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In the work of Chuang Che (1934-), who has been one of Taiwan’s most renowned 
abstract artists since the 1960s, “mountains” are the most important and clearest 
creative motif, a fact that is ultimately inseparable from his how he grew up. 
 
Chuang’s father worked at the National Palace Museum (NPM) and as such the artist 
spent a lot of time with museum artifacts from a young age. As a result, the great 
Chinese landscape tradition became the earliest driving force in his artistic life and 
ultimately provided a sense of belonging. 
 
In addition, Chuang was born into a world dominated by war and disorder, while the 
environment in which he grew up was always close to “mountains.” During the War 
of Resistance against Japan, the Chuang family moved with the museum artifacts to 
the Shiyougou Mountain Area of Chongqing, Sichuan Province when he was five 
years old. Indeed, despite his young age at the time Chuang Che remembers the forest 
at the back of the mountains and hearing the roar of tigers at night. He and his siblings 
often played on the riverbank and there was a ridge that stuck out half way up the 
mountainside. On one occasion, Chuang dreamed he fell from the ridge, but instead of 
screaming out in fear he soared into the sky and looked down at the scenery below, 
like a bird surveying a scene of perfect quietness with no people. This vivid imagery 
has remained crystal clear in his mind ever since. Perhaps that was the first time 
Chuang experienced an emotional connection to nature, which is to say everything 
has been related to “mountains” from the very beginning. 
 
In the winter of 1949, the Chuang family and a large collection of artifacts took a boat 
to Taiwan, arriving in Beigou Village, Wufeng, Taichung, where the priceless art 
works were stored in mountain caves and storage facilities, with mountains once 
again an integral part of life. Moreover, “mountains” were not merely the physical 
environment in which Chuang grew up they also became the spiritual home of his 
creative work. 
 
As Lofty as a Mountain (1960), can be seen as the starting point for Chuang’s 
“Mountain Imaginings” series. In this work, which is a combination of ink lines and 
collage methods, the pieces of paper, ink lines and colored blocks create a “mountain” 
shape, where the top is smaller than the bottom. In the piece, the mountainside is 
depicted with tall and straight brushstrokes that write out the Chinese characters Ru 
Shan Zhi Xiang (the Chinese title of the work). In this way, it combines written words, 
lines, colored surfaces and pieces of paper... an indication of the mountain-like desire 
Chuang Che seeks to express. 
 
In 1960, Chuang started his military service in the Republic of China armed forces. 
During the 18 months he spent in the army, he was given an opportunity to think and 
reflect in depth. It was at this time that Chuang gradually developed the habit of 



combining Chinese characters and painting, in so called abstract art “poetry,” while 
boldly asserting: “Chinese abstract painting ‘poetry’ has an extremely bright future” 
(see Oct. 1960 Bi Hui Literary Magazine Vol. 2, No. 3 “Poetry, Non Poetry and 
Modern Art”) 
 
In this period, Chuang Che often got together with artist friends and on such 
occasions they invariably discussed “tradition.” He argued that one was bound to 
agree that in the past Chinese painting mainly focused on “landscapes,” and as such 
the idea of re-expressing landscapes is already in one’s head when creating. Moreover, 
in relation to the canvas, shaped collage paper essentially played the role of a central 
“mountain,” with the lines (including calligraphic Chinese characters) passing through 
it used to harmonize with the solid feel of the mountain form (see “Dialogue with 
Wai-lim Yip”).  
 
In The Beginning (1962) (plate 2), the artist uses less collage paper, preferring instead 
to employ calligraphic lines of different shades to construct a mountain-shape force 
that rotates in an upwards direction. At the same time, Chuang also began using oil 
paints rather than ink. 
 
In 1973, Chuang Che resigned his position as a teacher in Taiwan and moved to the 
United States, where he focused on painting full time. The Shadow (1979) is a 
“mountain imaginings” work he produced after moving to the US. At the bottom of 
the bright and beautiful oils is a shadow reflection which resembles that of a mountain 
in a lake, representing a subtle transformation and evolution of the relationship 
between abstraction and nature. Chuang said:  
 
“For me ‘abstraction’ is the art of spiritual exploration, it is a ‘drama.’ It absolutely 
has dynamism and enables me to satisfy my reaction to and feeling for the outside 
world. My paintings are not static. Basically, they come from movement, conflict, 
power, but I deal with that by controlling the balance between them; formally, 
‘nature’ retreats to the second line, appearing as a parallel consideration with 
absolute form, color and lines. In other words, there are two layers to the work; 
independent formal structure and nature. My idea of ‘nature’ does not exist on a 
two-dimensional plane, it is not the surface nature one can see at a glance. It can be 
part of a work, in the air, under water or even seen through a microscope. This is how 
the way in which our era understands nature differs from the past” (“Dialogue with 
Wai-lim Yip”) 
 
After moving to the US, in terms of creative media Chuang Che left ink and collage 
paper behind, choosing instead to use oils and acrylic colors, which in turn led to new 
experiments and discoveries. For example, the simultaneous use of water-based 
acrylic and oil-based oil colors created a phenomenon whereby the two materials were 
intriguingly both mutually exclusive and complementary. In places of fine detail, oil 
color molecules condensed in the water-based moisture as grains of different sizes and 
shapes. The smallest of these were as fine as spray, the largest more akin to the 
channels of mountain gullies, highly diverse and boundlessly appealing. Dewy 
Mountain (1987), represents yet another brand-new form in the artist’s “Mountain 
Imaginings” series of works. Chuang observed: 
 
 “In the 1950s, I felt that the spirit of traditional Chinese landscape painting was 



completely in accordance with certain theories from the past; which taken a step 
further freed it from the details of the external natural world while still offering up the 
‘spirit’ of tradition. However, I now think completely differently, believing that the 
paths of painting and nature are ‘parallel,’ whereas in the past I considered them to 
be ‘unified’” (“Dialogue with Wai-lim Yip”). 
 
In 1988, the year after Dewy Mountain was completed Chuang Che ended his 14 year 
stay in rural Ann Arbor, Michigan and moved to New York City, where the 
skyscrapers impacted the form of his “Mountain Imaginings.” In Spring Way (1991)  
he showcases an upright mountain shape rising directly out of the ground, the tangled 
and competing colors reminiscent of the scene in Guo Xi’s (c. 1020 – c. 1090) Early 
Spring, when the ice starts to melt and the world comes back to life. 
In Deep (2001) (plate 6), the composition of the grand mountain is replete with color. 
Add to that what appear to be winding pathways in the upper and lower part of the 
work, and one cannot but be reminded of the magnificence of Fan Kuan’s (900-1030) 
Travelers Amid Mountains and Streams. During this period, Chuang Che also painted 
a series of “Landscape Variations” based on the “Broken Ink Landscape” of Sesshū 
Tōyō (1420-1506). 
 
In September 2015, Chuang took a large number of his works and returned to Taiwan 
where he grew up, holding the “Effusive Vitality: Chuang Che Retrospective 
Exhibition” at Taipei Fine Arts Museum, at a time when the high spirits of youth had 
given way to the graying temples of old age. In these works, within the overlapping of 
yellow-browns, green-blues and black-whites, one can find the undulations of 
breathing, the soaring and falling back to earth of emotion, the transitioning of the 
four seasons and even the ebbing and flowing of the tide.  
 
Awakening (2019), is the most recent of the seven “Mountain Imaginings” and seems 
both fantastical and real in equal measure, with corresponding mountain shapes in the 
upper and lower parts of the work demonstrating the exuberant creative life energy of 
Chuang Che even as he approaches 85 years old. 
 
Despite having lived and created art for many years in a world dominated by Western 
culture, it is through his immersion in Chinese culture that Chuang has been able to 
construct this series of “Mountain Imaginings.” What consistently runs through the 
artist’s work over decades is his respect for nature and soaring imagination as it 
relates to mountains. Through different paintings, Chuang Che has collected and 
constructed a comprehensive image and through scene after scene observed and 
praised nature. This is his story of mountains. 


