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In line with the attention given to ink
painting by art circles outside of China, various
platforms such as art critique, exhibitions,
the market, etc. have slowly contributed new
concepts and definitions to the discourse on
ink painting. An overview of current discourse
reveals that ink painting is often associated
with Chineseness, with the 1980s marking the
beginning of contemporary ink painting and
focusing upon mainland China. There has been
little work done on the artistic contributions
of ink painting from Hong Kong and Taiwan.'
Situated between colonialism, nationalism,
and capitalism, Hong Kong culture is often
described as having a floating identity. This
essay hopes to trace the development of
contemporary ink painting in Hong Kong and
the subtle relations between ink painting and
Hong Kong cultural identity, underscoring
the crucial place of Hong Kong ink painting

within a larger discourse on ink art.
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Located in the region of Lingnan,
Hong Kong has always been
influenced by Guangdong culture.
Lingnan refers to the area south of
the Five Ranges, and its geographical
location separated it from central
China and distanced it politically
from the distant Central Plain. Since
the mid-nineteenth century after
Hong Kong became a British colony,
its culture became highly influenced
by Britain yet maintained strong ties
to Lingnan culture. In 1940, during
the Sino-Japanese war, an exhibition
entitled “Guangdong Cultural Relics”
was launched at the Fung Ping Shan
Library of the University of Hong
Kong, featuring historical documents,
anitquities, paintings, and calligraphy.
Through showcasing artworks
and written texts, the exhibition
organisers attempted to construct the
narrative of Lingnan culture as well as

adistinctive Lingnan cultural identity.

For instance, rigorous brushwork and
revoltionary spirit were characterized
as Lingnan cultural characters as
demonstrated in Su Renshan and

Gao Jianfu's paintings. At that time,

as shown in the exhibition, Hong
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Kong's cultural identity ran perfectly
parallel to that of Guangdong.

After 1949, artistic activities were
subjugated under the control of the
state in mainland China. Although
geographically Hong Kong and
Guangdong are only separated by a
river border, Hong Kong's colonial
history and social structure gave birth
to a unique art world. In addition, due
to Hong Kong's politcal and social
stability, an influx of immigrants
from mainland came to Hong Kong.
Among these new arrivals were artists
and collectors who headed south and
gathered on the free and open colonial
land of Hong Kong, continuing an
unfinished artistic revolution that
had started during the Republican
era. The term “North-South Cultural
Transplantation” precisely describes
the artistic tradition that the Hong
Kong art world inherited from Jiang-
Zhe literati tradition—offering a
completely different reading from
the colonial narrative of Hong Kong
art, which emphasizes the impact
of western art on Hong Kong's art.

Via organizing elegant gatherings,
art societies and art schools, guohua

artist who came to Hong Kong at
the time, such as Peng Ximing, C. C.
Wang and Ding Yanyong, were able
to promote aesthetic ideas embraced
by the community in Hong Kong.

CONSTRUCTING HONG KONG ART
Britain viewed Hong Kong
as an important commercial and
strategic military port city, and thus
governed it differently from its other
colonies. The British government
never established a large settlement
in Hong Kong, but formulated a
set of policies to maintain stability
and governance over Hong Kong.
Therefore, the population of Hong
Kong remained primarily Chinese,
and its culture inherited mainly
from Chinese tradition. Because
the British-Hong Kong government
adopted self-governing policies and
neither promoted nor intervened in
the arts development of Hong Kong,
artistic activities were initiated by the
art community in the early period.
Since the 1950s, art associations
with names indicating their local
identity began to emerge, with the
Hong Kong Art Club as a case in point.
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The Hong Kong Art Club’s members
were dominated with native English-
speaking artists, whose works of art
dominated in the first Hong Kong
Art Festival held in 1954. As such, the
voices of authority on art events still
belonged to the English-speaking
elite. At the beginning of the 1960s, a
growing sense of Hong Kong identity
has cultivated, the Hong Kong City
Hall and Hong Kong Museum were
established, and Chinese-speaking
art groups became actively engaged
in artistic events. Through several
events and exhibitions, such as the
Hong Kong Art Festival and the
International Hong Kong Art Salons,
the Chinese-speaking artists gained
the dominance in the discourse of
Hong Kong art, and works of art
from the members of various local
art associations were exhibited.
After the 1967 riots, the British-Hong
Kong government began to actively
promote cultural activities in order
to stabilize the political situation, to
enhance Hong Kong cultural identity;,
and to promote regional culture of
Hong Kong. The 1960s and 70s could
be described as the golden era of
Hong Kong's cultural activity, and it
was during this time that the “Hong
Kong Contemporary Art Exhibition”
and “Hong Kong Contemporary Art
Biennial” were launched. Furthermore
a considerable number of arts
organizations and institutions
were established during the period,
including the Hong Kong Arts Centre
and the departments of extra-mural
studies of both the University of Hong
Kong and the Chinese University of
Hong Kong. The institutional system
of the Hong Kong art world began to
take shape, and the establishment
of public-funded art institutions
contributed to the formation of an
official narrativeof Hong Kong art, and
laid foundation for the construction
of the discourse of Hong Kong art.

At the end of the 1960s, the Hong
Kong Museum of Art held a series of
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exhibitions entitled “Contemporary
Hong Kong Art” (subsequently
renamed the “Contemporary Hong
Kong Art Biennial”), and from its
earliest stages a variety of media
was included. Up until the its third
exhibition, modern ink painting was
given a prominent place, and the
exhibition was sent to the Hong Kong
pavilion of the Osaka World Expo.
This suggests that when artworks
are placed on the international stage,
questions of identity inevitably
become necessary criteria for
selection. In defining the question of
what is Hong Kong art, the curators
chose modern ink painting, a kind of
new art form which could neither be
categorized as traditional Chinese
painting, nor western art form, to
represent Hong Kong art. Politically,
this could be viewed as a means

to construct Hong Kong cultural
identity. At that time, injecting
western art to revitalize traditional
Chinese art becamethe aesthetic

embraced by the Hong Kong art world.

During the Cold War, the
American government backed
Abstract Expressionism to fight
against Socialist Realism in the
propaganda war with the Soviet
Union. Its ally Britain also promoted
Abstract Expressionism. This new
artistic trend was well received in
Hong Kong, as demonstrated by
artworks selected for the series of
“Hong Kong Art Exhibition.” In 1963,
the Circle Group was established,
and although its members came
from different backgrounds, they
all similarly held Euro-American
Abstract Expressionism in high
regard. In the 1960s, C.C. Wang was
appointed as the professor of Chinese
painting and head of the Fine Arts
Department at the Chinese University
of Hong Kong, and it was during his
leadership that abstract painters
such as Zao Wu-ki were invited to
present their first solo exhibitions in
Hong Kong. Wang's landscapes with

169

collage reflect his determination for
revitalising Chinese ink painting with
new techniques despite his subtantial
training in traditional Chinese
painting. The activities of Wang and
others reflect the fact that Euro-
American Abstract Expressionism
has generated influential impact
on Hong Kong art world.

Lui Shou-kwan and Taiwanese
artist Liu Kuo-sung were pioneers
of modern Hong Kong ink art,
disseminating their aesthetic ideas
via teaching and organizing art
associations. Lui Shou-kwan and
his followers established the In Tao
Art Association and One Art Group,
promoting their new aesthetic
without compromising Chinese
tradition. They emphasized the spirit
of Chinese art as a balance to the
materialist west. Liu's Chuang-tzu at
Ease employed a simple and vigorous
brushstroke and contrasting ink
and color to express an aloof eastern
spirit. Lui's student Cheng Wei-kwok
revolutionizedthe gold-and-green
landscape painting tradition. His
painting Lion Rock brought the iconic
Hong Kong scenic site to the fore by
patternizing the heavy blue and green
landscape with a surreal atmosphere,
giving birth to his distinctive personal
style. In Cloud Harmony No. 1, Wucius
Wong, another of Lui's students,
utilized the principles of design
studies to recontextualize landscape
painting into vertical scroll format.
He employed basic design elements
such as point, line and shape to create
a mysterious and poetic atmosphere.

In line with Lui Shou-kwan, Liu
Kuo-sung actively advocated the
modernization of Chinese painting,
yet his approach was different
from that of Lui. According to
Wucius Wong, Lui Shou-kwan and
his followers deliberately show the
brushstroke, while Liu Kuo-song and
his followers conceal it. Liu Kuo-song
and his students formed the Hong
Kong Modern Ink Painting Society,



and they valued experimentation with
technique and material in order to
create a different type of landscape
painting. Liu Kuo-sung's Immortal
Moon applied innovative methods
such as stamp rubbings, scrubbing
and his signature textured paper
technique in order to construct his
own universe through ink art.

Although the official narrative
of ink art has overlooked those
artists who continued to explore
the possibilities of ink art through
other approaches, it is worth
noticing that ink paintings by
Wong Po-yeh, Peng Ximing and Chu
Hing-wah reflect multiple ways to
revitalize Chinese ink painting.

Lau Kin Wai has pointed out
that although the genre of landscape
painting was highlighted by modern
Hong Kong ink artists, their landscape
paintings portray a site which shows
neither recognizable landscape nor
any trace of cultural background.
Avoiding any trace of their cultural
identity is a way to make their
works of art become universal and
perhaps a way to conceal the complex
and hybridized identity of Hong
Kong art. In the preface to the 1977
“Contemporary Hong Kong Art”
exhibition, Cesar Guillen-Nufiez
precisely summarized the results
of Hong Kong artists’ experiments
of the 60s and 70s, stating that, “In
the interest of greater accuracy, the
different categories of works has
been slightly modified this time. It
is felt that a division is no longer
tenable, or indeed desirable, between
Chinese ink painting and Western
painting. Although the two extremes
obviously exist, the demarcation line
between them is becoming impossible
to detect in many of the works on
show. New ways have appeared in
Hong Kong... It is perhaps these which
for future generations will be the
major impetus in the development
of contemporary Hong Kong art.”
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After the 1997 handover, Hong
Kong implemented the “one country,
two systems” policy. On the one
hand Hong Kong was undergoing
decolonization, and on the other
it was dealing with post-colonial
sentiments and identity crisis. This
unique hybrid identity fostered a new
generation of Hong Kong artists to
reexamine traditional art. From the
beginning of the 90s though, new
media art rapidly developed in the
Hong Kong art world, becoming the
artistic choice for most of the young
artists. Due to the new generation’s
estrangement from mainland China
and tradition, the interest in ink
painting and other media gradually
waned. China's economy took off
in the end of the 90s, and Chinese
contemporary art immediately
became a focal point for the Euro-
American art world. International
galleries, auction houses and art fairs
set foot in Hong Kong, and various
factors propelled a resurgence of
interest in Hong Kong ink painting,
such as the government'’s promotion
of Chinese culture to allow the city
to undergo decolonization, as well as
the planning for the M+ Museum.

The changes in the art world
and society have nurtured a new
generation of Hong Kong artists. Most
of them obtained formal art training
from universities, in particular the
Fine Arts department of the Chinese
University of Hong Kong (CUHK).
CUHK has adapted art curricula first
developed in the Republican era,
stressing both Chinese and Western
art history and studio practices,
which equips its graduates with a
more comprehensive understanding
of diverse media and artistic trends.
Born and educated in Hong Kong,
this new generation of artists can be
released from the burden of reforming
traditional Chinese art, treating ink
art as a alternative artistic choice
to the Euro-American traditions.

170

As aresult, the new generation
of artists are able toexperiment
with the possibilities of ink with
flexibility in terms of choosing
subject matters and material.

Wilson Shieh’s work centers on
figure painting executed with Chinese
delicate style (gongbi) technique,
examining social issue and local
Hong Kong culture. Victoria City uses
female figures to portray landmark
architectures around the Victoria
Harbour in Central, projecting the
artist’s nostalgia forthe colonial
period. The work features precise lines
combined with surrealistic rendering,
without showing a trace of emotion.
The works of Joey Leung Ka-yin relay
her personal stories through different
traditional painting formats such as
handscrolls, vertical scrolls, and fans.
The mounted silk or gold paper in
her paintings, such as Strange Wind
and Death of Peony are actually all
painted by the artist's own hand. Her
graceful lines and subtle coloration are
in fact executed with materials such
as drafting pens, colored pencil, and
watercolors. Meanwhile, Wilson Shieh
and Joey Leung's works are hard to
categorizeas either Chinese or Western
painting. This kind of ambiguity
precisely reflects the complex identity
of Hong Kong's new generation.

Koon Wai Bong's Reworking
the Classics explores the endless
possibilities of ink painting and
Chinese aesthetics. He articulates
his visual experience to recreate
the ideal landscape scene with
brushstrokes derived from ancient
masters. In Reworking the Classics
Koon employs frames to divide a
series of panels, and presents his
unique spatial arrangment with
nuanced tonal variation and delicate
brushwork. Through a framed gaze,
referencing the viewing experience
dictated by modern electronic
devices such as tablets and mobile
phones, this work offers a different
way to renew classic models of the
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Yuan and Ming traditions. Without
deliberately attempting to avoid
traditional aesthetics or the essence
of brushwork, Koon's work continues
the artistic explorationcarried by
the artists who moved to Hong Kong
in the 1960s. Although working
within the genre of landscape,

due to his choice of materials Lam
Tung-pang’s work may not be
categorized as ink painting. However,
considering the importance of spirit
over material as emphasized by the
modern ink painting movement
from the 1960s and 70s, the ideal
landscape presented in Lam’s work
can also capture the essence and
spirit of traditional landscape
aesthetic. Lam's Past Continuous
Tense uses charcoal and acrylic

to paint lines, mountains, rocks,
trees, and wood. A large, continuous
horizontal panel sevokes the large-
scalelandscape paintings of the Tang
and Song dynasties. Using printed

or hand-painted trees and rocks,

he appropriates images and texts
from traditional painting manual,
creating his own ideal landscape.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

The expansion of imperialism
at the beginning of the twentieth
century has shaped our understanding
of the world within the binaries
of East and West, new and old.
Encountering with “modern” Euro-
America, Chinese intellectuals began
toreevaluate the value of traditional
culture, and Chinese painting was
included in the discourse of National
Essence. The modernization of
Chinese painting therefore became
a matter of urgency for artists to
contemplate and explore. Because of
its unique colonial history, post-war
Hong Kong became an important
center for the continuation of Chinese
painting’'s modernization. In order to
construct the specific character of
Hong Kong art, the East-West fusion
of modern ink painting became a
representative art form of Hong Kong.
After the handover, artists who grew
up in the colonial period became
distanced from traditional art, leading
to the formulation of new directions
in Hong Kong ink art. For these artists,
ink painting or Chinese art was a
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foreign yet intimate cultural tradition.
With increasing urbanization and
globalization after the colonial period,
Hong Kong artists no longer aim to
address the question of how to blend
Chinese and Western art to continue
Chinese art's modernization, but
cling to the agenda of how to locate

a local Hong Kong identity within

art. The new generation of ink artists
discussed above do not hint any
nationalistic passions, nor do they
show any intentions of blending the
East and West in their works. Instead,
they make use of a variety of artistic
vocabularies derived from different
traditions to narrate their own
stories. (Translated by Elaine W. Ho)

1. For more information on the history and
development process of ink painting, please see
Pedith Chan's /n the Name of Ink: the Discourse of
Ink Art.





