquisite examples that 

have entered the canon of world art history. The museum’s holdings can 

well represent the full expanse of the tradition of Chinese painting, from 

extremely fine early figure paintings to the freely brushed landscapes and 

flowers of the Ming and Qing periods. 

The groundbreaking exhibition at the Museum of Fine Arts, Fresh Ink: Ten 

Takes on Chinese Tradition, held from November 20, 2010 to February 

13, 2011, took up the practical and conceptual challenge of bringing 

this historic collection into the contemporary era. Curator Sheng Hao 

commissioned ten artists of different ages and backgrounds to engage the 

museum’s collection in a dialogue with their own work. Each artist was 

asked to select one of the museum’s objects as an inspiration. As Sheng 

reflected in the exhibition catalogue, “The dialogue between old master and 

contemporary creator started in the storage room with the first viewings, 

and continued to the final installation, where the originating work and 

corresponding response were finally able to confront each other. Like a pair 

of facing mirrors, they offer new perspectives. . . . The old historicized the 

new, while the new offers a fresh interpretation of the old.”1

All ten of the invited artists lived up to the creative challenge, and from 

choice of object to the final work of art, they produced pieces that 

were surprising, thought-provoking, and, in more than a few cases, 

breathtakingly beautiful. Perhaps most unexpected was the extraordinary 

number of different ways they approached their choices from the 

museum collection. Li Huayi, Liu Dan, and Zeng Xiaojun each found 

rich cosmological resonances in their selections that led them across a 

vast expanse of time and space to engage deeply with the Song dynasty 

masters. The conversation between the new works of figurative oil painters 

Liu Xiaodong and Yu Hong and the museum handscrolls they chose 
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was more about human society and art, and between past and present. 

Challenging themselves with the most vivid and technically refined of early 

figure paintings, they responded from their own positions as participants 

in contemporary society. Xu Bing, with a conceptually multi-layered 

and technically intricate recreation of the Mustard Seed Garden Manual 

of Painting, took on China’s inherited artistic tradition in a complicated 

confrontational conversation.2 Less contentious in their approach, both 

landscape painter Qiu Ting and figure painter Li Jin chose works that, 

surprisingly, so closely reinforced their own ideas of art and life that their 

dialogues with the past were remarkably harmonious, as though they were 

proof of the existence of a continuous evolution from past to present. Arnold 

Chang’s chose a narrow horizontal painting by Jackson Pollock as the object 

of his meditation. Chang’s own brushwork, as close to the standards of Yuan 

and Ming literati painting as can be seen today, broke through to a new level 

of expressiveness through this encounter, but he provoked us to look at his 

work through a modernist lens.  

Whether accepting tradition as a timeless continuity, a past that forms 

a binary with the present, a force to be overturned, or a living part of 

the modern, the richness, variety, and brilliance of the Fresh Ink artists’ 

response to this assignment says a great deal about the vibrancy of 

contemporary Chinese art, and especially the role of ink painting within it. 

Top: Zeng Xiaojun, Dragon 
Screen, 2009, zitan wood 
folding screen with carved 
lacquer decoration and painted 
panels of ink and colour 
on paper, 260 x 340 x 112.8 
cm. Collection of the artist, 
courtesy of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.

Bottom: Chen Rong, Nine 
Dragons, 1244, ink and colour 
on paper, 46.2 x 1096.4 cm. 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
Tompkins Collection—Arthur 
Gordon Tompkins Fund and 
Sophie M. Friedman Fund. 
© 1949 Pollock Krasner 
Foundation/Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York. 
Photograph © Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston.
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Li Huayi, Liu Dan, and Zeng Xiaojun are all Chinese-educated ink painters 

who have spent many years living and working in the United States. And 

if Li Huayi and Liu Dan may be said to evoke the art of the Song period, 

American-born ink painter Arnold Chang is most ardently attached to the 

Yuan. Other artists in the exhibition with strong ties to America are Xu 

Bing and Qin Feng, who have lived in New York and Boston, respectively, 

for many years. They refer to tradition in their own ways, but they work in 

multiple mediums, and not only, or even primarily, in ink. Li Jin and Qiu 

Ting are ink painters trained in and still residing in China. They have not 

felt the need to directly respond to the culture of the West in their work 

except where it plays a role within their own society today. Liu Xiaodong 

and Yu Hong, both oil painters, brought to Chinese painting their highly 

acute perspectives as outsiders to the ink painting tradition.  

The different backgrounds of each of the ten artists led them to offer 

different responses to the museum objects they chose as counterparts to 

their new works. Some engaged with them through format, some through 

materials, and others through subject matter. Some were directly inspired by 

their selections, others embarked on a back-and-forth dialogue, or adopted 

a confrontational position. They challenged the old masters, but the old 

masters, with whom they are exhibited side-by-side, challenged them back. 

Some were committed to the priority of the present over the past, others to 

the supremacy of antiquity over the world that exists today. 

Li Huayi and Zeng Xiaojun chose the same handscroll painting, Chen 

Rong’s Nine Dragons (1244); Liu Dan chose an eroded limestone rock 

with a provenance traceable to the Ming dynasty. All three adopted 

themes that are of high aesthetic significance in the Song court and literati 

traditions—landscape, eroded rocks, old pines. Their response to the works 

they chose is intrinsic to the ink painting tradition. The dragons, emerging 

from mist in Chen Rong’s painting, become a landscape in the multi-

panelled painting of Li Huayi and a pine in the massive screen by Zeng 

Xiaojun. The limestone rock, captured by Liu Dan from nine points of  

view in full-size ink portraits, becomes a mountain in Liu Dan’s tenth 

painting, a long handscroll. 

Liu Huayi was attracted to the qi (rhythm, spirit, resonance) in Chen Rong’s 

dragon painting. In his reinterpretation the handscroll format becomes 

a vertical hanging scroll, the subject, a mountain. But its horizontality is 

retained in the row of landscape screens that stand behind the scroll and 

serve as a background. Li Huayi transformed the rhythm of Chen Rong’s 

dragons into a landscape; the sharply focused trees and rocks emerging 

from clouds echo the precise dragon heads and claws that miraculously 

swirl out of the mist in Chen Rong’s painting. Just as Li Huayi’s mysterious 
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mists evoke the motion of clouds in Chen Rong’s painting, his twisting 

pine trees and looming rocks evoke the coiling of dragons. A deconstructed 

version of a Song landscape, Li Huayi’s fragmented mountains correspond 

to the appearing and disappearing of Chen Rong’s powerful creatures. And 

while Chen Rong’s dragon is completely mythical, the landscape of Li Huayi 

is no less imaginary, created from the artist’s response to nature, an illusion 

of reality.  

Liu Dan’s ten paintings of rocks, one long handscroll and nine hanging 

scroll panels, all painted on paper, evoke the same reverent feeling and 

spirit. Based on extremely detailed observation and delicate rendering of 

a prized ying garden rock, the hanging scrolls recreate in two-dimensional 

form nine views of the venerable object known as The Honorable Old Man 

Rock as an almost photographic study in black and grey ink on white paper. 

Hung in a semi-circle around the rock itself, and against the backdrop of 

an extremely long and almost surreal handscroll, the paintings seem to pay 

homage to the “old man.” Passing through this awe-inspiring installation, 

with its visual power and imaginative intensity, is very much like meditating 

on a Zen rock garden. 

Li Huayi often speaks of the transformative power of qi as an essential 

component of his work, but this concern seems equally intense in the 

Liu Dan, Ten Differentiated 
Views of the Honorable 
Old Man (detail), 2009, ink 
on paper, 52.9 x 905.3 cm 
(handscroll), 240.2 x 98.2 cm 
(each hanging scroll and one 
handscroll). Reproduced with 
permission. Courtesy of the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Opposite page: The Honorable 
Old Man Rock, Ming dynasty, 
Ying limestone, 170 x 26 x 
19 cm. Rosenblum Family 
Collection. Courtesy of the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.  

Li Huanyi, Dragon Amidst 
Mountain Ridges, 2009, ink 
and colour on paper, 205.2 
x 109.5 cm (hanging scroll), 
205.2 x 109.5 cm (each panel). 
Collectioin of Akiko Yamazaki 
and Jerry Yang. Courtesy of 
the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston. 
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Qiu Ting, Visit to the Eight 
Great Sites (detail), 2009, ink 
on paper, 44.1 x 1500 cm. 
Reproduced with permission. 
Courtesy of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.
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paintings of Liu Dan and Zeng Xiaojun. From rock to imaginary mountain 

range, from landscape to surreal fantasy of nature—as dragons become 

mountains or trees—these three artists work out in their paintings an 

understanding of the cosmological essence of nature, the same philosophical 

underpinnings that underlay the art of China’s classical landscape tradition. 

While these concerns might seem natural for any ink painter, they are most 

vividly expressed by these artists who have lived for many years abroad, and 

who now, through distance, feel and see them more clearly. 

The youngest painter in the exhibition, Qiu Ting, also paints landscapes 

within the tradition of Chinese ink painting, but he does so from the 

vantage point of someone living in the midst of China’s changing physical 

landscape. His chosen inspiration was Zhao Lingrang’s Whiling Away the 

Summer by a Lakeside Retreat, one of the museum’s finest Song landscape 

paintings. Zhao’s painting is as much a reflection of the artist’s subjective 

response to the scenery	as it is a record of his visual experience. In Qiu 

Ting’s handscroll Visit to the Eight Great Sites, the artist similarly pursues a 

subjective response to what he feels. 

Xu Bing responded not to a pre-modern 

painting, but to a mid-1920s woodblock 

reprint of the seventeenth-century 

painting manual, Mustard Seed Garden 

Manual of Painting, which is housed in 

the museum library. After cutting up a 

photocopy of the original book, which 

is like a visual dictionary of Chinese 

painting motifs, he then laboriously 

reassembled the resulting discrete parts to 

create a satisfactory overall image, much 

as a student learning from the text might 

arduously render a landscape painting. It 

is generally assumed that working from 

a painting manual is a guarantee of dull 

Left, middle: Zhao Lingrang, 
Whiling Away the Summer 
by a Lakeside Retreat, Zhao 
Lingrang, late eleventh–early 
twelfth century, ink and 
colour on silk, 19.1 x 162 
cm. Colophon by: Cai Ang 
(Chinese, early sixteenth 
century).Colophon by: 
Lü Zhuan (Chinese, early 
sixteenth century). Colophon 
by: Wang Fengling (Chinese, 
early 16th century). Colophon 
by: Dong Qichang (Chinese, 
1555–1636). Seal of: Qianlong 
Emperor of the Qing dynasty 
(Chinese, ruled 1736–1795). 
Seal of: Xuantong Emperor 
of the Qing dynasty (Chinese, 
ruled 1909–1911). Seal of: 
Jiaqing, Emperor of the 
Qing dynasty (Chinese, ruled 
1796–1820). Seal of: Zhang 
Yingjia (Chinese). Seal of: 
Wu Ting (Chinese, 1555–after 
1626). Seal of: Li Zongkong 
(Chinese). Seal of: Wang 
Shimin (Chinese, 1592–1680). 
Seal of: Zhang Ruoqi (Chinese, 
seventeenth century). Seal of: 
Huang Junbi (Chinese, 1898–
1991). Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston, Keith McLeod Fund. 
Photograph © Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston.

Left: Mustard Seed Garden 
Manual of Painting (detail), 
1923–25, woodblock-printed 
edition based on the 1679 first 
edition edited by Wang Gai, 
with a preface and published 
by Li Yu (1680), woodblock 
printed book, 30 x 19.5 (each 
page). Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston. Source unidentified.
Photograph © Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston. 

Left, bottom: Xu Bing, Mustard 
Seed Garden Landscape Scroll 
(detail), 2009, woodblock print 
mounted on handscroll, ink 
on paper. Promised gift of 
the artist. Photo: Xue Feng. 
Courtesy of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.
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results. Having achieved not only a complete, but also surprisingly well-

integrated composition, Xu Bing stepped back further from the original by 

carving his picture onto another woodblock. Beginning many generations 

distant from the original “art,” with a twentieth-century woodblock copy of 

a seventeenth-century woodblock version of motifs and strokes in the styles 

of well-known Chinese painters, he made a twenty-first century woodblock 

to accommodate the production of multiple editions capable of being 

distributed for sale, much as its sourcebook was originally disseminated. 

The absurd excess of his process, coupled with its perfect execution, may 

somewhat soften but not entirely hide its gentle attack on Chinese tradition. 

Behind what appears to be a non-descript landscape lies a critique of the 

commodified, repetitive, and mechanical nature of bad Chinese painting 

as castigated in the theory of early-twentieth-century reformers. Xu Bing’s 

piece not only pokes fun at the kinds of Chinese painting that rely on 

convention and repetition, but also implicitly criticizes Chinese essentialism 

and its culturally nationalistic justifications for art, at least as far as they are 

substituted for such qualitative values as creativity.  

Arriving at this dialogue from a completely different position, Arnold 

Chang was the only artist in the exhibition to choose an American work, 

Jackson Pollock’s No. 10 (1949), as the inspiration for his Chinese painting. 

Long a believer in the comprehensibility of Chinese painting in the context 

of abstract expressionism, Chang employed seemingly relaxed brushwork 

(xibi) in this work with a textural quality that reaches an extraordinarily 

self-expressive level not seen in his previous painting. His seemingly casual 

brushstrokes on paper respond to the dancing of drops of paint on the 

surface of the Pollock canvas. Although not abstract, his painting has gone 

far beyond the representational to fully develop the expressive qualities of 

literati art. In brushwork, he is now moving back in the literati painting 

tradition, from Ming to Yuan, and has long since left behind the influence 

of his teacher, C. C. Wang. In his choice of Pollock, Arnold Chang offers 

Jackson Pollock, No. 10, 1949, 
oil, enamel, and aluminium 
paint on canvas mounted on 
panel, 46 x 272.4 cm. Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston, Tompkins 
Collection—Arthur Gordon 
Tompkins Fund and Sophie M. 
Friedman Fund. © 1949 Pollock 
Krasner Foundation/Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New 
York. Photograph © Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston.

 

Arnold Chang, Brushwork 
Study for Reorienting Pollock, 
2008, ink on paper, 48.7 x 189 
cm. Property of the Artist. 
Courtesy of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.
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an implicit interpretation, similar to Chen Shizeng’s appreciation of the 

subjectivity of literati painting, that the best painting in the literati manner 

corresponds to the self-expression found in modernism. 

 

Chang stated that his intent was “not just to see Chinese brush painting 

through Jackson Pollock, but to make people understand Jackson Pollock 

differently as well.”3 By installing the Pollock flat on its back, in a horizontal 

case, as though it were a handscroll painting, Chang proposed that the 

viewer engage with the American artist’s “brushwork” and his very act of 

creation, just as he or she might with a Chinese literati painting. 

While Chang brought Jackson Pollock into Chinese art, Yu Hong completely 

transformed the horizontal format of the handscroll Court Ladies Preparing 

Newly Woven Silk into a curtain composed of long hanging panels that offer 

the potential of breaking the Chinese tradition of a right-to-left reading. 

Moreover, the exquisite and refined outlines, delicate patterns, and carefully 

applied mineral colours of the small Song dynasty handscroll are replaced by 

the bold and painterly strokes of acrylic pigment on large pieces of unsized 

golden silk. Of the artists painting in China today, Yu Hong is one of the 

most talented observers of women and their roles in society. Her works 

possess a vivid sense of the here-and-now, but at the same time appraise 

contemporary Beijing society with a sharply critical eye.	Even when she 

depicts her friends, family, or her own image, her view can be distant and 

almost clinical, the setting unvaryingly cool. 

Yu Hong’s painting is compositionally closer to the artwork she selected 

than that of almost any other artist in the exhibition. Perhaps most 

compelling is the grace of gesture and pose to be found in both the court 

ladies of old and the cosmopolitan young women of today. Yet, in the Song 

dynasty handscroll to which Yu Hong refers, the women are connected by 

the warmth of collaborative labour and social interaction. Yu Hong’s work, 

by contrast, while referring to the compositional rhythm of the original and 

representing the same number of figures, renders her women as isolated 

Court Ladies Preparing 
Newly Woven Silk, early 
twelfth century, attributed 
to Emperor Huizong, ink, 
colour, and gold on silk, 
37.1 x 145 cm. Inscribed by: 
Emperor Zhangzong of the 
Jin dynasty (r. 1190–1208). 
Colophon by: Zhang Shen 
(fourteenth century). Label 
written by: Gao Shiqi (Chinese, 
1645–1704). Colophon by: Gao 
Shiqi (Chinese, 1645–1704). 
Label written by: Luo Wenbin 
(Chinese). Colophon by: Luo 
Wenbin (Chinese). Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston, Special 
Chinese and Japanese Fund.
Photograph © Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston.
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individuals who are psychologically alienated from the larger society. In the 

twelfth-century painting, the blank background is read as a spacious and 

comfortable interior. In Yu Hong’s, it carries a blankness and emptiness 

that echoes the inner state of its figures, who, although grouped physically 

in pairs on the long vertical panels, are emotionally disconnected not only 

from society but from each other. While her forms and images may be 

beautiful, the chilling tone of her paintings of her friends and family lends 

them a disturbing power. 

Liu Xiaodong, like Yu Hong, was trained at the Central Academy of Fine 

Arts in Beijing. In the early 1990s he emerged as one of the most technically 

brilliant oil painters of his generation. For his selection, he made the 

unusual choice of an anonymous Ming dynasty handscroll, Erlang and 

His Soldiers Driving Out Animal Spirits; that vividly depicts battles among 

mountain demons. Having read with some concern news accounts in 

the Chinese media of violence in American high schools, he interviewed 

a number of Boston teenagers about their experiences and feelings in 

respect to this violence. In the end, he selected nine of the respondants as 

subjects for a meditation on this theme. Responding to the Ming handscroll 

with a horizontal composition on paper, he painted highly realistic life-

size portraits on a large roll of paper, with all of the figures looking, in a 

somewhat disturbing way, to the viewer’s left. The figures are of different 

ethnic groups, genders, and physical types; they make no eye contact, have 

no facial expression, and, while vividly present in the physical sense, they 

are, as in Yu Hong’s painting, emotionally distant. Posed in a position that 

reflects apprehension, Liu captures a glimpse of the psychological angst of 

adolescence and of the unease of being an outsider. 

Whether working in China or abroad, Liu Xiaodong often focuses on social 

problems, from the rural dislocation caused by Three Gorges dam to the 

plight of migrant workers. This work is no exception. Unusually, however, 

he adopts an age-old convention of using images of ghosts of times past 

to suggest present social problems. In this way, his particularly productive 
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Yu Hong, Spring Romance, 
2009, eight banners of acrylic 
on silk, 540 x 114 cm (each 
banner). Collection of the 
artist. Courtesy of the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston.



Vol. 10 No. 4    87



88    Vol. 10 No. 4



Vol. 10 No. 4    89



90    Vol. 10 No. 4

engagement with the art of the Ming dynasty represented by the piece 

he selected is thematic and conceptual, rather than literal or formal. A 

particularly sensitive artist, he interweaves a dialogue between his selected 

handscroll and Ming society and then between his own work and the 

contemporary world. Attracted to the handscroll of demons because of its 

focus on the theme of violence, Liu Xiaodong created a much more subtle 

work that focuses on feelings of fear and uncertainty. It is psychological 

violence with no suggestion of melodrama. 

Unfettered by art historical considerations, Li Jin chose a painting, Northern 

Qi Scholars Collating Classical Texts, traditionally attributed to Yan Liben 

(c. 673). In this handscroll, there are a number of men holding texts and 

writing brushes, but what Li Jin has noticed are the painting’s anomalies; 

in particular, some of the scholars seem to be drinking wine as they work. 

Others are partially disrobed and an empty dish seems to have been 

knocked over as one friend grabs another’s belt to slow his departure. Li 

Jin seems to find resonance in this ancient handscroll with some of the 

Previous page, top: 
Unidentified artist, Erlang 
and His Soldiers Driving 
Out Animal Spirits, fifteenth 
century, ink and colour on 
silk, 60.9 x 574.5 cm. Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston, William 
Sturgis Bigelow Collection. 
Photograph © Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston

Previous page, bottom: Liu 
Xiaodong, What To Drive Out, 
2008, acrylic and charcoal 
on paper, 154 x 746 cm. 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 
Museum purchase with funds 
by exchange from the John 
Gardner Coolidge Collection, 
Bequest of Miss Ellen Starkey 
Bates, The John Pickering 
Lyman Collection—Gift of Miss 
Theodora Lyman, William 
Sturgis Bigelow Collection, Gift 
of Mrs. Dora Delano Forbes, 
and James Fund. Reproduced 
with permission. Photograph © 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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concerns that matter in his own art—the pursuit of amusement at every 

moment, in every form, and at every location. 

Qin Feng, like Liu Dan, chose to install a three-dimensional object from the 

museum collection as an integral part of his piece. In this case, the object 

was a Zhou dynasty bronze vessel with an elegant thirty-two-character 

inscription in ancient script. His installation of large book-like forms that 

are also inscribed with calligraphic fragments was envisioned in yet another 

dialogical relationship, in this case as bridging the antiquity of the bronze 

vessel and era of the modern viewer through the commentaries written on 

the classics over the course of history.  

All but two artists in the show—Qin Feng and Xu Bing—chose handscrolls 

as their model examples. Thus seven (or eight if we count Pollock) of the 

ten selected works and four of the ten creations are in a handscroll format. 

The Chinese collection of the Museum of Fine Arts is particularly strong 

in early handscrolls, a unique format of Chinese painting. Intended to 

Top: Northern Qi Scholars 
Collating Classic Texts, c. 673, 
traditionally attributed to Yan 
Liben, ink and colour on silk, 
27.6 x 114 cm. Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston, Denman Waldo 
Ross Collection. Photograph © 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Bottom: Li Jin, A New Take 
On Scholars Collating Texts 
(detail), 2009, two handscrolls, 
ink and colour on paper, 49 
x 1260 cm (handscroll 1), 
49 x 1440 cm (handscroll 
2). Collection of the artist. 
Courtesy of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.
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be read section by section on a 

horizontal table, the scenery or 

the story, in a sequential, almost 

cinematic fashion as the viewer 

unrolls the scroll section by section. 

Today, opening the entire scroll 

for museum display, one loses that 

quick, fragmented glimpse, and 

instead is simultaneously exposed 

to the whole story. Indeed, it is, in 

part this simultaneity that grants 

Arnold Chang license to lay the 

Pollock down flat, both as it was originally painted and as it would be 

installed as a handscroll. In all of these works, the artist’s relationship with 

the contemporary viewer takes account of modern ways of viewing, that of 

seeing the object as a whole.  

The concept behind Fresh Ink is a highly creative one, and one for which 

the curatorial risk certainly was amply rewarded. The classical Chinese 

masterpieces looked new and fresh in conjunction with the contemporary 

work. Equally important, the immensely constructive character of the 

dialogue between art of the past and that of the contemporary era in this 

landmark exhibition was instrumental in stimulating extraordinary new work.  

Notes
1 Hao Sheng, “Ten Takes on Chinese Tradition,” in Fresh Ink: Ten Takes on Chinese Tradition (Boston: 

Museum of Fine Arts, 2010), 12. 
2 Mustard Seed Garden Manual of Painting, 1923-1925, woodblock print edition based on the 1679 first 

edition edited by Wang Gai, with a preface and published by Li Yu (1610–1680), 1–3.
3 Sheng, “Ten Takes on Chinese Tradition,” 20.

Qin Feng, Civilization 
Landscape Series, 2009, set 
of fifteen accordion-format 
books and thirteen hanging 
scrolls; books with ink, coffee, 
and tea on paper, and covers 
wrapped in lambskin; ink and 
earth on paper scrolls; varied 
dimensions. Collection of the 
artist. Courtesy of the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston.

Ceremonial wine vessel 
(fang yi) with inscription, late 
eleventh to early tenth century 
B.C., bronze, 29.9 x 26.5 x 
23.2 cm. Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston, Anna Mitchell 
Richards Fund. Photograph © 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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Patricia Eichenbaum Karetzky

Bomu: Don’t Fence Me In

T
o hear Bomu1 tell it, his professional career was the result of 

serendipity.2 According to his tale, at a key time in his life he won 

a competition, and the prize money allowed him the freedom to 

change direction. While he was a student in the Design Department at Tsing 

Hua University in 1986, he learned of a national photography competition in 

the local newspaper. Borrowing a friend’s camera, he found an architectural 

detail in his classroom and photographed it, so he did not even have to 

leave the school. He asserts that the avant-garde nature of the subject was 

responsible for his success and the first prize of a Hasselblad camera, which 

he soon sold, giving him the ability to escape the confinement of student 

life. Due to the prodigious sum he garnered from selling the prize, he was 

able to travel. Bomu decided to go as far away as possible, and as foreign 

travel was forbidden at that time, he went to Tibet. Describing himself as 

an adventurous young man whose head was filled with images of American 

western movies, he managed to get a cowboy outfit, hat, gun, and horse with 

which to live out a youthful fantasy of freedom.	 

Following his return to Beijing, he joined the students in protest at 

Tian’anmen Square, where they lived together out-of-doors for months. 

While Bomu openly admits that he was not really part of the democracy 

movement, that he had no interest in politics, his youthful spirit enjoyed the 

camaraderie, and he stayed sleeping and eating in the public square for fifty-

five days. He knew that the troops would be coming, and he felt solidarity 

with the other students, and, inspired by the courage of the Vietnamese 

war photographer Robert Capa, he decided to stay on in order to record 

this history-making event. He wrote on the inner pockets of his trousers a 

message indicating where to send his film should he, like Capa, be killed in 

action.  

Bomu wanted to record history. He insists that even now politics is not that 

important, that artists should be above politics and strive for an objective 

understanding	of society. Later, in 1989, Bomu left for France and entered 

another photography competition in 1990 in Arles, submitting one of his 

photos from Tian’anmen to the International Festival of Photojournalism 

Visa for Perpignan, Golden Visas. As a reward Bomu not only won first prize 

but was also offered a job in the photography department at the newspaper 

Liberation. Bomu supplemented his income for four and a half years by 

taking pictures of opera and theatrical productions and even weddings. 

After he returned to China in 1995, he won yet another competition in 
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1998 by proposing a project about Tibet for the Most Beautiful Book in the 

World competition, sponsored by UNESCO Kommission (Germany), that 

would result in a book and an exhibition. By 2000, Bomu lost his desire to 

make art, feeling his work was becoming repetitious, and thus he retired 

from the field to enter the world of business: he began two corporations, 

one an architectural design firm, the other a cultural protection agency in 

conjunction with the government. Both were quite successful, but after a 

five-year hiatus he felt a desire to resume his artistic career. This was in large 

part a response to his repeated travels to Tibet, a place that became a major 

theme in his art.

When not traveling to Tibet, Bomu lives in a luxurious villa in the 

Songzhuang art village about a one hour drive east of Beijing. Evidence of his 

multi-year sojourn to France is his perfectly spoken French and a penchant 

for coffee and fine Bordeaux. His home is filled with Chinese antiquities, 

French furniture, Tibetan textiles and rugs, a large piano with open sheaves 

of sheet music, and antiquities salvaged from second hand stores, including 

an etching of an old woman by Rembrandt, as well as a large fragment of 

Han dynasty silk with traces of its original pattern still visible. 

Bomu usually makes portraits, but, reinvigorated by his five-year period 

of artistic inactivity, he has begun to make landscapes, still lives, and 

installations. Although he once believed his photographic work to be 

objective, he now sees that photography is in fact subjective, and his 

new works reflect this critical perspective. Several of the works are an 

autobiographical meditation on the important influences in his life. 

For example, Jyazhi de tuolu (Values Falling Down) (2009) is a triptych 

consisting of photographic portraits of Mao, of the artist himself in shirt 

and tie with eyes closed as if a formal funeral portrait, and of the Mona 

Lisa. Bomu explains that he wants the title to suggest that the social and 

aesthetic values he was brought up with are now a burden and that only 

when the conflict between them ends, only when they are overcome, can he 

achieve clear thinking. The images are photographs that Bomu has taken 

and printed on canvas using a	silver print technique.  Before the image is 

applied, he creates an under-painting of abstract designs using silver gelatin 

emulsion. After printing, he lays thin veils of ghostly painterly washes of 

more silver gelatin emulsion over the image. Bomu’s application of the 

emulsion in an energetic and unrestrained manner recalls brush painting 

in the tradition of Chinese literati art. The lines have perceptible rhythms 

and move in counterpoint to each other. Like ink painting, Bomu varies the 

viscosity of the emulsion in order to render the maximum effect—thick, 

thin, choppy, and smooth. These linear applications of emulsion work 

in opposition to the photographic images and create a tension between 

the static image and the fluidity of the washes. There are also discernible 

crosses on each portrait, rendered in light grey that effectively divide the 

canvases into four geometric boxes. Mounted directly on the wall, with no 

wooden stretchers, the works look fragile and worn. In addition, Bomu 

superimposes over each of the three monochrome canvases a large thin 

white neon cross and a scrawl of nonsensical red neon cursive script 
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that carry with them calligraphic qualities. The wires from the neon 

further complicate the installation, making electrical elements an integral 

component to the piece. These cursive scrawls of neon that are meaningless 

in content are a consistent feature in Bomu’s work. Deconstructed writing 

is also a deeply embedded component of the work of Wenda Gu, Xu 

Bing, and other artists of that generation. When writing is deprived of its 

communicative function, it conveys a sense of frustration in our desire to 

comprehend language. In the case of this group of artists, the frustration 

may be traced to the radical changes that were wrought when the Chinese 

written language was simplified in the 1950s and 1960s in an effort to 

spread literacy but the result hampered the reading of a simple newspaper 

and made the great tradition of Chinese literature inaccessible.

Bomu explained that the images of Mao and Mona Lisa represent a critical 

conflict for him, an opposition between ideology and aesthetics, that the 

crosses represent the intersection of the conflict, and, as the title suggests, 

that both are finally falling away. For Bomu, the meaning of the Mona Lisa 

is aesthetic, not religious. He explained how, as a ten-year-old during the 

Cultural Revolution, he collected magazine reproductions of Leonardo’s 

Mona Lisa from the discarded remains of “good” citizens who had divested 

their households of the Four Olds.3 These he secretly treasured and 

studied. For him, this famous work of art came to stand for art itself. He 

knew at the time that this was a dangerous thing to do, but he says he fell 

in love with this image and so kept the pictures hidden in his room. The 

dichotomy of values between the then-current political agenda and his 

new-found passion was perhaps brought into being by the premature death 

of his mother, the loss of whom set his life adrift and made him question 

Bomu, Jiazhi de tuoluo (Values 
Falling Down), 2009, silver 
gelatin emulsion and Chinese 
ink on canvas, neon, triptych, 
210 x 443 cm (each panel). 
Courtesy of the artist. 
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the world around him. Bereft of his mother, from an early age he was	not 

comfortable identifying either with his family or with society, and this feisty 

independence still informs his art. Bomu says that when he looks back at his 

earlier life it is like a movie: It seems real and yet it is not reality. He is wary 

of being subjective or sentimental, preferring to imagine the past as a comic 

scenario, a child-like narrative rather than a serious philosophical drama, 

although both he admits seem to be valid views.

Similarly self-reflective is Both Sides Now (2010), an installation that uses 

river rock, pieces of wood, oddly broken slabs of stone, two small old 

boats collected from antique fairs, a slide of red silk, and a neon script of 

the title. Each boat is filled with portraits of and texts by two of Bomu’s 

cultural heroes—Samuel Beckett and Gustav Mahler. Superimposed over  

a reproduction of the Mona Lisa, hanging on the wall unframed, is an 

ironic title Virginity written in neon. To the right, standing in counterpoint 

to the Renaissance icon is a headless nude manaquin, behind which is 

an old viola and scragly hanks of black hair. Bomu sardonically refers to 

this figure as Duchamp’s gift to Mahler. This work, then, is dedicated to a 

second stage of his life, one that found fulfillment in France; it too suggests 

powerful and strongly contrasting forces of inspiration—muses of drama 

and music. Bomu found comfort in the nihilism, mordant humour, and 

spare aesthetics of the existentialist playwright Beckett and emotional and 

spiritual release in the rich complexity of the polyphonic and structured 

harmonies of the orchestrations of composer and conductor Mahler. The 

elements of the work convey a number of meanings alluding to his life: the 

time traveled through the past (Beckett and Mahler) and present distances 

covered (China and France), as well as the fragmentary nature of memory. 

There is also a sense of discovery as the viewer walks around and through 

the piece (when it is	properly installed and not cramped into his studio as in 

the illustration):	with each step, the composition changes, yet the two parts 

of the piece sharing the same components of boat, photos, and passages of 

text echo each other. The viewer journeys through the remnants of Bomu’s 

experiences. In an overview, the separate arts and respective muses are seen 

as part of a single entity, and a type of synthesis is achieved. 

Jie mu (Unveiling), 2009, is an installation piece made up of dozens of 

old wooden buckets (dou), the traditional rice measure, piled up in a 

helter-skelter fashion. Live spiders weave their webs on the elements of 

the composition. Placed upon the buckets is a LED display of world stock 

market prices, but this is fictional data that Bomu created on the computer; 

therefore the continuous display does not represent reality and does not 

take place in real time. A swag of golden silk drapes across the pile of 

buckets, providing a contrast in texture and colour. Bomu explains that 

the buckets, which he bought in a second-hand shop, were in common use 

before 1949 as a unit for commodity exchange. Thus Bomu draws a contrast 

between the old and current measures of wealth, and the golden glamorous 

silk adds to the richness of the monetary metaphor. The piece evokes 

themes of time—past and present, old and new, and the rise of modern 

technology and urban life with rural China. The process of time is also 

Previous page: Bomu, Both 
Sides Now, 2010, mixed media 
installation, size variable. 
Courtesy of the artist. 
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present in the number of spiders that are allowed to continue to spin their 

webs. Bomu explains he is waiting for this organic process to advance before 

he photographs the piece and subjects it to further artistic processing.  

Quatrain (2010), named after a poetic term, is the title of a four-part 

landscape dedicated to Gustav Mahler’s Symphony No. 4. Bomu explains 

that, like Mahler’s symphony, the work illustrates great sorrow. The huge, 

multi-partite photograph is dominated by a section of the trunk of a large 

tree that is close to the viewer and only partly visible because of its grand 

scale; in mid-ground is a view of a misty forest. Like earlier works, this too 

consists of a silver gelatin print with under-painting and over-painting 

of abstract expressionist brushwork in the silvery tones of the gelatin 

emulsion, but in this piece Bomu has added a light blue pigment to the 

wash which nearly obliterates the image. At the center of each of the four 

compositions is a neon oval that illuminates a scrawl of meanngless text 

written directly on the canvas behind it. Despite the expressive execution of 

the iridescent washes, the piece conveys a somber and meditative mood that 

is rooted in Zen religious paintings—the flung ink technique can be traced 

back to the thirteenth century monk artists of the southern Song dynasty. 

Here too, the dynamic brush style endows the piece with a sense of process, 

a state of perpetual evolution. The work also brings to mind the early Qing 

Zen painter Badashanderen (Zhuda), whose work Bomu repeatedly copied 

as a child of ten years of age in grade school (1974–75). Bomu also rescued 

reproductions of Badashen’s work, like that of the Mona Lisa, from old 

magazines in the garbage, for they too were affiliated with the Four Olds. 

Bomu, Jie mu (Unveiling), 
2009, mixed media installation, 
size variable. Courtesy of the 
artist. 
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Bomu, Quatrain, 2010, 
emulsion, silver gelatin 
emulsion, Chinese ink, and 
pastel on canvas, quadriptych, 
110 x 440 cm (each panel). 
Courtesy of the artist.
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There is also a major series of works that deal with Tibet. Despite the 

Buddhist charm that Bomu wears around his neck, he maintains that he is 

not a practitioner of Buddhism; rather, he is intrigued and moved by the 

endurance and courage of the Tibetan people who have been subjected to so 

much, first under the orthodox theocracy and more recently under China’s 

rule. Bomu’s fascination is not with the religion or politics of the region 

but rather the strength and integrity of its people to withstand centuries of 

oppression and suffering while maintaining a kind spirit. Bomu explained 

how they experienced the sometimes difficult demands of the theocracy and 

the poverty inflicted upon them as a result of its harsh natural environment 

of barren mountains. As a result, they are among the poorest people in 

the world. If Bomu has an interest in Buddhism, it is centered on how 

the teachings have helped to maintain the spirit of these people. Bomu’s 

meditation on the deeper questions of human frailty and the brevity of 

our existence challenges him to look for answers in Tibetan practices, but 

as a child of the revolution he is reluctant to accept the answers offered by 

organized religion.

 

Bomu has created using photos taken from a number of visits to Tibet that 

took place in the years 1986–90 and that resumed in 1995. One massive 

Bomu, Sketch Portrait on 
Mask, 2009, silver gelatin 
emulsion, Chinese ink, and 
pastel on canvas, neon, 368 x 
345 cm. Courtesy of the artist. 
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rectangular composition, Sketch Portrait of a Mask (2009), consists of twelve 

panels each depicting a close-up head shot of a Tibetan—child, woman, 

adult, or elder—a white swath of mask covers their lower faces while the 

upper part of their heads bears thick swirls of black paint. The silver under- 

and over-painting further shrouds the faces except for the area of the eyes, 

which, more clearly presented, glow luminously. Despite the decorative 

over-painting, the eyes remain obdurate, looking directly at the viewer, 

glowing supernaturally, undimmed by past and present circumstances. 

Direct eye contact derives from the Hindu ritual practice of darsan—seeing 

and being seen by the deity, and survives today in the engaging stare of 

the Tibetan people. In addition, the canvas squares have black, white, and  

neon writing over the faces. Bomu’s use of illegible and seemingly mystical 

script here, both painted on the canvas and rendered in neon, is perhaps 

meant to convey the sacrality of Tibetan scriptures, protective chants and 

incantations, often beyond the comprehension of the uninitiated, that 

are so much a part of Tibetan religious practice. In this work, the written 

and neon inscriptions whose electrical cords drape over the portraits 

add a further layer of impenetrability to the figures. Thus, the veils of 

expressionistic washes and the various inscriptions make the figures appear 

remote and enveloped by their circumstances.

Figure & Ready-Masks (2010) is made up of  four sections each consisting 

of four panels, most of which  contain, as in the prior piece,  a close-up 

portrait of the head of a Tibetan. But here, alternating with the portraits 

are photos of demonic facial masks from Tibetan ritual art, some of which 

are upside down.  These masks represent divine forces of life and death, 

good and evil, and other dualities. Bomu refers to the common Tibetan 

practice of wearing half facial cotton cloth masks to provide protection 

from the harsh wind and bitter cold; he sardonically notes that it has also 

has become a Tibetan fashion for women to wear polychrome lace and 

sateen masks as an accessory and these he displays in the fourth section of 

the composition. Perhaps the silky female masks suggest the burgeoning of 

a new more consumerist society. The use of masks is essential to this work. 

Bomu sees the mask as a symbolic and effective barrier, a defense not only 

from inclement weather and grueling mountain life but from political and 

social demands. Symbolically, the horrific ritual masks represent the esoteric 

Buddhist understanding of evil as a manifestation of life, as something to 

be endured but not subjected to. But they also represent the truth behind 

an illusory world. Thus these masks represent the Buddhist teachings 

that allowed for spiritual survival. Bomu admires the Tibetans, who, in 

contrast to what he experiences in China, are not especially interested in 

the everyday world, with its superficial rewards, and who have	traditionally 

set their sights on higher spiritual rebirth in the ultimate quest of non-

suffering. Finally, four large lariats of rope unite each of the compositions 

and pool on the floor in front of the work. The rope adds another layer 

of texture to the piece—the silvery canvases which are a smokey miamsa 

partially revealing the faces and masks,  the writing,  the neon, and the 

ropes. These layers engender the piece with a pictorial complexity and 

physicality that is equal to the many symbolic associations of the imagery.



104    Vol. 10 No. 4

Bomu, Figure & Ready-Masks, 
2010, silver gelatin emulsion, 
Chinese ink, and pastel on 
canvas, hemp rope, neon 
script, 250 x 800 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist.
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The most ambitious piece in this Tibetan series, Mandala Offering (2009), 

uses one thousand portraits printed on river rocks intermixed with 

one thousand votive candles and large-scale images of individuals and 

Buddhist masks. In addition, the eight canvases have thin red neon crosses 

superimposed on their surfaces. Bomu has made this as an offering to his 

friends in Tibet; as a Buddhist offering he used their ritual butter lamps. 

Their images stamped on the river rock convey the sense of how over the 

centuries their lives, have made their mark on the landscape. Printing the 

portraits on the smooth adamantine stones conveys a sense of endurance. 

The colossal scale of their faces printed on canvases, many times greater 

than human scale, endows them with grandeur, importance, and power. 

Like Buddhist practice it is not just the end product—the mandala—that is 

the offering; rather it is the whole effort—to collect the thousand rocks and 

oil lamps, to photograph and reproduce the images, to apply the delicate 

washes and neon.

During the period when Bomu was in France, and then when he returned 

to set up businesses in China, he did not utilize the vast photographic 

archives that he had amassed during his many trips to Tibet. He has recently 

begun to print them in black-and-white on special “pH neutral” paper. As 

with his other works, he paints over the prints with a variety of enhancing 

effects. Printed in sepia, a tone that makes the images look worn and 

weathered, Subjects on the Road to Paradise (2009) is a set of 149 prints, 

some of which he arranged in pairs. There is a distant view of the Potala 

Palace seen from the bottom of the hill on which it is perched, long strings 

of prayer banners tied to its façade flap in the wind under an overcast sky. 

Bomu, Mandala Offering 
(detail), 2009, mixed media, 
size variable. Courtesy of the 
artist.
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In another, the façade of an old decayed building appears at the top of the 

print; in the photo below the graceful hand of a female devotee, her wrist 

encircled with prayer beads, assumes a symbolic prayer mudra. To the 

right, lines of script resemble a Sanskrit citation. In another work, monks 

and devotees approach the center of town, which is cloaked in a deep mist; 

one figure making a full body ritual prostration attracts little attention, so 

familiar is the sight of reverence. Writing at the top and bottom, like an 

anthropological notation, seems to detail the event. In another pair of prints 

wintry figures bundled against the cold trek through a snow bleached land, 

their dark forms contrasted against the pallid landscape. Here too there is 

graceful cursive script written on the print. The last example is a photo of 

a monk reciting a prayer while holding a small brass vajra; in the photo to 

the right the sacred texts lay open, being read by an unseen practitioner. 

Spotches of blood mar the surface of the print. Some of the sites Bomu has 

captured no longer exist, as the modernization of Tibet is keeping pace with 

the rest of China. Also, many of the people are long gone. In addition, Bomu 

inscribes upon the prints what appear to be personal sentiments and factual 

details, as if they were an archaeologist’s notations. But the script done in 

Bomu’s gibberish, is written in own blood. He explains that when he was 

in Tibet he arranged for the hospital to take his blood and to give it to him 

in a vial so he could subsequently use the blood as ink. In ancient Buddhist 

practice the devotee would prink his finger and write a sacred text with 

his own blood as an act of deepest sincerity. No doubt Bomu’s intention is 

similar. His good friend, the Gelie Lama also inscribed some of the photos 

in blood.

Bomu, Mandala Offering 
(detail), 2009, mixed media, 
size variable. Courtesy of the 
artist. 
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Notes
1 Bomu has changed his name from Bo Gao.
2 This article is the result of several interviews with Bomu conducted in Beijing in June 2010.
3 Mao proposed eradicating the Four Olds, Old Customs, Old Culture, Old Habits, and Old Ideas, in 1966; 

this became part of the agenda of the Cultural Revolution.

Just as Bomu documented the events of Tian’anmen, he is using his trove 

of photographs of Tibet gleaned over the past two decades to recreate 

a living memorial of its historical events. Moved by the kindness of the 

people he encounters on his travels there, he examines the nature of their 

harsh existence and their spirituality which is inherent in the religion 

they practice. But, instead of turning to Buddhism for spiritual solace, he 

maintains a harsh dialectic of examining the meaning of life and art, which 

was also evident in his works that dealt with Beckett and Mahler, Leonardo’s 

Mona Lisa, and portraits of Mao. Thus his portraits and pictorial history of 

Tibet convey his insights and sentiments, but his captions consisting of his 

own nonsensical language, whether written in the garish medium of neon 

or with his own blood, suggest his lack of religious persuasion.

 

Bomu, from the series 
Subjects on the Road to 
Paradise, 2009, ink jet print 
on paper, blood, 75 x 56 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Opposite: Bomu, from the 
series Subjects on the Road 
to Paradise, 2009, ink jet print 
on paper, blood, 75 x 56 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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