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LaoZhu (ZHU Qingsheng) 

 | Author Profile 

 1985 1986 1987

 

  

Professor LaoZhu (Zhu Qingsheng) was born in Zhenjiang. He graduated with a bachelor’s 

degree from the Department of Fine Arts at Nanjing Normal University. He later gained a 
master’s degree in art history from China Central Academy of Fine Arts and then a doctoral 
from the Institute of East Asian Art History, Heidelberg University, Germany. Professor 
LaoZhu works in creative modern art and specialises academically in the study of arts of Han 
Dynasty. He taught at the China Central Academy of Fine Arts from 1985 to 1986, and began 
teaching at Peking University from 1987. He is now a professor at Peking University, Director 
of Institute for Han Arts Study and the Centre for Visual Studies. He is also the chief editor for 
various publications, including the Annual of Contemporary Art in China and the Collective 
Catalogue of Han-dynasty Art and Art of the Han Dynasty 
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Art

 

 

 

 

"Media" is defined in three aspects, namely the materials, the style and the concept in the 

traditional Chinese media.  

 

The so-called traditional Chinese media generally refers to Chinese ink painting. As a medium, 

ink painting possesses the materials, styles and concepts in the traditional context. The analysis 

of the three aspects of the traditional media is a mission of today’s art history. They are also a 

basis for art critiques, for the description, narrative and analysis of the artistic facts of the past as 

pointed to in art history. Art critiques (here referring to contemporary critique instead of 

appreciation and authentication of traditions) are analyses of the contemporary significance of 

the traditional media, as well as the criticisms on their existence as factors in contemporary art. 

The two are interdependent and they inspire one another.  

 

This article analyses from the perspective of art history on traditional Chinese media as 

materials, and defines them from the perspective of art critique, with a focus that bases them as 

a form of national culture.  

 

As for looking at the traditional Chinese media as style, the article mainly discusses through 

Panofsky’s theory of iconology, Wolfflin’s theory of formal analysis and Mitchell’s picture 

theory in a comparative study approach, proving the "non-compatibility" amongst the three 

study strategies and that study approach for the traditional media as a style. This clarifies the 

tangling in studying Chinese topics with western theories. At the same time, the theory of 

abstract expressionism is used to modernise traditional art history strategies, while certain 

traditional theoretical factors are transformed into terminologies and theoretical systems that 

can be understood in the context of globalised contemporary theories for the purpose of 

formulation. (The approach is the complete opposite to the author’s study in the 1990s that 

made use of Chinese terminology to look at Western art; it also opposes to his 2010s’ attempt 

to study works in Louvre using the core values and creative principles of Chinese aesthetics.) 

The article is a one-off attempt to probe into a transformation for the way to describe certain 

traditional factors. The theory of the Third Type of Abstract is constructed on the foundation 

of transformation of historic languages. In addition, the principles of "the one dimensional 
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space" as proposed in the 2009 Beijing International Forum for Ink Painting are continued into 

the issues of shaping, colouring, composition and spatial treatment in style.  

 

On the aspect about traditional Chinese media as a concept, the issue has a completely 

different significance comparing to the Western art seen as historic concepts. As luck would 

have it, it is the breakthrough point where the traditional media exerts its universal significance 

onto modern art. Its value rests with the differentiation on the explanation of art and the 

Western conceptualization of "Art". As of today, all approaches of modern art are based on the 

concepts from Greek and Hebrew notions of art, which believe that if art is not a phenomenon 

as an expression of the world, it would be a set of signs that bears the load of deities and 

external ideas. Traditional Chinese media as concepts is just how art escapes from reality and 

transcends from day-to-day living, while at the same time has to extricate itself from any ideas 

and doctrines to become a purely individualistic and free path. As such, using a historical 

approach to study Chinese art as concepts would never be able to get in touch with the body 

of art; rather, it could only be an object for studying and profiling when it complies with similar 

signs in the traditional parts of Greek and Hebrew ideas. In art critiques, today’s contemporary 

art, having gained their popular influence from Joseph Beuys and Andy Warhol, further makes 

use of viewing the traditional media as concepts, as a way to break away from art as a means to 

demonstrate concerns for the society or to reveal reality, which in turn complicated art into the 

deadlock of becoming a governing and anti-governing tool and weapon in politics.  

 

The theory of The Third Type of Abstract is only a preliminary breakthrough that forms an 

inter-dependent and mutually conditional relationship with the fifth modern art revolution. 
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The Third Abstract: Trace as First Phenomenon from 
Ontology to Beings 
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Martina KÖ PPEL-YANG 
 

 | Author Profile 

1979-1989

YISHU

Red Flag Collection   

Born in Germany, Martina Köppel-Yang is an independent art historian, art critic and curator 
living in Paris, France and Heidelberg, Germany. She has written extensively on the subject of 
contemporary Chinese art and is the author of Semiotic Warfare: The Chinese Avant-garde 
1979-1989. She is a member of the editorial boards for Yishu: Journal for Contemporary 
Chinese Art in Vancouver, Canada, Red Flag Collection, a compilation of contemporary 
Chinese artists' projects published in Hong Kong, and in the international advisory board of 
the Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art. She is also a board member of Asia Art Archive in 
Hong Kong.  

 | Paper Abstract 

20 21

 

One of the most-cited arguments in texts discussing the development of contemporary Chinese 
art is that of political, economical and social change. Change as such – next to the search for 
identity – is mentioned as the major leitmotiv in describing the development of Chinese culture 
in the 20th and the 21st century. Being the quintessence of modernization itself, progress and 
change appeared to be the adequate qualities to demarcate the new and modern China from 
the old whose tradition and culture generally have been associated with the notions of stability 
and continuity. This kind of perception of the Chinese modernity is based on a linear 
conception of history and a determinist world view. It defines progress as the interplay of 
contradictory factors that with the time are reconciled and thus trusts in a teleological sense of 
history. But Dr. Köppel-Yang would like to consider history as a kind of non-linear dynamical 
system, in which individual elements can be as important as far-reaching developments. The 
lecture gives a closer look on artistic positions and strategies within the field of contemporary 
Chinese art that choose traditional strategies, such as "advance through retreat" to develop 
autonomous and sometimes marginal/ non-mainstream artistic positions. Dr. Köppel-Yang 
considers these positions erratic factors having the potential to change the long-term behavior 
and the conditions of the system.  
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Out of Place? Advance through Retreat. Traditional Strategies 
and Practices in Contemporary Chinese Art 

 

 
Martina KÖ PPEL-YANG 

 

 
 
 
 

Out of Place is the title of Edward Said's autobiography. He calls it "a record of an essentially lost or 

forgotten world".1 Said recalls places and people that for him are ultimately lost and describes his condition 

as one being out of place in many respects. One such respect is language. Having grown with both the 

Arabic and the English language, the experience of being out of place marked his life from the beginning 

and in this very vital respect.  

 

This kind of essential dislocation Said describes in his memoire is without doubt a postmodern 

condition and a common experience in our contemporary world. What about aesthetic experience? What 

about traditional media - here traditional Chinese media - in a contemporary context? Is their condition that 

of an essential dislocation, too? Contemporary culture in general, and cotemporary Chinese culture in 

particular, is hybrid, embracing elements of different places, different cultures and different times. I argue 

that the apparent dislocation of traditional media in a contemporary context is actually a contemporary 

condition and by no means out of place; and, further that it can be and that it is used as a very efficient 

strategy. 

 

The forgotten world is not lost for contemporary culture; on the contrary, it is a large cultural pool from 

which Chinese artists draw inspiration since the late 1970s. I here only wish to mention Yuan Yunsheng's 

Beijing airport mural "The Water Splashing Festival" (1979), at the time one of the most progressive and 

controversial art works. Yet, the mural's elegant figures and free floating lines are inspired by Wei Dynasty 

sculptures and reliefs. Or again, a few years later, Huang Yongping's "Roulette Series" (1985 - 1988), inspired 

partly by Chan, Daoism and by Chinese geomancer compasses. Not to forget Xu Bing's "Book from the 

Sky" (1987), an illegible cultural canon printed in the traditional wood block printing technique. Again, both 

works rank among the most progressive and most controversial ones of the mid-1980s. It seems that this kind 

of retreat into tradition has the potential to advance artistic creation onto a higher conceptual and aesthetic 

level. Homi Bhabha describes this kind of hybrid works as expressions of "a moment of transit where space 

and time cross to produce complex figures of difference and identity, past and present, inside and outside, 

inclusion and exclusion."2 Bhabha wrote these words at the end of the 20th century, only five years after the 

fall of the Berlin wall, in the aftermath of the postmodern debate, when globalization still was a large field to 

                                                             
1
 Said, Edward, Out of Place, Borzoi Book, New York, 1999: p. XI 

2
 Bhabha, Homi K.,The Location of Culture, Routledge, London/ New York,1994: p.2. 
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be explored. Today, these moments of transit, as Bhabha describes them apparently products of arbitrary 

encounters, have evolved into systematic strategies. I wish to have a closer look on artistic positions, 

procedures and strategies within the field of contemporary Chinese art that choose traditional strategies, 

such as "advance through retreat", or practices, such as divination or the game and gambling to develop 

autonomous and sometimes marginal/ non-mainstream artistic positions. I consider these positions erratic 

factors having the potential to change the long-term behaviour and the conditions of the general system.3 

 

The question of the relevance of tradition for contemporary culture is, as Bhabha points out in the 

above-mentioned quote, always linked to the query for identity and raised in specific historical moments. I 

here will not discuss the Chinese government's efforts of promoting traditional Chinese culture to build the 

identity of the new post-WTO-entry China. I will have a closer look on individual artistic research and 

creation and focus on three bodies of works by three different artists or artist groups: Huang Yongping, Yang 

Jiechang and finally Zheng Guogu and Yangjiang Group. All of them employ traditional media, practices 

and strategies in a different manner, and all of them do so facing a specific historical moment or a particular 

cultural environment and situation. 

 

The Contemporary Augur (Chan is Dada, Dada is Chan) 

 

One of the most emblematic works of the 1980s is Huang Yongping's “Wet Method – ‘History of 

Chinese Painting’ and ‘Concise History of Modern Painting’ Washed for Two Minutes in a Washing 

Machine, December 1, 1987”. As the title suggests the work is the result of a procedure designed by Huang 

Yongping, namely Wet Method: the artist put two art history books, Wang Bomin’s History of Chinese 

Painting and Herbert Read’s Concise History of Modern Painting in a washing machine for two minutes. 

The resulting paper pulp, a mixture of both histories and traditions, illegible and thus semantically empty, 

was Huang's striking answer to the question of how to relate Chinese tradition to modern and contemporary 

Western art, and it was further his witty comment to two foremost topics in the Chinese art scene of the 

1980s, namely the discussion about the modernization of Chinese culture and further the question of how to 

free contemporary Chinese culture from too much cultural, historical and political burden. Right after the 

Cultural Revolution with all its prohibitions, the curiosity and enthusiasm for all things related to culture, 

Western and Chinese, the so-called humanist enthusiasm (renwen riqing), had triggered the translation of 

many important writings and books of Western literature, philosophy and art history. And also Chinese 

traditional thought and literature was rediscovered through new editions of old books. New and old 

concepts alike became available for the artists and led to a kind of semantic redundancy of the art works, the 

ostensive excess of meaning (yiyi fanlan) that was criticized by both artists and art critics. Semantic emptiness 

was Huang Yongping's cure to semantic redundancy and his method of breaking free from all kind of 

meaning systems, cultural, historical or political. 

 

Huang himself had read translations of Wittgenstein and Pierre Cabane's Dialogues with Marcel 

                                                             
3
 I consider history as a kind of non-linear dynamical system, in which individual elements can be as important as far-reaching 

developments. 
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Duchamp, but also of Suzuki's Essays in Zen Buddhism, as well as other Chan Buddhist texts. As he states in 

a conversation with Jane Debevoise: "I would say there were three solid legs (a trinity) of thought I felt an 

affinity to at the time: Wittgenstein, Duchamp and Zen Buddhism. People often asked me why I would 

combine these different philosophies together - I think, ultimately, I did it because they all discuss ideas 

about 'ends'; about how and why things end."4 A tangible result of this combination is the body of works 

using chance as a main creative agent, the so-called Roulette Series. Wet Method is part of this series, too, 

and was created by using such a roulette wheel. The major Western references in the Roulette Series are to 

Marcel Duchamp and John Cage, but also to Wittgenstein’s language philosophy. These references inspired 

Huang to pursue the de-personalization of the creative process and the elimination of the artist as an 

operative subject, substituting chance as the major agent. Visually, the roulette wheel resembles a large 

geomancer compass, but also a ready-made object (as does Wet Method), a concept originating with 

Duchamp. In addition, as did John Cage for his Music of Changes (1951), Huang utilizes the divination 

practice of the Book of Changes as a determining and formal structure: "The Big Roulette", one big 

turntable mounted on a chassis, is divided into an inner circle with sixty-four segments, and an outer circle 

with 384 segments. The number of the segments is based on the Book of Changes, with its sixty-four 

hexagrams and six times sixty-four – 384 – places. On each segment Huang wrote an entry. The entries on 

the inner circle having no relation to those on the outer circle, were chosen at random from different 

domains and serve as instructions and hints to create works of art.5 The artist takes the position of a 

mediator, with the work of art coming into being independently from him, quasi naturally. He acts through 

non-interference or, to use the corresponding Taoist concept, through non-doing (wuwei). This concept is 

further inspired by Wittgenstein’s non-related facts6 and denotes the causal independence of artist and work, 

as well as that of the individual works of the artist’s oeuvre. In his handwritten notes of 1987, Huang calls this 

different understanding of the notion of creativity non-related events (duli shijian).7 While Huang's first 

roulette was simply concerned with the independence of formal elements from one another and from the 

artist, the later "Big Roulette" and "Small, Portable Roulette" had been conceived to investigate the 

independence of time, of sequence, and of concept.8 In this regard, the rotation of the turntable and the 

open nature of the creative process indicate the instability and imperfection of meaning systems. The 

application of this kind of methodological chance corresponds to what George Brecht called “non-method” 

and "no-system-system" in the work of Duchamp. It leads to an answer that is non-rational, that might be 

self-contradictory, and that therefore cannot totally be explained with the systems of language and logic.  In 

this regard the non-method-method reminds us on Chan-Buddhist Koans. The Chinese philosopher Zhang 

Ziyang discusses Huang’s non-expressive painting in his rather critical article "X Comments on Y" ("X ping 
                                                             
4
 Jane Debevoise, "Conversation with Huang Yongping", Asia Art Archive in America, October 15, 2010. 

www.aaa-a.org/2011/03/03/conversation-with-huang-yongping/ 
5
 See Huang Yongping, "Reflections, Creation, and Events of 1987", published in: "Thoughts, Creation, and Activities in 

1987", in: House of Oracles. A Huang Yongping Retrospective, Vergne, Philippe/ Chong, Doryun (eds.), Walker Art Centre, 
Minnesota, 2005: pp.40-51. 
6
 With this notion Wittgenstein designates the logical independence of logical facts belonging to different dimensions of the 

logical space.  
7
 See Huang Yongping "Reflections, Creation and Events of 1987", ibid. and Huang’s text, "A Paper on Art that Starts Out 

from a Blank" ("Cong kondong kaishi de yipian meishu lunwen") exemplifies his thoughts. "An Essay on Art Starting from 
Emptiness", in: "Thoughts, Creation, and Activities in 1987", in: House of Oracles. A Huang Yongping Retrospective, Vergne, 
Philippe/ Chong, Doryun (eds.), Walker Art Centre, Minnesota, 2005: pp.52-54. 
8
 See Huang Yongping, "Reflections, Creation, and Events of 1987", ibid. 
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Y") and names his method the "method of the probable mechanical chance". In fact, this kind of chance is 

an effective method of separating art from tradition, of overcoming latent patterns, language and logic as 

such.9 This aim is best expressed in one of Huang's most famous quotes, namely "Chan is Dada, Dada is 

Chan". This quasi-logical equation, nevertheless apparently absurd, associates traditional Chinese thought 

namely Taoism and Chan Buddhism with Dada and Neo-Dada both aesthetically and conceptually. In fact, 

Huang’s Wet Method and the resulting dirty looking pulp represent the concept of anti-culture, crucial to his 

oeuvre. Anti-culture is a concept he employed in a strategic manner, especially after his emigration to 

Europe. Anti-culture is the result of the battle between Eastern and Western cultures, between tradition and 

modernity, and the artist’s solution to transpose culture onto a higher conceptual and aesthetic level and thus 

to generate a new culture, which we can consider hybrid and contemporary. 

 

After Huang's emigration to France it was exactly this aspect that privileged the reception of his work. 

His work was received immediately on a high-profile level. "Reptiles", his first piece exhibited in Europe in 

the legendary exhibition "Les magiciens de la terre", consisted of traditional Chinese graves made from a 

pulp of washed books and newspapers, further the washing machine used to produce the paper pulp. These 

graves resembled reptiles turtles, hence the title. Postmodern discourses, such as post-structuralism and 

post-colonialism, could easily relate to Huang’s composite method of de-construction the transformation of 

texts into pulp and construction the creation of a different body of meaning. Huang’s combination of 

Western language philosophy, Dada and Chinese Chan accomplished the questioning of meaning systems 

and power generating structures in an original way. Further, the juxtaposition of traditional Chinese imagery 

and thought with contemporary Western concepts was fresh and welcomed. Huang’s retreat into using 

concepts and topoi inspired by Chinese tradition and his method of equating Dada and Chan, Western 

avant-garde and Chinese tradition, actually articulated the main subject of postmodern and postcolonial 

discourse: the deconstruction of overcome meaning generating structures and the search for new contents, 

new directions and centres, and proposed the mirror-image crucial for a vital repositioning of Western 

culture.  

 

The Contemporary Literati (Absence and Presence, Retreat and Advance) 

 

While Huang Yongping retrieves the aspects of non-interference, of the anti-rational and of semantic 

emptiness from the field of Chinese traditional thought, Yang Jiechang focuses on the aspects of 

self-sublimation, spiritual communication and the individual participation, all facets of literati culture. 

"Hundred Layers of Ink" is the title of a series of large monochrome black ink paintings, on which he 

worked for more than a decade. Yang exhibited these works for the first time at the "Les magiciens de la 

terre" show in the Centre Pompidou in Paris in 1989, to which he had been invited together with Huang 

Yongping and Gu Dexin. Yes, Yang actually had painted the first works of the series for this very exhibition 

on site. For him, like for his two friends, this was the first time to appear on an international high-profile 

arena. Being placed at a central stage surrounded by works of internationally renowned artists, like for 

                                                             
9 The article is published under the pseudonym Mo Zelan, "X ping Y", in: Meishu sichao 1986.3: pp. 9-12. 
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example Anselm Kiefer, Sigmar Polke, Nam Jun Paik, On Kawara and Alighiero Boetti, he opted for 

"advance through retreat" as his strategy. Based on his former paintings of the mid-1980s that attempted the 

formal deconstruction of traditional Chinese painting through calligraphic abstraction he advanced 

deconstruction on a superior level: In "Hundred Layers of Ink" Yang developed an extremely reduced 

formal language - there is no imagery, only a simple shiny black ink square on a mat black ground. The 

artist condenses Chinese painting to its basic elements: paper, water, ink, as well as to the action of applying 

ink and water onto the paper, thus subverting the technique as well as the aesthetic principles of traditional 

Chinese painting. By obsessively putting layers on layers of ink onto the paper he creates a black object that 

does show neither skill, nor imagery, nor personality. The elimination of skill, imagery and personality is 

nothing less than the sublimation of the self, the ultimate aim of the cultivation of personality the Chinese 

literati practised through painting and calligraphy. The significance of such painting lies beyond its visual 

qualities. Painting here is a kind of conduct, an act, and looking at painting an act of communication. Yang's 

large inks further accentuate the spiritual qualities inherent in the painting process and in the material. Both 

sublimation of the artist's self as well as the sublimation of the material and the aesthetic qualities of the 

painting relates Yang Jiechang's works to Taoist thought and to Chinese tradition. Yet, self-sublimation is 

nothing but the deconstruction of the ego. "Hundred Layers of Ink" therefore can also be read from a 

post-structuralist angle. Hence, Yang's Chinese-style self-sublimation appears as a different approach to the 

search for alternative concepts of a cultural or personal identity. On the aesthetic and formal level Yang's 

monochrome inks could be related to the Western tradition, too. Reminding, as they do, on American 

abstract expressionism these works easily could be misread as an illustration of the Chinese reception of 

Western modern painting. Yet, there is more to these works than just a modern stance. They combine 

Eastern tradition and spirituality with modern and post-modern concepts in an elegant and efficient way. 

Yang Jiechang's non-iconic paintings actually transposed traditional Chinese thought, such as Tao and Chan 

onto a contemporary level. Creating as they do, a meditative, open space, void of any explicit utterance of 

–isms and worldviews, Yang’s "Hundred Layers of Ink" presaged the end of the Cold War era and the 

consequent fall of ideologically clearly defined blocks. 

 

"Advance through retreat" for Yang Jiechang implies further the question of how to implant Chinese 

traditional painting, traditional Chinese aesthetics and thought into a contemporary context. According to 

him, the contemporary has neither time nor limits, and tradition itself contains current concepts.10 This 

position is best exemplified in Yang's composite works and installations that usually consist of a traditional 

Chinese meticulous colour painting or calligraphy and a multi-media part. These works are concerned with 

current events, like for example "Crying Landscape" (50th Venice Biennial, 2003), or show the artist's 

comment on the contemporary condition, like for example "Stranger than Paradise" (2010). Different from 

Huang Yongping who chose non-interference as artistic practice, Yang opts for the artist's participation. For 

Yang each artwork is an act of communication and interference. 

 

 

                                                             
10

 Conversation with the artist, Paris, March 2006. 
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After Dinner Art 

 

"After Dinner Calligraphy" (Fanhou Shufa) is the title of a series of works and events by Zheng Guogu 

and Yangjiang Group. The title alludes to the fact that the art works are the testimonies and results of 

calligraphy performances and ad hoc painting using ink but also leftovers from a dinner, then preserved in 

the medium of photography. "After Dinner Calligraphy" is a revival of the traditional literati gathering with 

all its facets, with its soberness, drunkenness and ingeniousness. Yet the stage was not a bamboo grove but a 

contemporary Hong Kong gallery. This short description of "After Dinner Calligraphy" could be read as a 

programme of the works of Zheng Guogu and Yangjiang Group: There is no border between art and life, 

between art and non-art, between high art and low art, between tradition and the contemporary, between 

the global and the local. Art is an open process, as is life, it is an activity like any other leisure activity, a 

game. This understanding of art is very close to that of the Chinese literati who were not professional artists 

but officials performing art as a leisure activity together with their friends or as a form of self-cultivation.  

 

The aspect of game and gambling, both important elements in traditional Chinese culture play an 

important role in the oeuvre of Zheng Guogu and Yangjiang Group, too. Divinational board games, like for 

example Liubo, had already been played by Han gentrymen, the Chinese chess is recorded as early as for 

the Warring States period. "One cannot break the law without upholding the law. All laws must be upheld. 

No law goes unbroken." (Bu li yi fa, bupo yi fa, you fa jie li, wu fa bu po, 2012) is a recent installation and 

series of events. This time Yangjiang Group invented different kinds of games as projects to be realized 

during the exhibition period. There was a gambling game, a Chinese chess, a tea ceremony, etc. The centre 

of this series of events was the title of the work written as calligraphy on the museum wall and then altered 

through the on-going events and games. 

 

Zheng Guogu actually is one of the most important trendsetters of the Chinese art scene. But instead of 

moving into one of China’s cultural centres, he stays in his hometown, the remote provincial town of 

Yangjiang in Canton Province. There he built his studio, the "Age of Empires" (2004 - present), an artistic 

project in itself and conceived according to a game, the Internet game of the same name. Zheng initiated a 

lively art scene in his hometown, including artists and amateurs who regularly participate in his projects and 

in that of the Yangjiang Group, equally initiated by him. He thus promotes local and vernacular culture, 

which one could also read as a result of the above-mentioned strategy "advance through retreat". This 

strategy is best expressed in "My Teacher", a photo of Zheng Guogu squatting on the streets next to a 

foolishly laughing youth, actually Yangjiang city’s village lunatic. By reducing himself to the stage of an 

unintentional fool Zheng creates a space, free of standards and discourses. By retreating to Yangjiang, Zheng 

has, on the one hand, created a space for non-mainstream, locally embedded artistic imagination and 

creation, and, on the other, by including local outcomes in his projects, he has moved the local onto a global 

platform.  

 

The same is true for the traditional media and concepts in his and Yangjiang Group's works. Through 

advancing traditional media and concepts onto a contemporary level he generates a kind of dislocation. And 
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now we are back to the beginning of my argument - the apparent dislocation of traditional media in a 

contemporary context is actually a contemporary condition used as an efficient strategy, advancing art onto 

a higher aesthetic and conceptual level. As Zheng Guogu states for his "After Dinner Calligraphy": "When 

you're in this mental situation you don't remember what you've done. It's exactly this distance and 

unfamiliarity between your state of mind and what you are doing that draws you to a higher state of art." 

 

I want to finish with the reinterpretation of one Yangjiang Group's work titles: 

"One cannot break tradition without upholding tradition. Every tradition must be upheld. No tradition goes 

unbroken". 

 

Paris, Mai 2013 
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Pi co-founded the journal Art Trends. In 1998, he became a member of the Theory Study 

Committee of the Chinese Artists Association. He began teaching at South China Normal 

University in 1992 and has been invited to serve as guest professor and research fellow at 

different universities and institution since then.   
 

 | Paper Abstract 

 

 

 

 

"The Origin of Dao" is a process to reconstruct modernity in the creative scope of 

contemporary art. It is a process that begins from the standpoint of Chinese culture. The "Dao" 

used here seems to be closer to its most primitive meaning, as conveyed in the Appended 
Remarks, Pt. 1 from The Philosophy of Change, in which "Dao" was described as "what exists 

before physical form is called the Way (Dao). What exists after physical form is called a 

concrete thing". It is not entirely the "Dao of the sage" as advocated by Han Yu, nor the "Dao" 

of Lao Tzu that he criticised much. "Dao" here in fact covers the entire scope of Chinese 

traditions and culture, or to say a "Dao" that combines the ideas from Confucianism, Daoism 

and Buddhism. This is a process that began with and travelled side by side with the 

modernisation of traditional culture. Therefore, the objective of "The Origin of Dao", so to 

speak, is a way of considering modernity from the Eastern or Chinese perspective. It is a 

"modern way of thinking" towards traditional culture, and at the same time, a Chinese 

narrative on "modernity". Based on these, the "The Origin of Dao" exhibition has an ambition 

to create a platform, such that we could all reconsider the intrinsic sense of history, actuality 

and methodology of Chinese contemporary art, as well as to establish a new starting point for 

future art practises and its narrative.  
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"The Origin of Dao" – The Intrinsic Sense of History, Actuality 
and Methodology of Chinese Contemporary Art  
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 | Paper Abstract 

20

20  

 

The article looks at the day-to-day calligraphy of late Qing government officials such as Zeng 

Guofan, Li Hongzhang, Su Tonghe, Wu Dacheng, Zeng Jize, etc., and analyses how the 

traditional media reacts to artistic creation and exchanges before China enters into the 20th 

century. It also explores on how these traditional media and modes influence 20th century art. 
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 | Paper Abstract 

 

 

This paper sets out an understanding of the Chinese cultural consciousness and attitude 

vis-a-vis the current concepts of "Chineseness, Modernity and Contemporaneousness" in 
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Chinese art circles. This paper will reveal, within four narratives on ink art, the illusion of 

traditional media: its material meaning, cultural meaning and current meaning. Also invites an 

understanding of the significance of traditional ink art in contemporary culture. Firstly, we 

consider two different cultural mentalities in Chinese philosophy: Huainan School and Wang 

Chong, as the original theoretical components of "Chineseness Contemporaneity". The paper 

then presents the hidden influences of both compromising and confronting in Chinese 

contemporary art’s "avant-grade attitudes". Further, it will analyze four different cultural 

discourses in the 21st century within the realm of Chinese ink art: Tradition Renaissance, 

Media Preservation, Crossing Culture and Individual Existentialism, in order to lay out the 

conceptual transformation of the issue of traditional media. Then from the contemporary art 

perspective, the paper will examine the transferred and renewed material and spiritual 

meanings in tradition media. Lastly, concluding from the mentioned developments in Chinese 

art, and consider the advancement of thought as the condition of contemporenity, the paper 

argues that an awareness and further exploration of "The hidden situation of Chinese-Present / 

Present-Chineseness" is symbolic of cross-media ink art and also points to a new and possible 

reinterpretation of contemporary ink art which is beyond historic and contemporary barriers.  
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 | Paper Abstract 

 

 

In the 1980s, the terms "ink painting" or "ink art" were overwhelmingly accepted in China to 

replace the long-standing labels "Chinese painting (zhongguohua)" or "national painting 

(guohua)". The reason for this shift in terminology seems to be that artists and writers in that 

period thought that more neutral language would open doors to a wider art world, and create 

more opportunities and expand the potential of the traditional media that had been used by 

Chinese artists for thousands of years. Would such shift bring about changes as expected? By 

analyzing two major ink art exhibitions, this paper will examine the problems and difficulties 

encountered in practical ink art and its criticism against the context of contemporary art and 

art market globally. 
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Ink as Cultural Identity 
— With a Discussion on Landscape Painting in Modern China 
 

Kuiyi SHEN 

 

 

 

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, when China faced a newly opened world, Western painting 

was introduced into the new educational system, and ink painting, China’s strong native artistic tradition, 

was confronted with strong challenges. Facing the challenge of Western art and culture, and the frequently 

stated theoretical position that Chinese painting had reached a dead end, Chinese artists in the 1920s and 

30s responding vigorously to a difficult situation, making an effort to revive and save their art by 

institutionalizing it. It was essential that these institutions be modern ones. They included a modern 

curriculum of art education, the construction of a modern form of Chinese art history, the organization of art 

societies on an international model, organizing and publicizing exhibitions domestically and abroad, and 

publication of art journals and exhibition catalogues. These modern structures were similar to, or identical to, 

institutions erected to promote Western painting. In this sense, the new concept of guohua, a term with a 

strong flavor of cultural nationalism, became one of the important components of the process of China’s 

modernization, and represented a unique modernity.   

 

When we discuss these phenomena in the art world, we must consider them in the context of the 

political and social conditions of the time and the entire cultural environment from which they emerged. It 

was only when the Northern Expedition succeeded in the late 1920s, ended more than a decade of chaos 

under the warlord governments, for the first time since 1911 provided a central political authority with real 

power, that Chinese society entered a comparatively peaceful and stable period of development. China’s 

transformation into a modern nation became realistically possible; only on this foundation and in this 

environment did the cultural nationalism of Republican Chinese intellectuals have the opportunity to 

flourish. Developments in the art world were closely related to these changes in the larger social and cultural 

environment. Gradual construction of the national educational system, establishment of the state-sponsored 

exhibition and museum system, and the reexamination and discussion of the value of traditional culture and 

art provide necessary conditions for the modern transformation of traditional Chinese painting. Although the 

dominance of Western painting was never really challenged since its reintroduction to China at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, this effort to institutionalize the traditional art form of Chinese painting 

was successful in guaranteeing its survival. The conceptual blueprint which guided construction of the 

guohua renaissance was extremely effective domestically and internationally at that time.   

 

In the 1930s, landscape painting, which declined during the late Qing under the challenge of more 

popular genres of painting in treaty port Shanghai, returned to the center of the Chinese art world.  It not 

only dominated the mainstream of new guohua, but, considered to be a manifestation of the essence of 
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traditional painting and culture, acquired an extremely important symbolic meaning. 

 

As we all know, landscape painting (shanshui hua ) has a long history in China. Chinese 

painters of the past used landscape (shanshui ) as a way to express themselves: their vision of the 

environment (mainly natural) carried their entire cultural background, and was heavily symbolic. There 

were many layers of possible interpretation of their works, depending on the viewer’s knowledge and 

understanding. 

 

In 1935, the Shanghai Chinese Painting Society organized two special issues for their journal, Chinese 

Painting Monthly, on the aesthetics of Chinese and Western landscape painting. Many prominent scholars 

and artists participated in this discussion. Among them, Huang Binhong (1864-1955), He Tianjian 

(1891-1977), Zheng Wuchang (1894-1952), Yu Jianhua (1895-1979), and Xie Haiyan (1910-2001) wrote essays 

on Chinese landscape painting; Ni Yide (1901-1970), Chen Baoyi (1893-1945), Li Baoquan, and Lu Danlin 

(1897-1972) focused on Western landscape painting. Through reviewing the origins, history, and evolution of 

Chinese landscape painting, they tried to find the similarities and differences between Chinese shanshui hua 

and Western landscape painting. The discussion at the time focused on styles, formats, and techniques and 

the discussants tried to use some styles and techniques of Western painting for reference, or find some 

differences and even "weaknesses" to provide evidence of the greatness of Chinese tradition in order to 

rescue the declining tendency of Chinese ink painting at the time. 

 

By the early twentieth century, along with the decline of the imperial examination system, the social 

structure that supported the Confucian class was abolished. Chinese landscape painting, which was regarded 

as the highest form of art by scholar-gentry-official painters for more than a thousand years, also lost its glory. 

Traditional Chinese painting, characterized by the Four Wang style of the Qing court, came to symbolize 

conservatism. This, actually, was a natural result of a cultural environment that had been dominated by the 

May Fourth New Cultural Movement since the 1910s, which advocated adopting Western science, 

technology, and aesthetics to rescue and reconstruct the country. 

 

Although the discussion in the 1930s did not reach any common ground, its importance should not be 

overlooked. That landscape painting not only was revived as the representative core of traditional painting, 

but moreover came to occupy a place in the mainstream of new guohua  (national painting), had an 

enormous symbolic value. Landscape became not just a category of painting, but a symbol of Chinese 

culture. 

 

A century ago, using the word shanshui in China was relatively simple, because it usually indicated the 

ink or colored painting of natural scenery. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the word "landscape," 

which was translated into fengjing , appeared as a Chinese art term, when western style oil painting was 

introduced to China. In the circles of traditional Chinese ink painting, however, people still used shanshui 

and avoided using fengjing. Fengjing became a special term used for the landscape painting in Western 

media, such as oil or watercolor.   
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Lin Fengmian (1900-1991), a French-trained painter and important art educator of the time, in his 1926 

article, "The Future of the Oriental and Western Art," discussed landscape paintings in China and the West 

and tried to use the term fengjing to replace shanshui.1 "Chinese fengjing painting originated in southern 

China during the Jin Dynasty," Lin claimed, "and the beautiful scenery of the south set up a foundation for 

its basic structure and formation. The grace of the Tang landscapes and the monumentality of the Song 

landscapes were very unique at the time. The representation of the Western landscape painting was inferior 

to that of the oriental.  The first reason is that landscape painting is suitable to lyrical expression. The 

strength of Chinese art is lyrical;  second, compared to Western painters, Chinese landscape painters 

enjoyed more freedom of expression. Western landscape painters depicted the natural scenery realistically, 

representing the surface of nature. ... Chinese landscape painting, however, was the expression of personal 

mood and imagination. ... The formal likeness was never their main concern.  Therefore, Western 

landscape painting is the representation of objects; Oriental landscape painting is the expression of 

impression."2 Lin’s opinion was rather extreme in some ways, but it represented many Chinese artists’ point 

of view of the time.   

 

He Tianjian in his 1935 essay for the special issue of Chinese Painting Monthly also attributed the 

establishment of landscape painting to the growth of Daoism and Zen Buddhism during the Six Dynasties 

and Tang-Song periods.3 He believed that the successive years of domestic war and ruthless political 

struggles in officialdom were the reasons that many literati tried to seek spiritual sustenance in nature and 

use landscape painting to express their feelings.4 

 

By the Song Dynasty (960-1279), along with the establishment of the imperial examination system, a 

tendency to highly value technique and formal beauty appeared in landscape painting. Various painting 

techniques (brushwork) for depicting the landscape elements were developed. The Northern Song 

landscape, which has been regarded as the golden age of Chinese landscape painting, however, was not 

realistic or naturalistic representation as seen in Western painting, but an "illusion" or "image of the mind. "5  

The depiction of details was applied with formalized texture strokes. The formal expression of brushwork 

itself, not the realistic presentation and likeness of nature, was appreciated by literati painters. In the Ming 

and Qing periods, the conventions of brushwork were carried to extremes.  

 

Since the twentieth century, as W. J. T. Mitchell pointed out, the study of landscape in the West has 

gone through two major shifts.6  The first, led by Ernst Gombrich7 and associated with modernism, 

attempted to read the history of landscape painting as a progressive movement of formal and stylistic 
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evolution; the second, associated with postmodernism, tends to de-center the role of painting and pure 

formal visuality in favor of a semiotic and hermeneutic approach that treats landscape as an allegory of 

psychological or ideological themes.8 

 

In the study of Chinese landscape, many natural features such as mountains, rocks, trees, water, cloud, 

mist, as well as figures and animals, can be also read as symbols in political, religious, and psychological 

allegory; meanwhile, the forms, compositions, and structures of painting might be linked with generic and 

narrative typologies of Western painting such as the pastoral, the exotic, the sublime, and the picturesque.9 

 

Martin Powers, in his article of 1998, deals with the rise of landscape painting as a new artistic genre in 

the tenth century and draws attention to the discourse of landscape painting as well as to its social 

significance.10 Powers sees the rise of landscape painting in the Song as a displacement of figure painting 

that was well established by the Tang. This development was the expression of a profound social change 

characterized by the political rise of the civil service examination elite at the expense of hereditary 

aristocracy. The new genre of painting, in other words, was the tangible product of a new way of seeing the 

world through the eyes of a new elite, which turned art into a medium of social contestation.11    

 

As Powers has noted, the realignment of the social and the artistic during the Tang-Song transition did 

not take the form of different strategies competing with each other in the representation of landscapes in 

paintings. It formed, instead, the backdrop of the fall of figure paintings and the rise of landscape as an 

alternative artistic genre. The opposition between figure painting and landscape painting was accompanied, 

meanwhile, by a shift in artistic discourse that was less the result of a break with the past than a 

re-appropriation of it. Landscape discourse borrowed both from the old aristocratic language of social 

hierarchy and aesthetic discrimination in the style of figure painting and from a long tradition of literati 

literary theory that injected moral attributes into discrete forms, postures, and spatial positioning.  

 

Because landscape was without artifice, its space thus "offers a site within which an educated but 

non-aristocratic individual could negotiate issues of personal worth in the absence of overt signs of rank and 

station."12  A lone pine in the tenth-century painter Jing Hao’s landscape thereby became the ideal medium 

of a post-feudal, non-aristocratic imperial vision built upon a universalizing claim of moral integrity, because 

moral claims were universal while rank and hierarchy were not.  Because the Song discourse of landscape 

painting was embedded in an aestheticism that was moral rather than ornamental, spiritual rather than 

material, it lent itself to the service of this vision as the pictorial parallel to the mutual accommodation 

between the court and its literati officials.13   

In recent years, art historians, in their studies of Chinese landscape, have also tried to read landscape 
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painting not only as a body of passive representation in historical context but a body of cultural and 

economic practice that actively participated in "making" history. At this point, I agree with W. J. T. Mitchell’s 

opinion that today, we think of landscape (here is shanshui), not as an object to be seen or a text to be read, 

but as a process by which social and subjective identities are formed. What concerns us is not just what 

landscape is or means, but what it does, how it works as a cultural practice.  Landscape does not merely 

signify or symbolize power relations; it is an instrument of cultural power.  Landscape as a cultural medium 

thus has a double role with respect to something like ideology: it naturalizes a cultural and social 

construction, representing an artificial world as if it were simply given and inevitable, and it also makes that 

representation operational by interpolating its beholder in some more or less determinate relation to its 

status as sight and site. Thus, landscape always greets us as space, as environment, as that within which we 

find or lose ourselves.14 

 

Nowadays the natural environment in China is difficult to reach. Vast areas around the industrialized 

and urban zones have changed dramatically and do not resemble in any way the "mountains and water" we 

used to admire in the hanging scrolls.  Most of the contemporary artists live in big cities, and their works 

focus on their environment, an environment that has changed greatly in the last few decades, causing the 

disappearance of scenes and habits, which have shaped a great part of their life. It is just obvious that they 

should react to all that has happened in terms of visual impact and living conditions, transferring their 

feelings into the works.  Landscape is a dynamic medium, in which we live and move. But it is also a 

medium that is itself in motion from one place or time to another. In contrast to the usual treatment of 

landscape aesthetics in terms of fixed genres, fixed media, or fixed places treated as objects for visual 

contemplation or interpretation, we try to displace the genre of landscape art from its centrality in 

art-historical accounts of landscape, to offer an account of landscape as a medium of representation that is 

represented in a wide variety of other media, and to explore the fit between the concept of landscape in 

modern discourse.15 

 

The landscapes we see in these artists’ works differ from the traditional shanshui, just as the 

contemporary reality differs from the ancient one. Contemporary artists use landscape as a statement of 

cultural power, through which the regional, national, and cultural identities have been represented.    

 

If one sought to name painters today whose work well exemplifies the requirements of traditional 

landscape painting, Li Huayi (b. 1948) would come quickly to mind.  But, he is at the same time modern, 

albeit in very different ways.  Li Huaiyi’s work approaches our postmodern realities from a different 

vantage point.  He has a passion for the great masterpieces of Chinese painting and a love of the process of 

painting.  Beyond this, he engages intensely with the art of the past through his own painting, taking an 

intellectual fascination with connoisseurship and appreciation much farther, into the spiritual and 

psychological realms. Although such enthusiasms were not unusual among literati painters of the Ming and 

Qing periods, and could still be found in the Republican period, it is extraordinary in the contemporary. Li 
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 W.J.T. Mitchell, "Introduction," in Landscape and Power, ed. W.J.T. Mitchell. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994. 

pp.1-4. 
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Huayi begins with brush works much as did the Northern Song masters.  Instinctively, mountain by 

mountain, tree by tree, stroke by stroke, the elements of landscape are built by his brush into a unified 

pictorial universe. Perfect order is never completely achieved.   As every painting comes closer to realizing 

it, the pictorial world grows slightly more complex, and perfect order remains ever out of reach. One could 

say that they possess the combination of instability and stability deemed ideal by the early Qing 

individualists, but in this context, they seem to promise a transcendence of the chaotic metropolis that is our 

modern environment.  

 

In his "Digital series", Wang Tiande incorporates calligraphy into hanging and handscroll format 

landscapes. They thoroughly interpreted Huang Binhong’s words, "I use landscapes as characters and 

characters as landscapes ( )."16 Their two-dimensionality lulls the viewer into 

anticipating what might be seen, but the works are both physically and conceptually multi-layered. 

Comprising three components: the landscape painting: a diaphanous layer of xuan paper featuring another 

competing landscape burnt through with a cigarette; and finally the two taken together as a single image. 

Wang Tiande’s technique introduces an ephemeral, fleeting quality which is a meditation on creation and 

destruction.  

 

Living in the complex, hybrid culture of Hong Kong, Leung Kui-ting’s "Stone series" rooted in the 

modern experience – in the landscape of fragmentation and desolation that is the legacy of civilization’s 

conflicts.  His paintings reveal the overlapping and mutual disturbance of differing world views. In these 

woks what bewilders us is not the montage of the labyrinth, but rather the construction of a chaotic order in 

which mutually conflicting and contradictory elements are forcibly integrated together into one world.   He 

is engaged in a constant decoding and recoding of the traditional landscape structure.  The images in his 

work can be seen as logical manifestations of Hong Kong’s own cultural modernity—suspended in a cultural 

melting pot amidst fragments of conflicting influences, what is experienced is not anxiety but a renewed 

sense of pleasurable wandering. 

 

Michael Cherney, a young American-born artist, chose a different medium to present. He photographs 

Chinese landscapes — misty mountains, rural scenes, and Buddhist sculptures. As he said, "I hope [my work] 

qualifies as many things: Chinese art, contemporary art, photo art, book art, and more."  With a handmade 

mask that blocks all but a thin line of content, he examines the single 35mm frame until he finds the right 

sliver, the slice that he can and will translate into art. The sliver is scanned, digitally enlarged, and the 

resultant image is broken into equal-sized sections. These sections, now akin to pages, are printed onto xuan 

paper. These pages are mounted onto backing sheets, dried, and bound in a traditional accordion-binding by 

Chinese artisans. On the most elemental level, Michael's method allows photography, where one fixed 

viewpoint is a given, to serve Chinese painting tradition, which is not tied to a fixed perspective. Enlarging 

the sliver and then sectioning the enlargement causes the fixed eye of the camera to lose its foundation and 

serve the flexible perspective of Chinese tradition. 
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No matter whether in expression of concept, selection of theme, application of skill, or use of materials, 

these artists show enormous tolerance and adaptability. Artists worked with mediums as diverse as oil, 

collage, installation, photography, and video, as well as traditional ink and paper. The formal possibilities of 

the ink painting have been widely expanded. Here we are far beyond the terminological question with which 

we began of whether to call a painting "national painting" or "ink painting."  There is now an awkwardness 

about whether we can even still call these works "ink art." 

 

Artists have already gone beyond the debates about "brush-and-ink," and have leaped the boundaries of 

simple dualities such as "traditional" and "modern," "East" and "West," "real" and "abstract," or "national" 

and "international." Art that takes ink as its medium is no longer a refuge for self-cultivation.  It is the same 

as other contemporary art forms facing various issues of human life, nature, and society. It engages in 

constant dialogue and communication with the environment and the people around it and is directly linked 

to changes in contemporary society, politics, economics, and culture.   

 

Actually, if we leave behind the anxiety that comes with the ink "complex", we will see a much 

broader space for artistic expression. The choice of medium and method of expression are never the final 

goal of art.  In recent years, we can see artists using different media and artistic forms, from traditional 

painting and calligraphy to installations, video, and photography, from detailed and realistic to distorted or 

abstract, to confidently display their visual experience, describe their personal perceptions, express their 

concerns in life, explore their spiritual aspirations, and raise questions about both tradition and modernity.  

At the same time, they all retain a certain inherent relationship to the traditional culture.  These artists 

work has already become an important component in the process of constructing contemporary Chinese 

culture. It stands as a symbol of Chinese cultural identity, but is not to be simply confined within the 

bounds of traditional culture. Rather, it is clearly affected both in concept and attitude by contemporary 

society. As with other forms of Chinese art today, it expresses the contemporary spirit of society and 

culture. 

 

I'd like to quote Charles Harrison's words to end my talk.  Although his words were originally on 

European landscape painting of the nineteenth and twentieth century, I think they can also be applied to 

the situation here. "What may be of sharpest critical interest about the legacy of the genre of landscape, 

both to the continuing practice of painting and in the continuing practice of painting, lies not in the 

intentional forms of picturing by which it has been defined. It lies rather in the precedents that the genre 

provides for a continued engagement, in the context of the visible, with that which is contingently excluded 

from possibility of being seen and represented."17  

 

 

 

 

                                                             
17

 Charles Harrison, "The Effects of Landscape," in Landscape and Power, ed. W.J.T. Mitchell. Chicago: University of 
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Since the May Fourth Movement, artists in China have been borrowing the painting styles and 

formats from various modernist and post-modernist notions from the west to revitalise ink 

painting. Having moved from Guangzhou to Hong Kong in 1948, Lü Shoukun was determined 

to explore new horizons for ink painting in both their contents and formats. The "Zen Painting" 

series he completed in early 1970s unveiled the birth of "new ink painting" – a novel style of 
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Chinese painting that differs from traditional ink art – a new leaf in Hong Kong’s art history 

was turned over. Influenced by abstract expressionism, Lü Shoukun made use of Chinese 

Taoist and Buddhist signs with a deeper cultural meaning in his abstract compositions. The 

Buddhist signs convey the painter’s imagination of the universe, and express the unified 

harmony between nature and human.  

 

In 1964, 16-year-old Leung Kui-ting (Liang Juting) learned Chinese painting from Lü Shoukun. 

In 1966, Leung began taking fine art and design courses organised by Wucius Wong (Wang 

Wuxie) at the Department of Extra-Mural Studies, The Chinese University of Hong Kong. This 

was when Leung began his 50-year of experience that took him through the peak of the New 

Ink Movement during 1960s to 1990s. He also caught the chance to ride on the bandwagon of 

post-modernistic art development, entered into the digital era, and stride into another creative 

milestone.  

 

Leung’s early learning was mostly influenced by two main forces. The first one was the abstract 

ink paintings of Lü Shoukun, which took reference from abstract expressionism of the West. 

The second was the design theory introduced into the composition of ink painting by Wucius 

Wong. Based on such foundation, Leung segmented and reorganised the graphic space, and 

introduced geometric patterns in an attempt to construct a new visual order. The graphical 

imagery of Leung’s works is filled with signs and metaphors. This article tries to decipher the 

signs in Leung’s art, inspecting into how he coordinated the visual art elements of the East and 

the West, and discusses the breakthroughs he made in the existing modes of expression used in 

graphical composition and spatial aesthetics. He emphasised, on one hand, the inseparable 

continuity between Chinese new ink paintings and traditional culture; and on the other, stressed 

on the close connection it has with contemporary culture. 
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 | Paper Abstract 

 

 

So far, dissertations of scholars in China and abroad on contemporary ink painting are almost 

inseparable from such two dimensions: firstly, the practice of ink painting, as a kind of carrier 

and conception, embodies a kind of cultural identity and national identity consciousness; 

secondly, the medialization (be misunderstood as materialization often) of ink painting 

expanded the border of traditional Chinese painting, and became a reflection of its 

contemporariness. This paper attempts to enter into the analysis of the visual syntax of 

contemporary ink painting from different perspectives of the narrative of Chinese painting 

history, and to touch their knowledge orders behind, as well as their differences and 

discontinuities inside. Therefore, it is neither to establish a complete narrative, nor to divide the 

new and old, superiority and inferiority, but to explore different formation mechanism and the 

issues of modernity behind. 
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Art does not belong to art history, it is a living culture and is part of the knowledge and 

language system of a particular time and place. In the world of art, there are multiple visual 

tongues, grammars and styles. In Hong Kong, the way of speech and mode of dialogue is rather 
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different from its Chinese counterparts in the world given its special cultural background. I shall 

try to elaborate on the Hong Kong way of speech developed under its life in-between two super 

East-West visual language systems. My discussion will not be made in the art historical context 

but rather from a visual cultural consideration of visual language as a living tool. I hope my 

thoughts will help throw some light on other ways of approaching the issue of contemporary 

and global development of the Chinese cultural tradition. 
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Tradition and Locality – A Hong Kong Dialogue 
 
Eve TAM 
 

 

 

 

Art does not belong to art history, it is a living thing. Visual art is part of the knowledge and language 

system with which people in a particular time and place speak, read, write, comprehend and analyze. Visual 

knowledge is not scientific knowledge. It is more intuitive than intellectual for it does not come out of textual 

thinking or from scientific experimentation in laboratory. It is a fundamental constituent of our mode of 

living and being. People of different times and places speak their own language. For people sharing the same 

ethnic or cultural origin, they use the same linguistic system yet there are different dialects which carry 

special terminologies, local references and unique accent of their own. Similarly, in the world of art, there 

are multiple visual tongues, grammars and styles. No identity can include everyone just as no one language 

speaks to all. In terms of artistic tradition, often, it is only the majority and the largest denominators that we 

are referring to. The way we understand with these visual denominators form our understanding of the 

world and determine our imaginative potentialities.  

 

While traditionally literacy that is the proficiency to read and write in text, is an essential tool for 

making sense of the world. In contemporary times, visual literacy that is the ability to decode these visual 

norms and generate visual knowledge is becoming increasingly important. I shall try to elaborate on the 

Hong Kong way of speech developed under its life in between two super East-West visual language systems. 

My discussion will not be made in the traditional art historical context but rather from a visual cultural 

consideration of visual language as a living tool. I hope my thoughts will help throw some light on other 

ways of approaching the issue of contemporary and global development of the Chinese cultural tradition. 

 

The Hong Kong Cultural Perspective 

 

In Hong Kong, we speak two languages – Chinese and English, the two super languages are the giant 

players in the globe. Yet whether in the days under colonial rule or after reunification with China, Hong 

Kong people use Cantonese, the native Hong Kong tongue that is a Chinese dialect, for daily 

communication. It is a “Chinglish” tongue which sets itself apart from the rest of the Cantonese-speaking 

Chinese in the region. Meanwhile, people read and write in either Chinese or English. As such, in written 

language, Hong Kong does not exist. She appears only in Chinese, or in English. Under such circumstances, 

to a large extent, the local cultural tradition is only half told, half understood in written, formal 

representation. 

 

Negotiating between the two gigantic language systems, Hong Kong people develop a way of speech 

translating and transferring syntax and meaning across the different languages. Often, it is not simple 
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translation but transliteration (superficial intake) and even transmutation (meaning something else). Given it 

is language with ambiguous, shifting concepts, more often than not, the Hong Kong dialogue is a witty 

verbal play with deliberate slippage of tongue to create mis-reading and double meaning. It is a way of 

speech that simultaneously communicates and mis-communicates.  

 

Likewise, in terms of artistic discourse, visual reading and vocalizations in Hong Kong is very mixed. 

As an open society, pluralism is highly valued. Artists draw visual references literally from everywhere, 

including the two main visual encyclopedias of the Chinese and the West. For Hong Kong artists, they do 

not see the cultural scheme of the two different traditions as conflicting propositions but parallels and they 

are at ease of their coexistence. Hong Kong artists go in and out of visual traditions with a free spirit, taking 

any good ideas available without prescribing preconceived distinction between the East or the West, right or 

wrong, art or craft, high or low. The Hong Kong language is thus a creative space celebrating, accepting and 

respecting differences and different choices.  

 

In the Hong Kong context, differences are not seen in combating positions, neither is it seen in a 

hierarchical cultural or aesthetic order. Albeit the fact that Hong Kong artist may have a more emotional 

inclination towards his ethnic Chinese origin, he sees both Chinese and Western cultures as equals in an 

artistic dialogue. He is a free individual trading between cultures without restricting to the Mainland or the 

British, but also referencing the European, the American, the Japanese, the Korean, the Taiwanese, and 

others alike; as well as from all geographical dimensions and cultural strata including the North and the 

South of China, the popular and the fine art, the mainstream and the fringe, and a lot more. In all, Hong 

Kong is a space of multi-culturalism and of cultural tolerance. It is a space that values relationship in a 

networked world which brings stimulating mélange and pleasurable co-existence. Thus instead of being a 

closed cultural entity celebrating homogeneity and defined by inherent boundaries, Hong Kong is an open 

cultural site defined by its hybridity and boundless possibilities. It is a living space in free flow. It is 

spontaneous, constantly changing and open ended. With spiritual liberty, each artist is a thinking individual 

who makes sense of things according to their interests. They invent reading of traditions without any 

conceptual, historical or national boundaries. Artist sees the world afresh, discarding all the accepted notions 

or prejudices even when art criticism are still adhering to predictable narratives and conventional seeing and 

reading habits.  

 

Looking from this light, in terms of cultural dialogue between tradition and locality, Hong Kong artist 

starts at a complete different departure point as his Mainland or Taiwan counterparts. Firstly, Hong Kong 

artist stands in a different cultural position. As elaborated above, the seeing habit, the visual logic and the 

ideological framework in Hong Kong is dissimilar to what Chinese artist experiences elsewhere. In all, he 

lives and behaves as a different form of cultural being whose self-image is at once a Chinese and a 

non-Chinese. He sees himself as a Chinese, yet he also identifies with the West. For this reason, when he 

borrows or adapts from whatever artistic tradition, he is both applying a Chinese/Western understanding 

with a sense of emotional attachment, as well as a non-Chinese/non-Western sensibility with a sense of 

impersonal detachment. Consequently, the work produced is simultaneously a continuity and discontinuity 
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of any cultural tradition. It connects and disconnects, it is familiar and yet unfamiliar to both the Chinese and 

the Western audiences. It is local as much as global. This duality of a “glocal” speech generated as a result of 

a double existence is in essence a powerful super-language that speaks to the majority of the globe.  

 

In the cultural dialogue, Hong Kong artist differs from his Mainland counterparts also in terms of his 

experience of modernization. While modernization in Mainland has an abrupt start as a forced occurrence 

and has taken a rugged path, it took a natural path as an internalized happening in Hong Kong. Similarly, 

the process of globalization is a course of natural development undertook in every aspects of the Hong Kong 

society while in Mainland, the process in economical, social and cultural arena varies hugely. Basically, 

modernization or internationalization is come out of a common, lived experience shared by the general 

Hong Kong community. It is not just borrowed concepts, nor is it appreciated by and beneficiary to just a 

few. Whereas the issue of modernization could be very controversial in China, bringing a lot of value 

conflicts and ideological challenges as much as patriotic reactions, such kind of cultural complex and tension 

is not as strong in Hong Kong. Thus, while Chinese artist may still be struggling between "to be or not to be", 

it is simply an issue of "being" modern and contemporary for Hong Kong artist.  

 

Given the different cultural positions and background, Hong Kong artist also “borrows” from tradition 

out of a different motivation and with a different attitude. While the Chinese artist may do so to achieve a 

smooth transition of a historical, national identity, for Hong Kong artist, it is more of an existentialist 

expression of his being in his time. In practice, with a stronger sense of historicity and hence being more 

watchful of the various debatable implications on modernity and contemporanenity, Chinese artist generally 

wanders between the path of evolution or revolution. Whereas Hong Kong artist, being essentially 

a-historical and impersonal in face of such issues, trots on the paths unimagined and goes beyond wild 

imagination to fashion remarkable metamorphosis. In terms of subjectivity, the Chinese artist is mindful of 

and has a stronger urge for a discursive position in the global discourse. As a result, he has a stronger 

outward-looking propensity for external cultural dialogue. On the contrary, Hong Kong artist, being 

relatively inward-looking, takes a rather personal and local approach in art making, arriving at a fairly 

internal artistic dialogue.  

 

Unlike other Chinese cities which have a long history and rich heritage to tap on, the strength of Hong 

Kong is her position as a cosmopolitan city with free flow of information which guarantees constant supplies 

of new ideas. Information intake is in high speed in Hong Kong. New waves and trends are mixed with 

borrowed traditions where old and new are relative ideas in constant movement. Owing to the high speed 

and huge volume of information intake, concepts are absorbed rapidly with high efficiency. Many 

disapprove this as a fast-food culture. Nonetheless, Hong Kong is full of energy generating from the intense 

and dynamic interaction of diversified and divergent ideas. Lots of actions are taking place at the same time: 

negotiating, playing, mixing, moving, adapting, copying and searching. Given its fast movement, it is at once 

unspeakable, playful, energetic, swift, schizophrenic, dynamic, colorful, vibrant and inclusive.  
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Chinglish – The Hong Kong Language 

 

Just as Hong Kong speaks with a hybrid Chinglish tongue, the Hong Kong artistic language is also a 

fusion of creative chaos. A chaotic anarchism it may be, hybridity is in fact a powerful creative force because 

it does not settle down to one uniform voice, one-dimensional thinking. It speaks in multiple voices from a 

multiple perspective. The hybrid Hong Kong artistic language has a few basic characteristics. First of all, it is 

cross-disciplinary by nature. As artists in Hong Kong are usually active in different creative fields, they freely 

and naturally draw references across the board from design, film, print, photography, folk art and craft to 

advertisement, TV, cartoon, performance and street-smart alike. As a result, it has a strong inter-textuality 

and inter-visuality in its body of language. 

 

Besides, the hybrid Hong Kong tongue is also an artistic language of the in-between. It is between East 

and West, here and there, this and that, now and then. It operates in a gap between a past which is not quite 

over and a future which has not yet started. It is also between presence and absence, between visibility and 

invisibility. It has multiple identities and takes an array of forms characterized by spontaneity, mobility, 

instability, flexibility, ambiguity, diversity, impurity, multi-dimensionality, multi-referentiality and fluidity. It 

is extrinsic and intrinsic, incongruence and balance all at once.  

 

Given its in-between-ness, the Hong Kong artistic form is rather unstable and there is always a sense of 

fragility in it. On one hand, it is fragile with its private, inward-looking sensibility; on the other hand, it is a 

fragility that is an outcome of the delicate balance strike for the incongruent and independent parts taken 

from different cultural syntax that comes into play. Moving from multiplicity to unity, artist manages to 

achieve aesthetics integrity of chaotic forms which are otherwise disorganized or even in oppositions. It is not 

a unified unity, but a unified hybridity which again, sets itself apart from the others. It appears 

simultaneously as both East and West, either East or West and finally non-East and non-West but very 

“Hong Kong”. It is an open-ended unity that allows ample room for individual interpretation. 

 

Hong Kong Visual Language - A Speech, Not Text 

 

Given it is come out of a lived tradition instead of a learnt convention, Hong Kong art is very much 

related to daily and street aesthetics. It is also common that the visual reference and the subject matter are 

drawn from daily experience and from the popular, local visual culture. As mentioned, artist takes reference 

from fine art as much as from applied art, in particular design. Instead of ancient relics, commercial design is 

more close reference to Hong Kong’s way of life and shopping mall becomes a special visual encyclopedia 

in Hong Kong. The arcade is a new space and a new form of contemporary public life, one that is closely 

tied to the living space of Hong Kong people. Local artist is not ashamed of learning from the “mall 

museum”. Neither does he held himself aloof from the commonplace and the fringe or minor cultures like 

calendar painting in the past, caricature or cartoon, illustration and photography, etc. Instead, artists are 

great believer in the power of mass creativity. They form their own visual schemata by mixing and matching 

different visual experience encountered in daily life regardless of their nature. Artistic pursuits are basically 
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formalistic endeavors to satisfy personal curiosity in exploration of visual possibilities. As a result, they relish 

potentialities of classical traditions otherwise unimagined. Moreover, works produced are not mere 

representation of an art experience. They are really an account of the total visual experience in Hong Kong 

that is closely linked to the city’s entire visual cultural tradition.  

 

With this love of the daily mundane, a large number of Hong Kong artists like to give visual account of 

very down-to-earth daily living experience. This makes their art a very private statement and sets it apart 

from works of their Mainland counterparts which are often a loud statement in the form of monumental 

pieces. In this respect, Hong Kong artworks tend to be less “vocal” and are minuscule in scale, speaking in a 

rather quiet and soft voice. Of course the size of work is also related to the physical spatial constraint that 

Hong Kong artists have to deal with. Yet artists are never bound by this physical constraint. Instead, they 

often go beyond in search of a spiritual dimension in their works which are, consequently, characterized by 

their contemplative inclination towards the inner, existentialist and spiritual realm. With its meditative nature, 

artists often speak in murmuring and works are meticulously done with lot of minute details. 

 

As art-making is an internal, personal dialogue, it is often very individualistic and introversive. Each 

artist may go a divergent way for each makes art out of his particular interest. Each artist may adhere to an 

artistic schema of his own. Unlike Mainland artists who see the reform of art as a way to reform the country, 

hence seeing art’s importance for something beyond itself; Hong Kong artists make art essentially for its 

intrinsic values, hence more art-for-art’s-sake. Artistic practices are individual endeavors and personal 

undertakings which celebrate individualism and playfulness. As a result, works produced by the free spirited, 

lighthearted artists are more self-referential. They look like scattered narratives without contributing to an 

orthodox narrative or a collective impression. There are more personal styles reflective of a time rather than 

dominant schools of thought, which do not necessarily respond to an art history or a single artistic tradition. 

Rather, they are “unit ideas” captured and created.  

 

 

Naming Hong Kong Art 

 

In the academic sphere of the art world, this kind of Chinglish culture is not being recognized. To 

begin with, Hong Kong is considered as a place without a history or culture. On the outset, it is a colonial 

city and thus it is a truncated or disturbed narration to her cultural and historical origin. At its best, it is seen 

as a deviation from the long-standing Chinese elite culture. For others, Hong Kong is regarded as an 

immigration city with shallow cultural root, and its culture, a culture of Diaspora which lives on borrowed 

time and place.  

 

What is more, with its adaptive nature, Hong Kong culture is often referred to as a copycat culture. Art, 

as a cultural product in this copycat culture, is imperfect copies of the ideal, perfect form. At its worst, it is 

but copy of a copy which is doubly false. This view, based on the assumption of a pure cultural origin, fails 

to acknowledge the fact that all cultures appear from somewhere. Every so-called mother culture is in effect 
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a translation of an earlier culture. There is essentially no cultural system that is self-sufficient and that has 

distinct boundaries secluded from other cultures. In other words, every text has a "before text". The 

assumption of an original text or cultural origin that is authentically and authoritatively fixed with a pure 

beginning is simply fault. This is especially true in contemporary times when cultures can no longer be 

clearly categorized or isolated under globalization. It is thus futile to hold onto the idea of polarizing copying 

and pure creativity. They are really two faces of the same moment which is mutually encompassing. In other 

words, every new reading is in reality an ideological revolution and invention. 

 

Just as there is no pure form, there is no perfect translation. Under the assumption of the existence of an 

original text, all translations are seen as partial rendering of the original, they stand in the relation to the 

origin as the copy. Yet, the assumption of stylistic purity is but romantic notions. In actuality, translation is a 

movement without a pure start or a pure completion. It is an infinite, incomplete series of translations which 

is a condition of being and becoming. Hong Kong art is often seen as a translation failure of the established 

traditions. This thinking is limiting for it only sees what is lost instead of what is gained in the process. In 

Hong Kong, the translator's loyalty is divided and split and hence it is not bound by the limit of any one 

system. In this perspective, Hong Kong art is at once a successful attempt of cultural translation and a failure.  

 

Naming Hong Kong art is especially difficult under this purist standpoint for nothing is “pure” in Hong 

Kong. For one thing, many of the Hong Kong artists are not pure artists in the sense that they are either 

self-taught artist without a formal fine art academic background; instead they are professionally trained in 

other subjects or disciplines. Or, they may be part-time artist who support their artistic creation with a full 

time or free-lance job. Many of them work as worked as designer, architect, commercial photographer or art 

administrator and art lecturer or tutor. Some of them are even doctor, engineer, radiographer, etc. While 

Mainland artists are contemporary intellectual elite, many Hong Kong artists are amateur artists especially in 

the early days when most of the local artists did not have formal, academic art training. These self-learnt 

artists do not enjoy the same social position as the financial elite or other professional elites like doctor and 

engineer. They are only considered as people who take an alternative or fringe venture to the social norm 

that is in drastic contrast to the mainstream values in Hong Kong. However, it is because of such a 

background that allows Hong Kong artist not to be confined by a pure fine art perspective in their way of 

thinking and looking at the world.  

 

The fact that Hong Kong culture does not earn itself a high status in the academia is also because it is 

still not able to develop a standard of its own. As a result, it cannot but subject itself to being measured or 

benchmarked against either the Chinese or the Western scales. With such a cultural setting, the position of 

Hong Kong is, at its best, described as a melting pot of the different traditions, and its product the hybrid 

“East-meets-West” cultural mélange. Hong Kong art is a kind of cultural hotpot as described by some art 

critics in the past. The name “hotpot” reveals the fact that it is not an haute-cuisine but a popular, local dish. 

This simple narrative of “East-meets-West” is only partially true for it is blind to the complexity and 

sophistication of it as an alternative cultural edition with its own Hong Kong aesthetics. It is a narrative that 
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discards the cultural magnitude or importance of Hong Kong art as a pointer to new possibilities and 

creative realms.  

 

The construction of a Hong Kong art narrative is also difficult because it is basically unspeakable, 

un-namable. On one hand, as mentioned its “in-between” and fluid nature makes it hard to escape from 

being defined and measured against the orthodox, pre-dominating East-West cultural giants. On the other 

hand, given it speaks in overlapping voices, its double speech makes it hard to attain any definite depiction. 

Moreover, proper naming is tricky because the hybrid Chinglish is a forbidden language in the official world. 

Again, from the purist point of view, the crossbreed language is considered as improper, indecent, even 

uncivilized, chaotic and heretic. It is only good for informal exchange and dialogue, not writing. At its best, 

it is only a sub-text. Yet more often, it exists only as slang. It is valued for its colloquial expressiveness but 

never as a formal text. In the words of Ackbar Abbas, a scholar in cultural studies describes in his book 

Culture and the Politics of Disappearance (University of Minnesota Press, 1997), that Hong Kong art and 

culture exists in a space of “dis-appearance”. It is not totally invisible; it is present in an absence. The reverse 

is also true, it is absent in the present form of appearance. This “dis-appearance” is intrinsic for the 

“in-between” nature of Hong Kong culture. While playing around with the familiar and the unfamiliar, the 

recognizable and the unrecognizable, it escapes any fixation, definition, classification or discursive clarity. It 

exists in the land of nowhere and yet everywhere. 

 

In all, naming Hong Kong art requires a different set of values and perspectives. Nevertheless, in 

certain extent, Hong Kong art is resistant to such a naming process for the establishment of a cultural 

narrative could be understood as the fixing of differences which is a kind of multicultural managerialism. It 

reflects some sort of opposition to the turbulence created via cultural encounters which resist and manage by 

fitting things into discrete spaces that can be defined, regulated and organized in order to retain stability. 

This is contrary to the nature of Hong Kong artist whose interest is more on keeping things in passage, not 

stoppage. Consequently, Hong Kong art is in constant movement or motion, ever in negotiation, always in 

progress. If it has a history, its history is a process not as statement. If there is an identity, it is a fluid, multiple 

identities instead of a fixed, single identity. 

 

 

The Hong Kong Way of Speech and Global Dialogue 

 

After all, what we can learn from this Hong Kong approach in the revitalization or reinterpretation of 

tradition and as a strategy for a global dialogue? First of all, we need to understand the different dimensions 

of the Hong Kong way of speech. 

 

To begin with, the Hong Kong speech is an adaptive mode of speech. It is essentially not revolutionary 

because there is nothing to revolt against. Rather, it is more guerrilla-like for it is opportunistic and is highly 

mobile in moving across various cultural traditions, across any media, disciplines and art forms. Having no 

cultural precepts, it is very responsive to changes and new influences. It is open in attitude and it takes an 
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adaptive strategy in cultural productions, taking a mixed approach to make everything becoming part of its 

own. In a way, Hong Kong art is like water which can fit itself in any container. Its flow is not just a process 

of continuation, but that of adaptation and transformation. At times, it could be a metamorphic process 

which is concurrently reviving and disintegrating, revolution and transfer, copy and invention. Very often, 

the vibrant movement generates high energy which makes Hong Kong art lively and dynamic. 

 

Subsequently, Hong Kong’s way of speech is an inclusive tongue. It is a form of speech that befriends 

with all narratives, all cultures. It treasures diversity and pluralism. Artist is interested in finding a new beauty 

in the orchestration of different visual languages, always aiming to arrive at the greatest common 

denominator. There is only an assorted formula, there is no absolute law. The only guiding principle for all 

is innovation. As a result, it achieves a total approach in cultural production. It is visual unity that is 

constituted by independent parts in a holistic optical relationship. Without resolving to a strong subjective 

structure defining others as alien, Hong Kong artists see differences and parallels in a holistic way, almost as 

a seamless and harmonious entirety. Cultural difference becomes free members interacting to form a 

cultural coherence. In the contemporary time when the world cultures are moving and interacting together, 

we can no longer make sense in a compartmentalized way. The boundaries of cultures have become fluffy 

and where things are hybrid and fluid, we need to manage information in abundance and communicate in a 

highly sophisticated, receptive way to sustain our connectivity and relevancy. Hence, instead of drawing 

definitive lines among different forms of visual experiences, we should perceive visual culture in its entirety 

and in turn articulate a total experience. Confronted with different visual possibilities, Hong Kong artist 

strives to arrive at an integrated artistic resolution. Under this light, in the post-modern world where 

everything goes, Hong Kong art can be considered as a pioneering manifestation of how an integrated 

aesthetics could be developed. 

 

As far as it is inclusive and accommodating, the Hong Kong way of speech is also popular and 

democratic by nature. It embraces chaos and rebellious behaviour without retaining ideas to one 

authoritative framework. Works are a form of visual debate as much as visual dialogue. Art-making is a 

method of inquisition, a way to pose questions rather than producing answers or conclusive definitions. It is 

always in the process of becoming and carries a strong sense of becoming, being neither a completion nor 

finality. In this respect, it is valuable for being a speech, not a text. It is an open dialogue, not a closed 

statement.  

 

Being open and experimental in attitude, Hong Kong art inherits the same “can-do” Hong Kong spirit a 

well as the “laissez-faire” approach that denotes its economical and social performance. It is at once an 

efficient and pragmatic language that Hong Kong artist employs. He is ready to make the best out of every 

tradition and under any circumstances, without any historical or ideological burden. Though he may be 

bound by limited time, limited space and a limited local history, yet he enjoys freedom playing around with 

a wealth of cultural resources. It is therefore also a fun-loving and playful language and artistic dialogue is a 

free play of visual elements which is not unlike a visual pun, or a stream of consciousness amalgamated in 

visual synthesis. In all, it is a mode of speech that is always in excitement and ecstasy.  
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Final Words 

 

In all, seeing itself has its history. The discovery of the visual strata is a primary task of art history. The 

Hong Kong history of seeing is a co-existence of different ways of seeing in a period. The artist's eye 

formulates the history of visualization and his mode of perception and artistic articulation is originated from 

the Hong Kong language. The Hong Kong way of speech has a syntax and vocabularies that are 

distinctively dissimilar to others. It is both East and West, and yet neither East nor West. It is, after all, 

nothing but very “Hong Kong”. It is a form of speech that connects with the East-West canons and yet 

escapes from the monotonic narratives. It brings new ways of seeing, new values and above all, it shows an 

alternative path that art can take. Consequently, it formulates a new form of visual literacy and alternative 

ways of being in the contemporary time. 

 

After all, the Hong Kong speech is a “glocal” speech. In terms of urbanization or globalization, it is the 

most thorough in the region. Hong Kong has an international outlook, yet locality is in full expression in its 

cultural development. Under the pressure of globalization where the world is becoming alike, locality will be 

increasingly emphasized. Moreover, in a world of increasing cultural interaction, the nurturing and 

demonstration of peaceful co-existence and blissful co-creation is essentially in order to arrive at a global 

cultural communion. As such, Hong Kong will be a pioneering reference for all to generate more artistic 

traditions and to empower fringe cultures in developing a pluralistic global culture. 
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 | Paper Abstract 

 

 

Contemporaneity implies the close observation of our era. However, such observation is done 

from a distance, at an alienating perspective. One could say that such alienation helps us look 

at things as they are, from which we find the threads of thought for this “alienated perspective”. 

We distance ourselves from theatrical performances (Brecht); we take an alienated look at the 

city (Walter Benjamin), and we estrange ourselves to explore our era (Giorgio Agamben). 

Being this kind of observers made us contemporaries. It is this kind of art – this kind of 

untimely art – that created art for our times.  
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(Original title: What is modernity? Whose modernity?) 

The question of “What is modernity” is an inquiry into manifestations of modernity. It looks at 

the notions of “individualism”, “desire”, “utilitarianism”, as well as other alternatives that 

oppose to them, etc.  

On the other hand, the question of “Whose ‘modernity’?” would delve into the destinations of 

“modernity”, such as “western centric”, “capitalistic”, “technical and materialistic”, as well as 

other alternatives that oppose to them, etc.  

It further explores the effect of viewing the artistic interests of the cultural variations between 

the East and the West under such contexts. From the understanding above, it is possible to 

explore the expected effect of modernity through the different artistic interests between 

cultural types - the East and the West. This article only discusses the contexts above. 

In the other word, as is limited by the discussion, this article will not relate to two aspects: (1) 

The relationship between art work and artistic ideas; (2) The relationship between artworks 

and marketing (exhibition, critique, collection and auction, etc.). 
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Through the case of “ink art”, this article will discuss how the “international” has moulded the 

“local”, and the general shift towards local artistic production in the interest of the 

“contemporary”. Chang will also delineate some strategies available to Chinese art. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

125 
 

 

“Shui Mo”, Art of A Historical Era 

 

 
CHANG Tsong-Zung 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

126 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

1942



 

127 
 

 

 

 

 

 

1945

 

1945 1968

 

 



 

128 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

129 
 

 

 

 

 

                 

 



 

130 
 

  

List of Contributors 

  

Professor LaoZhu  

(ZHU Qingsheng) 

Professor of Peking University 

   

Dr Martina 

KÖ PPEL-YANG 

Independent Curator, Art Critic and Art Historian 

  

Professor PI Daojian Professor of College of Fine Arts, South China Normal 

University, Guangzhou 

  

Professor BAI Qianshen Associate Professor of the Department of History of Art  

& Architecture, Boston University 

 

Professor KAO Chien-hui  

 Advisor of Asia Art Archive, Art Educator, Art Critic and 

Independent Curator 

 

Professor SHEN Kuiyi 

( )

 

 Professor of Asian Art History and Director of Chinese Studies 

Program at University of California, San Diego 

  

Dr Christina CHU 

Kam-leun 

Independent Researcher, Former Chief Curator of the  

Hong Kong Museum of Art 

  

Dr LU Mingjun Lecturer of Department of Fine Arts, Arts College,  

Sichuan University 

  



 

131 
 

  

Ms Eve TAM Mei-yee Chief Curator of the Hong Kong Museum of Art 

  

Professor  

WANG Min’an 

Professor of the Foreign Literature Research Institute,  

Beijing Foreign Studies University 

 

Professor  

ZHANG Zhiyang 

 

Professor of the Centre of Social Science, Hainan University 

  

  

Professor Johnson 

CHANG Tsong-zung 

Guest Professor of China Academy of Art in Hangzhou and 

Independent Curator 

 

*  

* Authors names arranged according to the symposium programme rundown 



 

132 
 

 

Symposium Programme 

17.5.2013 ( ) 

  

10:10am – 11:45am 

  

   

    

?  

   

    

   —— 

  

11:45am –12:00nn  

12:00nn – 12:45pm   

   

   

  

 

12:45pm – 2:15pm                         

2:15pm – 4:00pm   

   

   

    

 

   

   

     

——   

  ——  

4:00pm – 4:15pm    



 

133 
 

4:15pm – 5:30pm  

  

   

   

    

   

5:30pm – 6:00pm   

   

   

*  

 
Date: 2013.5.17 (Fri) 
Venue: Lecture Hall (B/F), Hong Kong Museum of Art 

10:10am – 11:45am  

Session 1 Abstraction, Concept and Medium: Tradition and the Contemporary 

Moderator and 

Commentator: 

Professor Johnson 

Chang Tsong-zung  

 

Speaker: Professor LaoZhu 

(Zhu Qingsheng) 

The Third Abstract: Trace as first Phenomenon 

from Ontology to Beings  

 Professor Manray 

Hsu 

Mutants and Aliens - Love and Pain in Cultural  

Globalization  

 Dr Martina 

Köppel-Yang 

Out of Place? Advance through Retreat. Traditional 

Strategies in Contemporary Chinese Art 

 Professor Pi Daojian The Origin of Dao - The Intrinsic Sense of   

History, Actuality and Methodology of Chinese 

Contemporary Art  

11:45am –12:00nn Break 

12:00nn – 12:45pm 

Session 2 Calligraphy and the Contemporary 

Moderator and 

Commentator: 

Professor Shen Kuiyi  

Speaker: Professor Bai 

Qianshen 

Exploring Issues in the Traditional Media and   

Modernity through the Day-to-day Calligraphy of 

Government Officials from Late Qing  

12:45pm – 2:15pm Lunch 



 

134 
 

2:15pm – 4:00pm  

Session 3 Ink Art and the Contemporary 

Moderator and 

Commentator: 

Professor Bai 

Qianshen 

 

Speaker: Professor Kao 

Chien-hui 

Beyond Historical and Cultural Annotations 

Cultural Scope and Material Practice in the      

Contemporary Field of Chinese Ink Art   

 Professor Shen Kuiyi The Practice of Ink and Its Dilemma in the 

Contemporary Art World 

 Dr Christina Chu 

Kam-leun 

Reading Leung Kui Ting’s Water and Ink    

Landscape in the Digital Age  

 Dr Lu Mingjun History of Painting –  

Tradition and Media – The Visual Syntax  

and Knowledge Order of Contemporary Ink 

Painting  

 Ms Eve Tam 

Mei-yee 

Tradition and Locality — A Hong Kong Dialogue 

4:00pm – 4:15pm   Break 

4:15pm – 5:30pm  

Session 4 Another Modernity or Contemporaneity? 

Moderator and 

Commentator: 

Professor Pi Daojian   

Speaker: Professor Wang 

Min’an 

What is contemporaneity?  

 Professor Zhang 

Zhiyang 

An Examination of the Presupposition of Modernity 

in Contemporary Art 

 Professor Johnson 

Chang Tsong-zung  

“Shui Mo”, Art of A Historical Era 

5:30pm – 6:00pm 

Session 5 Epilogue 
 

Moderator and 

Commentator: 
Professor Pi Daojian 

 

 

 

* Authors’ names arranged according to the symposium programme rundown 


