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My paintings are natural. Great artists have to attain the zenith of nature.
BNERRAN, EXEXARSRR, WEES,

Wesley Tongson ExR{E



ABOUT WESLEY TONGSON
NN

Wesley Tongson, with his family’s roots in Zhongshan,
Guangdong Province, was born in Hong Kong in 1957.

He was 15 when he was diagnosed with schizophrenia, a
condition that, together with a fervent commitment to Zen
philosophy, shaped his bold artistic vision and his life.

At 17, while still a student at Hong Kong International School
(HKIS), Tongson commenced to paint formally, at first in a
manner inspired by the Chinese literati style, wenren hua.

Following graduation from HKIS in 1977, Tongson moved
to Toronto, Canada, where he studied Western painting at
Ontario College of Art and Chinese brush painting with the
renowned Madame Gu Qingyao (1896-1978).

[t was at this time that Tongson also began to explore and
to teach himself splash ink painting, a technique which orig-
inated in 8th century China and was exemplified by the work
of Zhang Dagian (1899-1983) in the 20th century — and
for which, eventually, Tongson would himself become best
known.

Tongson returned home to Hong Kong in 1981, where he
continued his studies with Harold Wong (Huang Zhongfang)
(b. 1943), the distinguished collector, connoisseur, and paint-
er. In the ensuing decade, Tongson continued to explore
the creative possibilities of splash ink painting and began to
draw on his Western and Eastern influences for the creation
of highly original contemporary works. During the latter half
of the 1980s, these early works were shown in several solo
exhibitions and in the 1988 group show, “Modern Chinese
Paintings by Five Artists,” at Hong Kong’s City Hall.

Throughout his career, Tongson considered landscape paint-
ing to be the most difficult and highest accomplishment of

Chinese art and devoted most of his energies to mastering
the form, in particular mountainscapes. Indeed, in the 1990s,
he often referred to himself as “Mountainscape Teacher”
(Shandou Laoshi) and, in his later years, signed his paint-
ings as "Mountain Taoist” (Shandou Daoren). Tongson also
excelled in painting bamboo, plum blossoms, lotus, orchids,
and pines, and was a highly accomplished calligrapher.

Throughout the 1990s and into the new millennium, Tong-
son intensified his commitment to splash ink painting. His
spiritual journey towards Zen-based enlightenment was by
this time inseparable from his artistic explorations—tran-
scending the conventional bounds of landscape painting
was akin to transcending one’s self. Tongson referred to his
works during this period as Mountains of Heaven Zen paint-
ings, and attributed their remarkable, meditative imagery
to a pure state of mind, describing them as flowing from a
world beyond and, emanating from, the artist’s heart.

At the same time, Tongson continued to be inspired by
Western art. Indeed, the strong colors in his work may have
been directly influenced by his Western art studies. In par-
ticular he admired Cubism for the way in which it brought
volume into painting, and among Western painters, he re-
vered Picasso.

Tongson’s work was shown to acclaim at solo exhibitions
in Hong Kong, the United Kingdom, and the United States
throughout the 1990s and at the group shows “New Trends
— Art Hong Kong" in 1994 and "Art Asia” in 1995.

Tongson continued to form his own style of Chinese land-
scape art and to break from the traditional forms of Chi-
nese landscape painting. From the late 1990s onwards, he
explored ways of integrating his splash ink methods with
traditional Chinese brushstroke techniques. Beginning in

2001, he also experimented with finger painting. He may well
have used his fingers to subtly manipulate ink in his splash
ink landscapes before then but, over the next decade, he
worked increasingly with fingers and nails. By 2009, he had
virtually ceased using brushes.

Throughout his all-too-brief, intensely experienced life,
Tongson was challenged by schizophrenia, countering this
condition through his art. This constant creative tension, left
us with a unique artistic legacy that realized a tranquil, en-
lightened, unspoiled natural world in stark contrast to the
private, difficult world in which he lived. His work is in collec-
tions including the Hong Kong Museum of Art, M+ Museum
for Visual Culture and MK Lau Collection in Hong Kong, the
USC Pacific Asia Museum in the United States and numerous
public and private collections worldwide.

Tongson left this world on July 16th, 2012.
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CURATORIAL STATEMENT

Wesley Tongson — The Journey
Catherine Maudsley

Wesley Tongson's creative journey was inextricably tied to
tradition and innovation, and ink in its many variations. Al-
though he actively participated in group exhibitions and
solo shows in the decade from 1985 to 1995, he worked
increasingly in solitude from then onwards. Few people
other than his family knew of his continued accomplish-
ments and experiments in ink, especially his large-scale fin-
ger paintings. "Wesley Tongson — The Journey" is a concise
and compact exhibition joyfully celebrating ink art in the
hands of a dedicated, innovative artist. And it is literally his
hands which have created his mature, dynamic ink paint-
ings, bursting with energy. By abandoning the brush and
choosing to paint with his fingers and fingernails, Tongson
brings us unmistakably into direct contact with the force of
life. The exhibition traces the artist’s creative path from ink
and color splash landscapes inspired by great 20th century
painters such as Zhang Dagian (1899-1983) to Tongson's
own unmistakable signature style of finger painting. Tong-
son’s mature, large-scale vertical and horizontal paintings
are full of sweeping, energetic lines and dots. They mostly
depict landscapes or plants; some are monochrome while
others are rich in color.

During his formative period, especially under the direction
of the well-known painter and educator Liu Guosong (b.
1932), Tongson, like many other young Hong Kong artists,
was encouraged to leave behind the brush as a principal
means of painting and instead took up a wide variety of
non-brush techniques, including ink rubbing and marbling.
But he also had a firm foundation in traditional brushwork.
During his years in Toronto, before his return to Hong Kong
in 1981, he was very fortunate to be taught by Madam Gu
Qingyao (1896-1978), a member of an illustrious family of
civil officials, painters, calligraphers, collectors and connois-
seurs in Suzhou, where the famous “"Garden of Leisure” (Vi
Yuan) was the family home. Back in Hong Kong, he studied
briefly under Harold Wong (Huang Zhongfang) (b. 1943),

the distinguished connoisseur, collector and painter. But
Tongson's journey was primarily a solitary one.

The exhibition juxtaposes color and non-color works,
dense and sparse works and explores other contrasts,
seeking to communicate the creative tension at the very
heart of this singular artist's life and work.

Catherine Maudsley
Hong Kong
September, 2018
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STATEMENT BY CYNTHIA TONGSON

Wesley Tongson'’s Sister

My late brother Wesley was a dedicated artist who took up
painting at the age of 17 and never stopped. It was his life
and his one true love. His art drove him and he worked
relentlessly at it. He would set himself goal after goal, al-
ways pushing boundaries that resulted in his many break-
throughs. His passion for ink led him to explore various ways
that he could work with the medium, creating many different
styles and techniques.

From early on, Wesley understood that to elevate his artto a
higher level, he must transcend himself from within. This was
what he worked on. The life of the spirit was essential to his
quest and that was what painting from the heart meant to
him. He recognized that art and religion shared a deep con-
nection and he explored both Buddhist and Christian faiths
for his Zen-based spiritual journey.

The focus of this exhibition is Wesley's artistic journey. At the
same time, it is also about his personal journey. His spiritual
evolution is reflected in his works, most evident in his mature
finger paintings.

Wesley was happiest when he was painting. Art gave him
purpose in life, and became his greatest achievement.

Cynthia Tongson
Sister of Wesley Tongson
September, 2018
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A selection of Wesley Tongson’s handwritten notes on view at “Wesley Tongson — The Journey”
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INK EXPLORATION

During Wesley Tongson's creative journey, he,
like many other young artists, emulated more
experienced masters. Before arriving at finger
painting as the signature style of his mature
years, Wesley Tongson explored many artistic
paths. Chief among these was his long-standing
interest in splash-ink painting. His early work
shows the clear influence of Zhang Dagian's
splash-ink style. Later, along with many other
young Hong Kong artists who studied with Liu
Guosong (b. 1932), Wesley Tongson left the
beush behind as a principal means of painting
and instead took up a wide variety of non-brush
, including ink rubbing and marbling
for texturing, which produced a broad spectrum
of effects in his paintings. The marbled patterns
e dependent on the overall visual context
their resemblance can range from rock folds and
ridges to deep valley clefts. By at least 2001, his
painting inscriptions explicitly record the use of
his fingers instead of a brush. In one small-scale
vertical work where swift lines and deliberate
dots in ink are juxtaposed with white space and
30lid black, he recorded “Wesley Tongson finger
[painting]” (Tang Jiawei zhi)
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EXHIBITED WORKS
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Landscape 10, 1988
{Lizk 10)

Ink & color on paper
35.5x67.31in

Landscape 11, 1988
(7K 11)

Ink & color on paper
353x67.4in
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The Light, 1992
)

Ink & color on board
233x15.3in

Blessed Rain, 1992
(B Tk)

Ink & color on board
23.1x151n
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God's Light, 1992
()

Ink & color on board
23.6x15.3in

Of Old, The Dragon Conquered All and The Phoenix Calmed The Spirit, 1995
(BEREBXT, LHRBEBEE L)

Ink on board
38.5x58.5in
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Everyone can see the omnipotence of the Buddha. His clear vision radiates from his inner self, 2011

(BB pfe @, =EEF)

Ink on paper
38.1x71in
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With the prevalence of ink, arrogance subsides.
We can observe the teachings of Buddha, whose wisdom is all-encompassing, 2011
(2B, A5E1S, IR TR, ERERh)

Ink on paper
381x71in
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Spiritual Mountains 6, 2012
(EW 6)

Ink & color on paper
71x38.1in
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Spiritual Mountains 7, 2012
(B 7)

Ink & color on paper
71x38.1in
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Ink on paper

Spiritual Mountains 8, 2010
97 x 48 in
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Red Plums Over The Earth, 1993
a COmitbATHE)

12

Ink & color on board
37.8x58in
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Plum 5, 2011
4 (185)

Ink on paper

381x71.1in
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Ink on paper
71x38.110n
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Ink on paper
70.5x37.8in

Lotus 4, 1995
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Pine 2, 2010

(H23)
Ink on paper

Pine 3, 2011
711x38.1in

|

(Hr 2)
Ink on paper
97.6x48.81in
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INK EXPLORATION

During Wesley Tongson's creative journey, he, like many
other young artists, emulated more experienced masters.
Before arriving at finger painting as the signature style of
his mature years, Wesley Tongson explored many artistic
paths. Chief among these was his long-standing interest in
splash ink painting. His early work shows the clear influence
of Zhang Dagian’s (1899-1983) splash ink style. Later, along
with many other young Hong Kong artists who studied with
Liu Guosong (b. 1932), Wesley Tongson left the brush behind
as a principal means of painting and instead took up a wide
variety of non-brush techniques, including ink rubbing and
marbling for texturing, which produced a broad spectrum of
effects in his paintings. The marbled patterns are dependent
on the overall visual context: their resemblance can range
from rock folds and ridges to deep valley clefts. By 2001, his
painting inscriptions explicitly record the use of his fingers
instead of a brush. In one small-scale vertical work where
swift lines and deliberate dots in ink are juxtaposed with
white space and solid black, he recorded “Wesley Tongson
finger [painting]” (Tang Jiawei zhi).

EEFENAERET, AR HAFENETR—
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NERMEBEEERADIRNER, thEHIERABRTE
RATRKEERNFE. Hig, GRS EMRESIEN
(£R1932%F) 2ENEBESEMR R, HWEAE
ERBENTEIR RZUBABHENEERE 8
FEREN R KR RIERAL, REEEEBEZNNR. B
FIRA, BEREEETNKACOAERETARR AE
AMZEERLAME, 720015, hEE(EERARE
LHETMMNEERSE, TNMEREMRE, KERBAR.
MENBEBAMOMARALKLEE, B2 [BEX
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Approaching Rainstorm, 1988

-
|

Ink on paper
259x%x229in

Water Rhyme, 1988

Ink on paper
16.3x13.3in
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Mountain 1, 1995
(Ww=t1)

Ink & color on board
229x14.9in

21

The Rugged Path, 1997
(g %)

Ink on board
23.1x15.1in
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Misty Mountains, 1993
(B

Ink & color on board
18 x151in

-

23
|

Landscape 12, 2001
(LK 12)

Ink on board
23 x151in
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IN CONVERSATION

David Chan, Dick Chen, and Cynthia Tongson
April 15, 2016

David

We can have a dialogue from three perspectives, first,
from the perspective of Ms. Cynthia Tongson, Wesley's
sister; second, from the perspective of Mr. Dick Chen
who knows a lot about ink painting. And | am the one
to raise questions. Here, | have 14 questions for our
Q&A.

The first question is: Can you tell us about Wesley as a
person and his character?

Cynthia

He was a quiet person, a little bit on the shy side. |
think his mental iliness also affected his character too.
He was usually a bit paranoid and did not trust people
easily. He really had a very good heart... so in short, he
was usually pretty quiet and not too sociable, not easy
to talk to people...

David
Like a reserved young boy...

Cynthia

Yeah, that's the kind of person | am referring to. That's
his personality, very quiet, mild, kind of gentle person.
And he was very childlike. That definitely had some-
thing to do with his mental illness because he had it
when he was 15 while his brain was still developing.
That's how my mother explained it.

David
Did he spend most of the time with you? Were you in
Hong Kong when he was diagnosed with the illness?

Cynthia

No, actually he was not diagnosed yet when | left
Hong Kong to study abroad. | think he was 13 at that
time. | would only come back to Hong Kong for holi-
days. He was always very quiet, kind of timid growing
up, very mild manner.

David
Dick, what do you know about him?

Dick

I 'met him at an art gallery. He was an artist and he
would show me his artworks. As Cynthia said, he was
really a gentleman, you know, mild and nice. At that
time, | didn't even know he had this issue (the mental
illness). | knew that he didn't have many friends. He
told me that. That's why his works show this emotion.

Cynthia
He didn't have too many friends. It was not easy for
him to make friends.

Dick
Yeah, | guess | was just lucky that he found me easy
to talk to.

David
The second question: How did he become an artist?

Cynthia
He just told my mother one day that he wanted to
learn how to paint.

David
This incident happened when he was like 15, right?

Cynthia

About 17. It is really very interesting because before
that, he really didn't have much interest in art and
he couldn't draw. In grade school, | had to do his art
homework.

David

But there must be some kind of epiphany, right? For
instance, he suddenly saw something that triggered
him to be an artist.

Cynthia

| don't know...| don't know what triggered him. He just
suddenly said he wanted to learn how to paint. Then
he started with the traditional style.

David
Was he studying at St. Paul’s Co-educational School or
Hong Kong International School at that time?

Cynthia

At Hong Kong International School. It was after he
was diagnosed. | guess Wesley's desire to learn how
to paint possibly had something to do with his mental
issue.

David
What was his working process?

Cynthia
What do you mean by working process?

David
How did he work as a painter, like his process of mak-
ing art?

Cynthia

Well, he said that when the idea came to his mind, it
would be very clear, like a whole image in his mind.
Whenever he had this in his mind, he had to imme-
diately do the painting. It didn't matter what time it
was. Once he started, he couldn't stop until he finished
his painting. Basically, he only painted when the idea
came to him. He described that the images, like his
landscapes, came from a very pure state of mind. All
this appeared in his mind. He just literally put them
down on paper. It's something that he said he was al-
ways able to do. Whatever was on his mind, he could
always put it down on paper.

| Y ‘--"ir

Wesley Tongson (left) with friend (right) at Hong Kong Arts Centre, 1988

David
How old was he when he was able to do so?

Cynthia

I guess it was during his splash ink period around 1981
when Wesley was 24. | don't know how he executed
the traditional bamboo paintings. But | think it was
more likely that he was referring to the landscape
paintings at the time he talked about this. He always
said that he could really create what came to his mind.
When the image came to him, he just had to put it
down.

David
So he didn't elaborate as to how the image came to
him?

Cynthia
No, | think it was just through his practice of meditation
that the image came to him.

David
When it came to him, he felt the need to put it on
paper?

Cynthia
Yep, to literally put it down immediately.

David
By what means? | mean, would he do drawings or...

Cynthia
No, he directly visualized it on paper. He never did
sketches and always did it directly on the paper. He
really said, "Whatever is on my mind, | can always put
it down”

David
That's interesting.

52
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Dick
Yeah, it is.

Cynthia
That was how he created his works.

David
Immediacy was the key.

Cynthia
Yeah, it didn't matter what time it was.

He never really said, "Ok, | need to practice now. Let
me do that” No, | don't think everyone would work
that way. It's always the idea came to his head, then
he would paint. When an idea came to his mind, he
just walked around the table. One time, my mother
had a little glimpse of him. This was how he entered
into a different state of mind, like he would be in a
"zone! He would go around and around and around...
walking around the table, then he would start painting.
But he really did not let anybody watch him while he
was working.

David
Is that the same table that we saw at his studio?

Cynthia

Yes. He did not let people watch him paint. It was defi-
nitely his private time. But for the large-scale splash ink
painting which required help, he did have assistants
to work with him. He was there to give directions and
stuff, telling the assistants what to do, how to hold the
paper and so on. But he always kept the practice of
circling the table in order to get into his “zone”

David
To get into a state of mind...

Cynthia

To get into a meditative zone. Obviously, he was not
aware of everything else that was going on around
him and only concentrated on what he was doing.
That is how | would describe his working process.

David

The fourth question: What was his concept for art? |
mean, he must have a concept for his works, right? As
I know, he talked a lot about Zen in his writings.

Cynthia

The Zen philosophy was definitely very important to
him. That's the main thing. Because he felt that in order
to create a good piece of painting, one’s own train-
ing and self-cultivation was really important. You really
have to transcend yourself first, to go deep into it, the
soul. It's like a mindset | guess.

David
How did he practice Zen as it can be both a religion
and a kind of philosophical thinking?

Cynthia
I think he really worked on his path to enlightenment.

David
Did he read a lot or meditate?

Cynthia

He did read a lot. He didn't mention about sitting
down to meditate. | think painting was a form of medi-
tation for him. | guess he got into that zone and it was
a way of meditation. The images would come out. But
I think at some point, he did study about Buddhism.
| think the idea is to create a really great painting or
what he called Zen painting, he really had to work with
his inner self. The work itself represents the level of his
spiritual development, his path to enlightenment.

David
When did he start an interest in Zen?

Cynthia

I'think his interest in Zen started when he did the splash
ink paintings. He really read a lot about Zhang Dagian
and his paintings. He always said Zhang's works were
very "high-level Zen paintings”” They inspired him a lot.
I guess he saw a lot of Zhang's paintings and learned
from them.

David
If Zhang Dagian was an influence, did he probably see
Zhang Dagian’s paintings in Hong Kong?

Cynthia

I think, firstly, he read a lot of books about Zhang
Dagian. | am sure he saw paintings by Zhang Dagian,
maybe at auction houses. He used to visit auction
houses a lot.

Dick
When did he actually start working on splash ink paint-
ing? Was he in Canada or Hong Kong?

Cynthia

He started experimenting with splash ink painting in
Toronto, Canada, by himself. | think he did it by reading
Zhang Dagian’s books. Although | have never really
seen his splash ink works there, he did say in his notes
he experimented with splash ink by himself in Toronto.

David
In Canada, he studied paintings under Madame Gu
Qingyao, right?

Dick
And he went to Ontario College of Art (OCA), Toronto
as well.

Cynthia

Yeah, but he said by that time, he had already start-
ed to experiment with splash ink. And then when he
came back to Hong Kong in 1981, he took a two-
month course taught by Liu Guosong. | think from that
course, he really learned the basic ink splashing tech-
niques to create the splash ink paintings. During the
course, Liu Guosong did encourage the students to be
innovative and think of different ways and techniques
to experiment. My cousin, Christopher Leung, actually
took the course with him. I asked him about the course
but he didn't remember too much about it. My cousin
didn't practice but just did his homework. Wesley, of
course did and experimented himself. | think he actu-
ally learned the basic techniques and from there, he
further developed his own techniques.

Liu Guosong (left) and Wesley Tongson (right) at group exhibition,
“Modern Chinese Paintings by Five Artists,” Hong Kong City Hall, 1988

David

Do you still have any of the works that he did at OCA?
It would be interesting to see what he did then and
later.

Cynthia
No, but | remember they were still ink paintings.

David
Still ink, that's interesting!

Cynthia

Yeah, but those works were more Western style. For
his art, there's always a fusion between the East and
West. Because that was important to him to fuse the
East and West.

David

The Western influence in his art would make reference
to artists like Picasso, for instance, | think? Did he say
anything about Picasso?

Cynthia

He talked about Picassos Cubism, the way Picasso
brought volume, the three-dimensionality to a paint-
ing. That was very important to Wesley. In all the pe-
riods of his career, Wesley always wanted his paintings
to have a strong sense of depth and volume.

David
Dick, were you in Toronto too when Wesley was study-
ing at Ontario College of Art?

Dick

According to him, he remembered that he met me at
an art gallery run by a Chinese guy, one of Lui Shou
Kwan's students, in Yorkville.

David

So you guys met there. From your perspective, maybe
based on your past correspondences with Wesley, did
he also mention other key influences from art history?

Dick
Not really.

Cynthia
It's interesting that even though he took the course
taught by Liu Guosong, he never mentioned this
teacher.
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Dick
He never mentioned Liu in front of me. He did mention
Gu Qingyao but never Liu Guosong.

Cynthia
He really got along well with Madam Gu Qingyao and
he really respected her.

David
But he studied with Gu for a very short period of time,
right?

Cynthia

Yeah, very short, only a year since unfortunately, she
passed away. Madame Gu especially got up in the
daytime to teach my brother. Her schedule was re-
versed. She slept during the daytime and woke up at
night. Wesley really liked studying with Gu and when
he asked her for another lesson, she was willing to do
it too.

David
So they had class twice a week?

Cynthia

Yes, twice a week. My mother said Madam Gu spoke
with a very heavy accent that she could not under-
stand well. But somehow, Wesley could understand
and they could communicate well with each other.

David
But you don't know much about how the class was
taught and the contents, etc.

Cynthia
We don't.

Dick

I think one of the reasons why his bamboos are so
perfectly executed is that Wesley was well taught by
Madam Gu on the basic techniques.

Cynthia
Yeah, | think he really got a good foundation.

David
Was Gu Qingyao a painter specializing in bamboo?

Dick
She specialized in traditional Chinese paintings. But
when did Wesley first start to paint bamboo?

Cynthia

He first started to paint at 17 when he told my mom
that he wanted to take lessons. My mom had a friend
who was retired at that time and also lived on Mac-
donnell Road in Hong Kong. The lady took up Chinese
painting at a later stage in life. She was the one who
taught Wesley to paint at the beginning. Her strength
was bamboo, so she actually taught Wesley bamboo.
That's the subject matter that Wesley started with. She
painted for her own pleasure and didn't sell her works.
Then, when they [Wesley and his mother] moved to
Toronto, my mother was very anxious about finding
him a teacher, a friend of hers mentioned about Gu
Qingyao being in Toronto and thought Gu might not
be as busy as she used to be in Hong Kong since she
was retired in Toronto. Madame Gu actually didn't
teach anymore there but my mother convinced her
to teach Wesley.

David

Although Wesley was interested in ink, | think there
were probably not many Chinese professors at the
time when he studied at OCA. Do you know anything
regarding this?

Dick
There were some Chinese artists and professors who
specialized in Chinese watercolor at OCA.

David

To summarize, basically he learned Western Art at
OCA, then he came back to Hong Kong and studied
with Liu Guosong and tried to find his own language.

Cynthia
Yeah, he always wanted to find his own language.

David
When did he begin to show an interest in calligraphy?

Cynthia
I think he also did calligraphy at the very beginning
too.

Dick

He always did calligraphy in different periods of his ca-
reer. As he mentioned in our telephone conversation,
there was a certain period that he just involved himself
solely in calligraphy and executed it seriously and ex-
quisitely like a master.

David
When was it?

Dick

It was after 1999 when my father passed away and
I ' went back to Toronto. He started calling me every
week. For two years, he kept saying that, “Now, Dick,
you should come back and take a look at my master-
pieces. | am now a master in calligraphy” And then
after that, he probably developed the finger paintings.

David

How did his techniques evolve over the years, from
the early works to the splash ink paintings and then
the finger paintings?

Cynthia

When he stopped doing those colorful splash ink
paintings and started doing the blockish ones which |
did not really understand, | was like “Wow! What hap-
pened? How come it's all black now?”. Because | really
liked the colorful ones, I asked him, “Why did you stop
doing the colorful splash ink paintings?”

Since before the emergence of this new style, he had
wanted to splash to the point that the painting would
look like a photograph, that was his goal at that time.
So I said, "You haven't reached that goal yet and now,
you suddenly turn to a different direction” But he said,
"Well, | was trying to make some breakthroughs but
I'was at a point where | couldn’t go any further. I just
feel it's boring for me to continue ... there's nothing
new coming out”

David
When did he say that? Around 1999?

Cynthia

2003 or 2004. He still did some splash ink paintings
in 2004 and the blockish ones emerged in 2003. He
decided to change gears during that period.

Dick
[t makes sense that he did that for his next stage.

Cynthia

Yeah, because he was bored and he couldn't go for-
ward. | think, for him, painting had to be challenging,
something that could constantly challenge him. He
would set one goal and then when he reached one

goal, he would set another goal. He just needed the
challenge. When he believed he couldn't go forward,
he had to change direction. He then went back to the
black ink.

Dick

| did come back to Hong Kong for a month after |
moved to Toronto with my wife. That time, | did meet
Wesley and saw his calligraphy. His calligraphy was re-
ally good and strong.

Cynthia
He had always done calligraphy.

Dick
He was a great calligrapher. His works were really mas-
terpieces.

Cynthia

That reminds me of an incident that my mother re-
called. When Wesley was very young, probably in first
grade or even kindergarten, my grandmother taught
him how to write with a brush. One day, my uncle,
who was an art collector and collected calligraphy,
somehow saw those pieces written by Wesley. He was
shocked and asked, “Who did these? These are really
good!” My mother told him that they were done by
Wesley. He was like, “What? Wesley?" and was totally
shocked because he thought they were really good.
Maybe Wesley really had a talent for that and had al-
ready shown it back in those days. But of course, no-
body paid attention to it at the time and didn't think
to have him continue to practice. But I guess he found
the passion for calligraphy again later.

David
Even from this book, as early as in 1992, he did some
calligraphic works. It's always like a recurrence.

Cynthia
I think the earliest calligraphy by Wesley that we had
was done in the '80s.

One time, | asked him, “Why did you spend so many
years perfecting your splash ink techniques and now
you dropped it and change to something else? | think
it's such a waste!" | was like “What are you thinking?” He
said, “Don’t worry. In order for me to go forward and
make a breakthrough, | have to explore something
else” And later on, he said, “It will come back. | will
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use the color ink again. It will come back. But then, my
paintings will be at a much higher level” So, at the very
end, he did add colors back to his finger paintings.

David
But there are only very few of these colored finger
paintings.

Cynthia
Because he just started doing it. But he was right, it
was at a totally different level.

David

To sum up, it's interesting that calligraphy was always
an important aspect of his art. He also painted bam-
boo and other traditional Chinese subject matter.
Then, he developed and excelled in splash ink paint-
ings after studying with Liu Guosong when he came
back to Hong Kong until he felt tired of it. Then, he
changed to create the blockish works. They are even
more Cubist in some ways. Eventually, he developed
the finger paintings. Actually, | see that his artistic evo-
lution is not a linear development. He always went
back to his interest in Western art, in particular, Cub-
ism. Many of his works can be related to his bamboo
and calligraphy. He didn't really abandon any of the
Eastern or Western influences.

Cynthia
He didn't abandon anything as he explained to me.

Dick
I think he never stopped painting the bamboo.

Cynthia
Yeah, he never stopped. He constantly did it.

Dick
It was like his leisure. Calligraphy was part of his exer-
cise. A kind of daily cultivation.

David
But he only had very few bamboo paintings.

Cynthia
He did a lot but there are just a few left. | think he sold
some bamboo paintings. His bamboo was popular.

Dick
| remember he had a lot more paintings in his studio

when | visited his studio before.

David

I think there’s a connection between his bamboo and
calligraphy as shown in his Beijing show. It's very easy
to point out a phase followed by another phase but
it doesn't work like that for Wesley and many other
artists like Lui Shou Kwan.

Cynthia

So, they are not distinctive phases but basically these
phases are all related. Each of them is a part of the
development.

Dick
The passion for painting bamboo and calligraphy was
in his blood.

Cynthia
Definitely.

Dick
This is the traditional Chinese literati style.

Cynthia
Painting was his passion, like there was nothing else
but this. It was so important to him.

David

The shift from the splash ink painting using methods
like ink rubbing and ink marbling to finger painting, for
me, as a beholder or audience, was kind of a liberation
of the artist. But what was Wesley's own account of this
development? Did he say anything about the fact that
he, during his late career, focused a lot, almost solely
on this kind of finger painting?

Cynthia

Unfortunately, | didn't go back to Hong Kong during
the last two years before he passed away. | really didn't
see his latest finger paintings until after he passed
away.

Dick
I'had no idea about the emergence of the finger paint-
ings either. | was really astonished when | saw these.

Cynthia

He only said to me, | think around 2008 or 2009, that
he didn't use a brush anymore. He was doing both
before, sometimes he used a brush while sometimes

he used fingers. He started to experiment with finger
painting in 2001. | remember he told me around 2008
or 2009 as | noticed his fingers were very black when
I took him out to dinner. | asked him if he could wash
his hands before dinner as his fingers looked so yucky.
I couldn't stand it. Then he told me that he didn't use
a brush anymore and only used fingers to paint. It was
impossible for him to remove the ink stains on his fin-
gers. He also asked me to keep it a secret.

He also told my parents the same thing. The reason
for keeping it a secret was because he was paranoid
about people copying his techniques. | then asked him
what was the good in keeping it a secret since | was
sure people could tell he used fingers to paint. He re-
plied people could not tell. But he didn't really explain
why he went into finger paintings.

It was not until | did my own research on his works
that | realized the change of style made sense to me.
He always explored non-brush techniques, as a natural
progression, basically there was no ‘distance..” | mean
with the brush, the distance exists, but in order to really
get in there, with fingers, he could pour his emotions
directly on the paper.

David

I think this point relates to what we have said in the
beginning. You said when the image came to his own
mind, he felt the need to realize it.

Cynthia
Yes, he could realize the image better without some-
thing in between.

Dick

This practice in the way the artist literally copied the
image from his mind on paper is so unique. | have
never heard of that.

Cynthia
Really?

Dick

Yes, it is. | mean, can you imagine, for instance, Bee-
thoven had all the notes in his mind when composing
his music?

Cynthia
And basically all he did was to copy them down.

Dick
Yeah. Not every artist can do that.

David

I think that's a very interesting point. | think | am going
to deviate a bit from the Q&A. But | feel that even for
M+ or other museums, you can talk to them about
Abstract Expressionism being the same deal, like Pol-
lock. I am not saying that the way Wesley painted was
the same as Pollock, but | think the case can be made
to talk about the directness. | don't think among the
Hong Kong artists, someone would come up with an
idea that "l want to go direct with my fingers to paint,
right? That in itself is the case. It's a strong case to
pitch. The directness, the action of dropping the im-
age from your mind to there through that immediacy,
I think, is quite interesting.

Dick
[t is actually the most direct and most difficult.

David

I think through this Q&A, certain things become clear-
er. Let's say if you go to M+ or any institution, you can
answer questions like “What's the deal with Wesley?
Why is he special?” Obviously, we don't have the first-
hand account from the artist. But based on this discus-
sion, we can piece all the puzzles together and try to
form a picture of his position in the art scene.

Dick
This artist is really unique because normally, most art-
ists will have little sketches at least, but this guy...

Cynthia
No sketch at all...

Dick

Just from his head according to what you told us, the
picture was already there, then he painted it out. This
practice is so unique.

Cynthia
His execution was really fast.

David
Very fast?

Cynthia
It was very fast. He even told me that he couldn't tell
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people how fast it was because otherwise, people
would think his paintings might not be worth so much.

David

I 'am so surprised. | thought his paintings are quite
laboriously executed because he had to work on the
patterns on the water. How could he do that?

Cynthia

I don't understand but he said he did it very fast. That's
why he sometimes got bored. It didn't take him a long
time to do a painting and for the rest of the day, he
had nothing to do. He always complained about being
bored. | asked him, “What about your painting?” He
just said, “I paint so fast. It doesn't take me a long time"

And then there’s another thing about his bamboo
paintings that my mother told me. My mother some-
times peeked at Wesley when he painted the bamboo.
He didn't paint the painting as a whole. He painted
it on two boards which were placed side by side. My
mother asked him how he could paint the bamboo
separately but when he put them together, all the parts
matched. He told her that they would just connect and
said he could even do it on four separate boards. He
really did one. It makes sense to me because if he had
the image in his head, all he needed to do was just
to copy it down. He didn't need to join the boards
together before he painted.

David
This practice might have something to do with the
idea of Zen, like all the stuff was in his head.

Cynthia
He also believed that Buddhism and Chinese painting
are closely linked and cannot be separated in general.

Dick
He studied and listened to the Buddhist teachings.

Cynthia
He explored Christianity and Buddhism.

David
He could choose whatever worked for him...

Cynthia
I really feel this is the way, whatever works for him, so

he went both ways. At the same time, he managed
to find a balance between Christianity and Buddhism.
That's another perspective from which to look at this.

David
What were the public responses to his past exhibitions,
as he did exhibit for quite a number of times before?

Cynthia

He did exhibit in Hong Kong at the beginning. | think
in some of the media coverage, he actually said that
at that time, his early splash ink wasn't popular. Peo-
ple didn't really collect this type of work. He said that
they still preferred traditional Chinese paintings. But he
really believed in the future of splash ink so he would
continue to do it. | think his works did not sell well in
the early period because they were too ahead of their
time in the period from the early 1980s to '90s.

Dick
He didn't even mention to me about selling his work.

Cynthia
Selling was not the reason he painted.

Dick

He didn't mention about the need or importance of
selling his works but he did mention about his partic-
ipation in a few exhibitions, here and there, as well as
different competitions.

Cynthia
Because he wanted people to see his works.

Dick
He would like people to know about his works because
he didn't have too many friends.

David

I think we can only base what we know about the pub-
lic responses at that time on what was written in the
newspapers.

Cynthia
| remember the exhibition in Pasadena held in 1993. |
was there in LA. People were amazed.

David
The one in Pacific Asia Museum?

Cynthia
Yeah.

David
Do you have pictures and documentation on it?

Cynthia

| do have some pictures. We actually have a tape, a
DVD of one of his exhibitions at the Hong Kong Arts
Centre. He talked about his paintings.

David
Right. It is actually very important.

Cynthia

I have to look it up. The DVD was not professionally
done, it was done by some friends of my dad’s. It's a
long tape. | remember looking at it briefly. Towards the
end of it, Wesley did talk about his paintings. I have not
revisited the DVD. | have to look for it.

David

Next question is about his first retrospective at Hong
Kong Arts Centre. Was there any particular issue that
came out from the exhibition?

Cynthia
Do you mean the feedback?

David
It could be anything or any revelation that you found
after putting on the show...

Cynthia

Well, there was a big revelation while preparing for
the exhibition. | really had to do a lot of research and
try to understand what all the things were about so |
could talk about it and give the information to Cath-
erine Maudsley, our curator. | really found out a lot
through Wesley's notes and past media coverage such
as newspaper, interviews, that sort of things. | was just
trying to piece things together. | really didnt under-
stand about the finger painting too much before the
exhibition. But | think, through the exhibition, | got to
understand it a little bit more. | just found myself really
drawn to his finger paintings. | was there at the Hong
Kong Arts Centre every day for two hours talking to
people. But every time when | was there, | really had
to look at, particularly, those three vertical pieces, the
three plants [finger paintings]. | couldnt help myself

but literally just had to look at them. People were really
amazed by the works. They were very surprised. They
had no idea there was such an artist who did such
work. I really didn't know whether his works were good
or not but | had wanted to do a retrospective.

David

I think he did a lot of works not in terms of numbers
but in terms of their aesthetic value. | have just stud-
ied his materials for six months. | think he really loved
painting.

Cynthia

He loved painting. That was really his passion, his life,
his lifeline. Without it, he would die inside. It was that
important. He didn't really care about anything else
but his paintings. | think everything he did in his entire
adult life was for his art. Literally if you took that away
from him, it would be the end of his life.

David

There’s a question for Dick. Can Wesley be considered
as a part of the New Ink Art Movement of Hong Kong?
It's an open question.

Dick

Yes, definitely. He was a student of Liu Guosong and
had relentlessly experimented with different techniques
of ink art. All along his art career, he kept going back to
traditional Chinese paintings, like bamboo paintings. In
his final phase of development, he abandoned brushes
and used his fingers to express his inner self on paper
as a unique way of communication with the viewers
and the world at large.

David

| think, first and foremost the term New Ink Art Move-
ment has to be further elaborated. But | feel some-
thing has to be done... wouldn't say to historicize him
because actually some of his works are still quite recent
works. | think how to reposition him in relation to what
was happening at that time is the project in the com-
ing phase for you. Given what we have discussed, for
instance, the creation of splash ink paintings in relation
to the context of Hong Kong society at that time and
how they associate with the traditional bamboo paint-
ings. All these instances you have to have it ground-
ed somehow. The more you do that, the more one
is able to articulate how progressive these works are.
You have to have this kind of foundation. With Wesley,
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I think the difficulty is that there are very few first-hand
materials. We can only piece things together. It can be
a research project for professors and students at uni-
versity, it is doable. | think for institutions, if his works
are already collected or to be collected by institutions,
they also will need the contents. They need to have
some archival materials. They need to have some "bul-
lets” to explain why Wesley's work is important. | think
this will do Wesley a big service, to get all the pieces
down. I think it will be the next move.

In terms of landscape as subject matter, why do you
think it was important to him? He repeatedly painted
landscapes, he called them “spiritual mountains.”

Cynthia

I think may be because he once said that landscape
painting was the highest form of achievement, the
pinnacle in Chinese painting and the most challenging
subject to master.

David
I'am wondering if Wucius Wong knows anything about
Wesley.

Dick
| didn't ask.

David

You should ask. It would be very interesting. Wucius
was a former curator at Hong Kong Museum of Art.
He would know quite a lot about what was going on in
Hong Kong’s art scene.

Cynthia
Wesley did approach Hong Kong Museum of Art be-
fore.

David
I think it would be interesting to ask if you have a
chance.

Cynthia

Wesley did try to talk to people over there. | don't
know whom he met and talked to exactly though. But
he said the people at the Hong Kong Museum of Art
were not interested in his art. He felt snubbed.

David
[t's interesting to find out if they know anything about
Wesley.

| think the “spiritual mountains” as the motif is inter-
esting. | think he was trying to find his spiritual anchor
somehow. That's my own interpretation.

Cynthia
Wesley called his splashed ink landscapes "Mountains
of Heaven! He also called his landscape paintings “Zen
painting”

David
Interesting. Do you think it is relevant to even address
Wesley's illness in relation to his artworks?

Cynthia

I think art helped him. | think because he seemed to
develop an interest in art after he was diagnosed.
Then he immediately put so much effort in it and did
so well. For instance, he started with the bamboo and
he progressed very quickly. | mean he only started
painting bamboo for a few years before he studied
with Madam Gu.

David
Do you think Wesley cared whether people knew that
he was schizophrenic?

Cynthia
No, he didn't care.

David
Because | think the art was made not because he was
schizophrenic. The art was made by him, an artist.

Cynthia
Definitely, he did not relate his art to his illness.

David

On the other hand, | think his way of seeing, his per-
ception, and his feelings might have something to do
with his illness. It is understandable. For example, like
Van Gogh, do you want to acknowledge him as an
artist who was insane or simply acknowledge him as
an artist because he was undoubtedly a good artist?
If the mental condition allowed him to do some ex-
periments, it is ok. But it doesn't mean that the work
was done by an artist who was schizophrenic. It was a
work by an artist. That's how | see his works and what
I' want to clarify.

Cynthia
That's true.

Dick

I think the illness helped him to focus 100 percent on
his art when compared to “normal” people. He was
solely devoted. That was his life!

Cynthia

He actually had no constraints. He was very childlike.
His mind was quite pure. He had no worries. He was
not like a regular person who has worries in their daily
life. He did have his own worries. He was paranoid due
to his illness but he did not have those regular worries
that every day people have. | think in that respect, it
really allowed him to have the freedom to do whatever
he liked. He didn't paint because of money. He didn't
care about whether his paintings could sell or not. He
just painted because he wanted to do it. That was how
he expressed himself. He was not going to let you tell
him what to do or what not to do. | think that attitude
gave him a little advantage.

- END -

David

Last but not least, considering the acquisition of Wes-
ley's works by institutions, | think there's an important
issue for you and your family to consider. For instance,
if you have five to ten works for an institution, what
kind of universe has this body of work created for
the audience? What will be the potential interpreta-
tion given by these works? How broad a reading can
be created for the audience based on those 5 or 10
selected works? As for Wesley, the situation will be
different from artists like Lui Shou Kwan whose works
have been widely collected by a number of institutions
and collectors for a long period of time. If you would
like to do justice to your brother, you probably need
to consider the criteria of the selection which includes
his paintings in traditional style, splash ink, and finger
paintings in order to articulate his universe and way of
thinking. The concept of the selection can be Zen for
example. The question of "What will be the right rep-
resentation of Wesley's entire career?” will be an issue
for you and your family to discuss.

Basically our discussion has come to an end. Thank
you all so much.
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THE JOURNEY BEGINS
WITH A SINGLE STEP

Catherine Maudsley

"Wesley Tongson — The Journey” is a compact and concise
exhibition of just 23 paintings. Laozi's universally applicable
saying from Chapter 64 of the Tao Te Ching, "a journey of
a thousand miles begins with a single step’, is an excellent
departure point for considering Wesley Tongson’s creative
journey. Even more intriguing than progress from one sin-
gle step to another are the leaps and bounds in creative
growth and technical prowess that define Wesley Tongson's
career. Exhibition viewers journey from a starting point of
tame, diffuse, colorful abstract landscapes to bold and raw
expressions of emotion. Raw emotion combined with tech-
nical prowess and dexterity make his signature-style, mature
finger paintings deeply compelling.

The Chinese Culture Center’s exhibition space is divided into
four well-defined bays, which is a curator’s dream in pre-
senting a terse and dramatic visual exposition of an artist's
life work. The precise, focused space of each bay demands
a terse, unmeandering storyline, and allows for concise jux-
tapositions.

Bay One’s six paintings acquaint us with Wesley Tongson’s
early interest in and indebtedness to the splash ink paint-
ings characteristic of Zhang Dagian’s (1899-1983) late career.
Landscape 10 (1988) (plate 1) and Landscape 11 (1988) (plate
2) were both painted in 1988 in ink and color. They use deep
and rich free-flowing colors to capture the majesty of na-
ture. Three calligraphic works from 1992, all in ink and col-
or on board, The Light (1992) (plate 3), Blessed Rain (1992)
(plate 4), and God's Light (1992) (plate 5), express the artist's
spiritual beliefs on the one hand, while showing his interest
in creating colorful, textured backgrounds for his calligraphy.
Bay One is completed by a large horizontal ink on card-
board calligraphy from 1995, Of Old, The Dragon Conquered
All and The Phoenix Calmed The Spirit (1995) (plate 6) (fig.
1), in which the artist delights in the "flying white" (feibai)
calligraphic script style. This brush technique is rooted in
ancient times, dating back almost two thousand years. The
flowing brush work shows split tips, empty white spaces,
fullness and void and a variety of ink tones, coming togeth-

er with a lively dynamism. The split tips are produced by
pressing the brush forcefully down and vigorously moving
it across the painting surface, leaving empty white spaces.

Wesley Tongson'’s journey was an unrelentingly spiritual one,
encompassing readings about and interest in Christianity,

Fig. 1 Detail of Old, The Dragon Conquered All and The
Phoenix Calmed The Spirit (1995)

Fig. 2 Spiritual Mountains 6 (2012) before color application

Islam, Buddhism and Taoism. Clear expressions of his in-
terest in Buddhism are seen in two horizontal calligraphies
in ink on paper dated 2011 and displayed in Bay Two: Ev-
eryone can see the omnipotence of the Buddha. His clear
vision radiates from his inner self (2011) (plate 7), and With
the prevalence of ink, arrogance subsides. We can observe
the teachings of Buddha, whose wisdom is all-encompassing
(2011) (plate 8). Shown on opposite walls, they surround two
landscapes painted in ink and with strong, potent color. The
eye can discern the brush technique of flying white (feibai)
calligraphy, but it sometimes requires archival records to
demonstrate the progression in the creation of paintings.
Very fortunately, two photographs of Bay Two's two vertical
landscapes Spiritual Mountains 6 (2012) (plate 9) (fig. 2, 3)
and Spiritual Mountains 7 (2012) (plate 10) in their unfinished
state guide us through their creation. The completed works
are dated 2012, while the dates of the photographs which
show the “bare bones” ink structure are undated. Schooled
in tradition during his training with eminent Chinese brush
painters Madam Gu Qingyao (1896-1978) and Harold Wong

Fig. 3 Spiritual Mountains 6 (2012)

(Huang Zhongfang) (b. 1943), Wesley Tongson followed the
tried-and-true method of first painting these two towering
landscapes in ink and then applying color. It appears that
Spiritual Mountains 6 and Spiritual Mountains 7 were com-
plete works in themselves before Tongson decided to apply
color. The heavy sections of velvet-like pigment add an extra
dimension to these rich, dense paintings.

In Bay Three, the tempo changes radically by concentrating
on paintings of vertical lotuses and horizontal plum blos-
soms, which are contrasted not only by spatial orientation,
but, more importantly, by time. Red Plums Over The Earth
(1993) (plate 12) is an ink and color painting on cardboard.
Its marvelously linear branches in ink joyfully set off dancing
plum dots in red. It is a superb condensation of the singu-
lar importance of lines and dots in Chinese painting. Nearly
two decades later, in 2011, Wesley Tongson painted Plum
5 (201) (plate 13), an almost architectonic interpretation of
the plum blossom. Restricted to ink on paper and devoid of
color, Plum 5 boldly divides the picture plane in half with a
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Fig. 4 Detail of Pine 3 (2011)

vertical stroke of ink bisecting the composition. An entirely
different understanding and interpretation of lines and dots
emerges in this work, showing not steady steps, but artis-
tic and creative leaps and bounds when compared with the
1993 plum blossom on the opposite wall. The two hori-
zontal plum blossom paintings embrace and surround two
vertical lotus paintings: Lotus 3 (2011) (plate 15) and Lotus 4
(1995) (plate 14), both in ink on paper. Lotus 3 is vigorous,
forceful and dark, whereas Lotus 4 is softer, gentler and in
light and medium ink tones.

Bay Four presents the culmination of Wesley Tongson’s
Jjourney, epitomized by Pine 3 (2011) (plate 17) (fig. 4). While
not the largest in size of his finger paintings, it is the most
stunning and powerful. The pine needles are spikes in ink
that literally sing and dance. In them, we can feel the sharp-
ness of needles and sense their invigorating scent. Mindful
viewing of the painting, absorbed in the pine tree’s essence
and life force provides an experience similar to the now
widely appreciated practice of shinrin-yoku, which means
“"taking in the atmosphere of the forest.” Two large finger
paintings composed a year earlier in 2010, Pine 2 (2010)
(plate 16) and Spiritual Mountains 8 (2010) (plate 11), de-
spite being more conservative than Pine 3, are leaps and
bounds apart from the artist’s earlier work and are rarely
seen in contemporary ink.

In Beijing, in November, 2018, Pan Tianshou's (1897-1971)
extraordinary masterpiece View from the Peak (1963) was
auctioned by China Guardian. Measuring 141 by 59 inches,

it was the artist's largest-ever finger painting. Dated 1963,
it is the culmination of Pan's prowess in finger painting, a
technique he began using in the 1920s. View from the Peak,
apart from its size, has a magnificent robustness, vitality
and boldness. All three paintings in “Wesley Tongson - the
Journey,” likewise, are robust and raw.

Before embarking on finger painting, it is imperative to
have a command of brush techniques. An understanding
of ink and its qualities is essential because unlike the brush,
fingertips cannot hold ink. Some of the steps and technical
explorations in Wesley Tongson’s journey are presented in
the exhibition’s “Ink Exploration” section. They are Water
Rhyme (1988) (plate 18), Approaching Rainstorm (1988)
(plate 19), Mountain 1 (1995) (plate 20), The Rugged Path
(1997) (plate 21), Misty Mountains (1993) (plate 22) and
Landscape 12 (2001) (plate 23). Taken as a group, they are
some of the stepping stones in Wesley Tongson’s journey.

Laozi's saying in Chapter 64 of the Tao Te Ching, "a jour-
ney of a thousand miles begins with a single step” has be-
come a widely known aphorism that applies to many of
life's circumstances and situations. Little can be achieved in
life without that all important single step—the determina-
tion to begin followed by the determination to continue to
place one foot in front of the other. It is an encouragement
to never give up and it is an acknowledgment that adversity
can be overcome. Wesley Tongson'’s personal creative and
artistic journey was characterized by courage and determi-
nation.

CATHERINE MAUDSLEY
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THE CONTEMPORANEITY OF

TRADITIONAL CHINESE INK PAINTING

AND ITS TRANSPOSITION

The Ink Paintings of Wesley Tongson
Wu Song

The solo exhibition of Wesley Tongson'’s paintings, “Wesley
Tongson — The Journey” was held from October 12, 2018 to
March 9, 2019 at the Chinese Culture Center of San Francis-
co. In the global context of art today, Tongson’s ink paintings
represent a singular oeuvre regarding the contemporaneity
of traditional Chinese ink painting and its transposition, and
it is one that warrants further study and reflection.

1. An unexpected discovery in Chinese ink painting

The work of Wesley Tongson' is an unexpected discovery
in Chinese ink painting. | see his calligraphy as part of his
painting: his fierce brush strokes bring to mind the slender
gold script from the era of Emperor Huizong of the Song
Dynasty, while their sharpness, sensitivity and delicateness
illuminate the artist's spiritual character. Although the reg-
ular script and cursive script differ in form, one can feel
something intrinsic running through both styles. His work
also reminds one of Lucio Fontana (1899-1968). Fontana's
cuts on the blank canvas also carry a striking sharpness, yet
they mark the move beyond the two-dimensional space on
the canvas. Tongson painted with his fingers and fingernails
in place of brush and knife. In this extension of the body,
we see the artist transforming finger painting techniques

1. Wesley Tongson (1957-2012). Born in Hong Kong in 1957, he attended St. Paul's
Co-educational College Primary School and St. Paul's Co-educational College
from 1963 to 1973. He attended Brentwood College School in Canada in 1973
He was diagnosed with schizophrenia at age 15. In 1974, he took up studying
traditional Chinese painting. In 1977, he graduated from the Hong Kong In-
ternational School; in the same year, he moved to Toronto, Canada, where he
studied with renowned Chinese painter Madame Gu Qingyao. He also studied
Western painting at the Ontario College of Art. Inspired by the work of master
Chinese painter Zhang Dagjian, he began to create splash ink paintings. In 1981,
he returned to Hong Kong and studied Chinese painting with Harold Wong
Starting in 1985, he participated in solo and group exhibitions in Hong Kong,
Pasadena, and London. He passed away in Hong Kong in 2012. His work has
been collected by public institutions and private collectors around the world,
including in Australia, Canada, China, Japan, Korea, Singapore, Thailand, the UK,
the US, Hong Kong and Taiwan

into spiritual symbols and going beyond the boundaries of
Chinese finger painting. This technique is exemplified in Of
Old, The Dragon Conquered All and The Phoenix Calmed
The Spirit (1995) (plate 6) (fig. 7). On the one hand, Tongson’s
late work calls to mind Chinese literati painting, and one
may compare it to the work of Xu Wei of the Ming Dynasty.
On the other hand, it echoes action painting in Western art.
With the sense of writing and motion it embodies, his work
transposes the ritual of classical Chinese literati painting to a
contemporary realm in a fascinating shift.

Fig. 1 Of Old, The Dragon Conquered All and The Phoenix
Calmed The Spirit (1995)
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Fig. 2 Spiritual Mountains 7 (2010)
Ink on paper
48.5x975in

Genius is often a surprise against a backdrop of normality;
so is art. Tongson’s life journey was proof to such genius. Re-
gardless, we can discover the reasons for this by looking at
his brief yet intense journey of life and art in several respects.
They include the changes in his use of the body as a creative
tool and his spiritual character, which began in his youth and
lasted throughout his lifetime; his manifold understanding of
religion, ranging from Christianity, Buddhism and Taoism to
his exposure to Islam, and the influence of Zen in particular;
his learning of traditional art, primarily his systematic study
of traditional ink painting and his appreciation of calligraphy
and painting; his fascination with the splash ink painting of
Zhang Dagian (1899-1983) during a particular period, and
his experimentation with techniques in the medium of ink;
his study at a Western art college, and his understanding of
art since Modernism. Among the various reasons, we can
see traces of Tongson’s inner conflicts, self-discovery and ex-
ploration of different paths, as well as the spiritual surges in
his late work. All this offers us a context for comprehending
this unexpected discovery. In this light, his work not only
goes beyond traditional ink painting in form or artistic lan-
guage, but it stems from the artist's confrontation with his
interior world. It shows us a real and struggling soul on the
quest for rebirth; it shows us the suffering and eruptions
behind a pure realm.

At the heart of Chinese ink painting is the historical devel-
opment of literati painting. It began with the first of the “six
principles of Chinese painting” established by Xie He of the
Liu Song and Southern Qi dynasties, “Spirit Resonance,”
which became the standard for appreciation of painting. In
the Tang Dynasty, Wang Wei's painting opened up a new
poetic realm that spelled the spirit of Zen and a transcen-
dent view of nature. Su Dongpo of the Song Dynasty em-

2. Su Shi (Su Dongpo): “Looking at Wang Wei's poetry, | see painting; looking at
his painting, | see poetry”

phasized the encapsulation of essence over form, stating
that "judging a painting by its faithfulness of portrayal is
akin to seeing from the eyes of an unlearned child? Zhao
Mengfu of the Yuan Dynasty pinpointed “the shared genesis
of calligraphy and painting™ in his theories of the aesthet-
ics and methods of painting. Ming Dynasty painter Dong
Qichang’s views on the "Northern and Southern schools” of
painting had a profound impact on the history of Chinese
art. The development of this aesthetic direction shaped the
formal characteristics and spiritual qualities of literati paint-
ing. There were changes as well as elements that remained
unchanged in the themes, styles of expression and the iden-
tity of the painter, as the genre evolved throughout history.
It is precisely between these changing and unchanging el-
ements that Chinese ink painting has continued to thrive.

Tongson’s study and understanding of tradition permeates
and shines through his work, as the echoes between the
classical and the contemporary reveal the essence that is
“unchanging”” As we look at his work, the emotion elicited by
the visuals is the answer to this question: how the changes
in his spiritual character, his knowledge, his surroundings,
and his imagination of artistic ideal intersected, clashed
and collided within the artist. The tremendous visual impact
guides us to go beyond what is seen—we see a solitary
figure who retreats from the world and immerses himself in
introspection, like someone who spends his days observing

3. From the first of Two Poems on Paintings of Flowers by Registrar Wang from
Yanling by Su Shi (Su Dongpo)

4. Inscription by Zhao Mengfu for Withered Trees, Bamboos and Rocks: "The
brushwork of the rocks resembles the flying white, and that of the trees recalls
the seal script in calligraphy. One must master the eight principles if they are
to paint the essence of bamboos. To grasp this point, one must be aware that
calligraphy and painting share the same genesis”

5. Notes from the Painting-Meditation Studio, Scroll 2, by Dong Qichang: "There
are the Southern and Northern schools in Zen, and the divide originated in the
Tang Dynasty; the divide between the Southern and Northern schools of paint-
ing also originated in the Tang Dynasty”

the nature in a Bodhidharma. It is the spiritual refinement
that goes beyond the visual realm to connect the past and
the present—it is ‘change’

In Spiritual Mountains 7 (2010) (fig. 2) for instance, the land-
scape is robustly delineated in firm, masterly crafted ink
strokes, yet it resounds with a vibrant energy. The compo-
sition of his painting brings to mind the work of Gong Xian,
hinting at an artistic vein that has run through landscape
painting from the classical era to the present. He used ink
blocks and dots to create an overlapping texture, yet the
painting rings with spiritual resonance. He painted with his
palms, fingers and fingernails in place of brush; the lines and
ink flow between a radiant intensity and a rich solidness,
while the interweaving of ink lines skirts between a gentle
touch and a dazzling sharpness. All this reveals a sponta-
neous artistry. In his work from this period, the artist's com-
mand of the language of ink has reached an impeccable
height. His ink language and spiritual world have merged,
and it stems from and transcends technique at the same
time. The composition of ink in his painting unfolds between
large blocks of black and white, and between intricate and
rhythmic layers; it is filled with passion and sensitivity. Yet
the world that emerges in his work is one of light and tran-
scendence.

One can glimpse further into this world in Spiritual Moun-
tains 4 (2011), where the landscape rendered in thick ink is
accentuated by washes of pale blue and light ochre. The
work features ink as the main color over the color washes.
The overall composition conveys a sharp rhythm; it unveils a
touch of richness in the wilderness, and a feeling of lightness
amid heaviness. On the one hand, the mountains seem to
call to one another; the shimmering lines in between evoke
the surging wind or the clouds, and movement or stillness,
as well as rings of solemness in the landscape. Yet amid the
density of black, the mountains stand like two reflections of
the joy of nature, with touches of childhood innocence and
youthful curiosity. On the other hand, the mountains con-
verge from the front to back and left to right, stirring hints

Fig. 3 Spiritual Mountains 5 (2012)
Ink & color on paper
703 x38in

of clashes in an unusual composition that reflects the artist's
state of mind at the time.

Spiritual Mountains 5 (2012) (fig. 3) is another revelation. The
portrayal of the landscape hints at the classical and elevated
perspective, yet it also appears to be born of a spontaneous
composition. The mountains are lit up by faint washes of
cinnabar and pale yellow, contrasted with malachite that
springs from the layering and coalescence of colors. The
malachite flows, and the color of ink runs. In the painting,
the colors and ink make a harmonious unison in places; they
strike discordant notes at other moments, particularly in the
layering and coalescence of colors. This intentional discor-
dance or the disregard for discordance, and the graffiti-like
interweaving of dots, lines and ink blocks all allude to the
artist's state of mind at that moment. It evokes a solitary
yet graceful figure, who treads beyond the norms of the
mundane world. Perhaps this is the spiritual realm of Wesley
Tongson, the sage.

Fig. 4 Plum 3 (2010)
Ink on paper
49x976in
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Fig. 5 Plum 4 (2011)
Ink on paper
48.8x975in

Tongson’s painting, such as Plum 3 (2010) (fig. 4), Plum 4
(2011) (Ag. 5), Plum 5 (201) (plate 13), Orchid 1 (2010) and
Lotus 2 (2010) encapsulate a distinctly personal language
and emotions, as well as the characteristics of the era. These
finger ink paintings exemplify Shitao’s words: “Brush and ink
should be a reflection of the time"" The works revolve around
traditional subjects that have been rendered with utmost fi-
nesse by the literati throughout the ages. We see the works
harkening back to history, such as the art of Xu Wei and
Bada Shanren. Yet in these works we also see a unique ap-
proach to composition, where the scattering, wildness and
capture of the subject’s essence is elaborate and intense.
One feels a strong sense of motion and ritual in looking
at his works; it is the process and channel for his spiritual
surges, as these flowers in his late work bear the imprints of
his life and time.

Be it the landscape paintings, calligraphy, or flower and
plant paintings in Tongson'’s late oeuvre of finger ink and
ink works, the imagery emanates a tremendous momentum
and a surging, unstoppable vitality, as if it was the artist's
final strike at the zenith of life. He used larger or delicate
surfaces of his body to create, shifting between sharp and
gentle touches, dots and planes, lines and blocks, plainness
and colors at a fast or slow pace, with complete spontaneity
and impeccable artistry. His body and mind were one with
painting: in these works, the mountains are real, or illusory,
and finally both; so are the flowers, birds and plants, as well
as his calligraphy.

At this point, Tongson'’s art had reached an elevated realm.
2. Transformation and sublimity

There are two distinct artistic veins in Tongson's work. The
first has its roots in traditional Chinese calligraphy and paint-

ing; it encompasses the calligraphic structure and abstrac-
tion, and the language and temperament of literati painting.
The second stems from the visual perspectives and exper-
imentation in modern painting; it includes color, texture
and tension, the trials and errors as well as discoveries in
painting. Tongson’s manifold understanding of culture and
religion, his intellectual sensitivity and its development, his
studies and travels to different countries, and the purity
that marks his temperament and his focus on his work—all
this overlaps, collides and condenses until it reaches sub-
limity, unveiling the varied facets of his works from different
periods.

His early works show both the imprints of his study of tradi-
tional painting techniques and the trends of the era. For in-
stance, he was deeply inspired by Zhang Dagian, whom he
revered; he was also influenced by Liu Guosong's (b.1932)
revolutionizing of materials and technical experimentation
in painting. His works from this period highlight the ex-
perimentation with materials, splash ink and color, and the
external form.

It is reflected in the expansiveness of form in Water Rhyme
(1988) (plate 18) and Approaching Rainstorm (1988) (plate
19). This expressive style in the artist's work matured
throughout the 1990s, as seen in Beauty of Tranquility
(1992). The colors gravitate towards a subtle restraint, yet
the imagery spells a tremendous presence. It echoes the
spirit of Zhang Dagian’s color ink painting, with hints of
the misty background color in Mi Fu's (1051-1107) style of
landscape painting. In this work, we can grasp Tongson’s
expression of his conception of landscape, while the exter-
nal form embodies the pursuit of greater distances in the
artist's mind. Landscape 11 (1988) (plate 2) and Landscape
70 (1988) (plate 1) portray hues that resound with Chinese
sensibilities as well as symbolism. The composition of the

work is grand in its richness and purity, and with the reso-
nance of ink shining through the solid colors.

In Tongson’s work, calligraphy is a structural element that is
concealed or distinct at different moments. In God's Light
(1992) (plate 5) and Blessed Rain (1992) (plate 4), the form of
the Chinese calligraphic aesthetics comes into unison with
the overall composition, spelling nuances of calligraphy and
text. The painting is read as it is seen; the image alludes to
calligraphic writing, the mountain or the landscape, while it
also carries philosophical reflections. This creative format of
instilling meaning into form originated from approaches in
traditional Chinese folk art, lending to the work a sense of
familiarity and vitality.

His ink and colored bamboos harken back to the brushwork
and execution of ink in traditional literati painting, while also
reflecting the spirits and sensibilities of the times. In Bamboo
7(1993) and Bamboo 2 (1997), the malachite bamboo leaves
and ink bamboos reveal Tongson’s attention to the tradition-
al artistic language, and his revamping of traditional motifs
in painting.

During this period, Tongson arrived at a gradual change in
his understanding of hue and ink; it is the shift from vibrancy
to plainness, a process that hints at retrospection on the
past. The Rugged Path (1997) (plate 21) is a representative
work from this period. It features pure ink colors in evoking
an abstract realm that echoes the artist’s life—the climb up
the rugged path is one through an abysmal, deserted, vast
and solitary land. Plum 7 (1993) also conveys a similar state
of mind and emotional realm.

Looking at Tongson's oeuvre, one sees how his pursuits
throughout different periods enrich the world of his paint-
ings. Yet ink remains the crux of his work, and the back-
ground color could be interpreted through these traditional
aesthetic notions—that calligraphy and painting share the
same genesis, and a painting should possess an intrinsic es-
sence and vitality. The qualities of his character and his ar-
tistic practice—one that is filled with fierce, striking sparks—
coalesce into a coherence that slowly reveals itself, as the
grandest revelations are distilled into utter simplicity. In the
end, like | mentioned before, his late works show the surges
of genius.

Tongson’s work may seem like an unexpected discovery in

Chinese ink painting, but it is not. It embodies the ‘change”
of brush and ink that moves with the times, and it also con-
tains elements that are “unchanging” and which are ground-
ed in the historical development of the art. Further, it is the
manifestation of his exceptional life journey.

WU SONG

Born in 1962, Wu Song enrolled in the Sichuan Fine Arts
Institute in 1979, and the China Central Academy of Fine
Arts in 1990. Since 2000, he has been Professor at the Sich-
uan Fine Arts Institute. From 2002 to 2015, he served as the
Director of Graduate Studies at Sichuan Fine Arts Institute.
He is currently the Director of Wu Song Chinese Ink Studio
at the Sichuan Fine Arts Institute. He is a 2018 visiting scholar
at the University of California, Berkeley.

His main research and professional areas include the con-
temporariness of traditional Chinese ink, mixed media paint-
ing, and arts education. He is currently a visiting scholar
at the Center for Chinese Studies, University of California,
Berkeley. His work has been widely exhibited and recog-
nized with various accolades and collected by museums
and private collectors. It was featured in the Venice Biennale
2013, collected by the British Museum in 1996, and awarded
the Prize of the Italian Republic in 1995.

His major publications include State—Works and Education
(Jiangxi Fine Arts Publishing House, 2017), Onsite—Arts Edu-
cation and the Creative Ecology (Jiangxi Fine Arts Publishing
House, 2016), The Art of Mural (Chongging University Pub-
lishing House, 2016), and The Art Experience (Hebei Fine Arts
Publishing House, 2009).
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WESLEY TONGSON'S
SECLUDED WORLD OF INK

Mary-Ann Milford-Lutzker, Ph.D.

Wesley Tongson, Ink Artist

Wesley Tongson (1957-2012) took the name “Mountainscape
Teacher” (Shandou Laoshi) and, in his later years, signed his
paintings as “Mountain Taoist” (Shandou Daoren). By doing
so, he identified himself with the ancient wenren hua, lite-
rati, tradition of Chinese scholar-amateur calligraphers and
painters that can be traced back as early as the Six Dynasties
period (220-581 CE), when the creative use of the brush was
first recognized as the critical form of expression by China'’s
educated elite. Since then shu fa, calligraphy, the art and
method of beautiful writing, has been considered the most
important form of Chinese aesthetics. This is because the
same brush that is used for writing is also used for paint-
ing, and it is understood that the strength of the brushed
line imparts a sense of the creator. None of this was lost on
Wesley Tongson, who in the tradition of an educated young
student studied and practiced writing and painting from his
earliest years.

Above all else, Tongson was an impassioned artist who
wrote and painted every day of his life, ultimately disband-
ing the use of the brush so that the ink and pigments flowed
literally from his hands, fingers and nails. He was following
the canon of the Liu fa, Six Elements of Painting, written by
Xie He in the Sixth Century in his Guhua pinlu (Old Record of
the Classifications of Painters). Xie He's first element requires
that brush strokes, whether written or painted, be filled with
qgi, spirit resonance, which means that they should possess a
profound sense of vitality; the second element discusses the
"Bone Method” which is the way of using the brush, the han-
dle of which is considered an extension of the artist's own
hand. Following these ancient canons, Tongson adhered
closely to the tenets of classical forms of expression, as both
his calligraphy and his paintings convey a deep sense of
conviction that can only come from a pure heart.

Ink as an Instrument of Political Dissent

When considering Tongson'’s art, it is important to recog-
nize the political environment that existed in the second half
of the Twentieth Century. Mainland China was embroiled in
Mao Zedong's Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), and Great
Britain's 99-year lease on Hong Kong was to be terminated
in 1997. Chinese identity for those living in Hong Kong was
in flux as there was no sense of cultural stability for the fore-
seeable future. It was this climate of uncertainty that faced
Tongson during his formative and most impressionable
years, and it was during this time that he sought comfort
in painting his Taoist inspired landscapes and calligraphic
Zen aphorisms, as wenren artists of earlier times had done
before him. The parallels with history are strong. During
times of invasion and duress, intellectuals, particularly those
who worked at the Imperial Court, would often choose to
take leave of their official duties and escape to remote areas
where they could live secluded lives, often choosing to be
close to Taoist and Buddhist communities. Tongson’s own
interest in Taoist mysticism and Zen Buddhism included
Christianity; these great religious traditions gave him spiri-
tual support and provided him with insights into the deeper
workings of nature, bringing him closer to a place of inner
peace.

During the Southern Song period (1127-1279 CE), disillusion-
ment with political transgressions led to the rising interest
amongst many intellectuals in the meditative Zen (Chan)
sect of Buddhism. It was a time when the important painters
Liang Kai (early 13th century) and Mugi (mid-13th century),
broke with the courtly professional styles of painting that
used colorful pigments and finely detailed outlines, to de-
velop their own strong, individualistic and expressive brush
strokes, by means of pure black ink” They experimented in
the unfettered spiritual environments of Buddhist temples

Fig. 1 Detail of Spiritual Mountains 8 (2010)

and Taoist retreats. A similar situation arose in the 13th and
14th centuries with the invasion of China by the Mongols led
by Genghis Khan, whose grandson, Kubilai Khan (r. 1260-94)
established the Yuan Dynasty (1260-1368 CE).

I-min, Left-over Subjects

During this time of oppression under the Mongols, many
Confucian scholars refused to serve at the Khanbalik court
out of loyalty to the fallen Sung Dynasty, they were known
as i-min, or left-over subjects, many of whom settled in the
area around Hangzhou. They were scholars, calligraphers,
poets and painters, who rejected not only official service,
but also the perceived weak styles of the Southern Sung
court painters. The Yuan period paintings of Qian Xuan
(c. 1235-1300), Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322), Huang Kung-wang
(1269-1354), and Ni Zan (1301-1374), etc. were critiques of
the overly refined, colorful professional works of the past,
and as such, today in the twenty-first century their spirits
and attitudes can be recognized as being thoroughly mod-
ern in their dissenting positions. It is in this sense that Tong-
son, although not overtly political, fits the role of the i-min.
He was a distinctive and accomplished artist who under-
stood the tenets of traditional ink painting. He also had the

courage to paint in the highly intellectual ink styles forbid-
den during the Cultural Revolution. A case could be made
that he had the freedom to do so because he was living in
Hong Kong; however, having been trained in both Chinese
and Western forms of artistic expression, he joined an older
distinctive group of contemporary twentieth century artists
who were adhering to the traditional values of ink paint-
ing whilst exploring new forms of expression. Artists of the
early 20th century, including Pan Tianshou (1897-1971),
Zhang Dagian (1899-1983), and Lui Shou Kwan (1919-1975),
were faced with the demise of the old imperial order that
had been sustained by the Qing Dynasty (1644-1912) and
the opening up of China to the rest of the world. It was
during this tumultuous time that new forms of aesthetic ex-
pression were introduced that inspired them to rethink the
position of traditional ink painting. They experimented by
using innovative methods and ideas, many of which were in-
fluenced by the introduction of colorful Western oil painting,
yet they never strayed from ink as their principal source of
artistic expression. This was also the case with the next gen-
eration of younger artists, many of whom lived and studied
in the West, including Arnold Chang (b. 1954, New York) a
contemporary of Tongson’s and a student of the renowned
experimental ink artist C.C. Wang (Chi-Chien Wang) (1907-
2003). Chang, like Tongson, faced similar challenges in his
efforts to infuse modern (read Western) approaches into his
traditional art through collaboration and photography.

Landscapes

Fundamental to studying traditional Chinese painting is
the acknowledgment of the hierarchy of subject-matter. Ink
paintings of the natural environment follow that of the gods
and spiritual beings and are considered the most important
form of aesthetic expression. Landscape painting, shan-shui
hua, translates as “mountain and water painting” The natu-
ral world was believed to be the sacred abode of xian, Taoist
immortals, who inhabit the mountains, hills, rivers, lakes, and
islands in the oceans. Tongson painted many landscapes in
a variety of styles, most of which were done in the classical
vertical format, to be read from the foreground at the bot-
tom, up to the mountains and clouds, the abode of deities,
at the top. Some are named by consecutive numbers, such
as Mountain T (1995) (plate 20) and Mountain 2 (2001), or
Landscape 3 (2001), and Landscape 6 (2003), etc.; however,
most have distinctive Taoist or Zen titles such as
The Rugged Path (1997) (plate 21), or the series of
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Spiritual Mountains, in pure ink, including Spiritual Moun-
tains 3 (2010), or the more colorful Spiritual Mountains 4
(2011) and Spiritual Mountains 5 (2012), in which the blue-
green and gold colors are highly referential to Tang Dynasty
(618-906 CE) early landscapes, the most well-known of which
is the painting of Emperor Minghuang Xuanzong's Journey
to Shu (c. early 8th century). Following paths through rocks,
over rivers, and up through mountain slopes is a reassuring
experience for viewers; however, the heavily-inked rocks and
mountains in Spiritual Mountains 4, portend a deep sense of
anxiety that is even more prevalent in Spiritual Mountains 8
(2010) (plate 11) (fig. 1), in which Tongson dispenses with any
color that would have relieved the intensity of his feelings.
His black ink landscapes recall those defiantly painted by
Li Keran (1907-1989) during the Cultural Revolution (1966-
1976). Yet the most intense landscapes are those he paint-
ed with his fingers and nails such as Spiritual Mountains 3,
that harken back to the influence of the earlier masters Pan
Tianshou (1897-1971) and Zhang Dagian (1899 -1983), who
worked in the spontaneous pomo, splashed ink, style that
offered a freedom of expression from the highly controlled
cun, texture strokes, that form the foundation of traditional
ink painting.

Calligraphic Mantra Characters

Throughout his life, Tongson sought solace in Taoist mys-
ticism, Zen Buddhism and Christian teachings. In nature
he felt a deep sense of spirituality as is evidenced by often
calling his landscapes “Spiritual Mountains!” This is palpable
in a series of paintings he made in the 1990s wherein he
adhered to the ritual tradition of writing characters and syl-
lables that would be used in meditation as sacred mantras in
Christian and Zen Buddhist practice. The calligraphic char-
acter in The Light (1992) (plate 3) is boldly written in large
grey ragged strokes that impart a sense of energy which
make the character seem to float above the green, pink and
blue marbleized background; however, the darkness of the
black ink appears to fade in the strength of “The Light of
Christ” that can also reference the symbolism of the Bud-
dha’s Enlightenment. In another painting, God's Light (1992)
(plate 5), the characters have become illegible; the highly
expressive flying white, feibai, strokes are dissolving in the
intensity of God's Light and appear to be immersed in the
pale aqua-colored marbleized waters. The grey characters
in Blessed Rain (1992) (plate 4) are written with a sense of
scattered frenzy with pomo raindrops falling over and be-

Fig. 2 Ksitigarbha (1992)
Ink & color on board
232 x1511in

tween the lines onto the blue marbleized background.
Three paintings that have specific Buddhist references are
Ksitigarbha (1992) (fig.2), Boundless Compassion (1993), and
Buddhadharma (1997), all of which are painted with a cha-
otic fury, making the characters virtually illegible. The dark
palette of Ksitigarbha references the bodhisattva who lights
the way for all those in hell and is the guardian of deceased
children. The lines of Boundless Compassion appear to spiral
with great intensity as they represent the enormity of the
work of the Buddha and bodhisattvas as they seek to save
all sentient beings. Buddhadharma is written on two boards
with the same energized movements witnessed in the other
paintings in this series; here the reference is to Bodhi Dhar-
ma, a Central Asian Buddhist monk who brought the teach-
ings of the Buddha from India to China in 520 CE, and intro-
duced the meditative sect of Chan, known as Zen in Japan.

Trees and Flowers

Trees and flowers are imbued with significant meanings that
remove them from the purely decorative; hence Tongson'’s
paintings of the Suihan Sanyou, "Three Friends of Winter’
that is, the pine, plum, and bamboo, convey strong associ-

Fig. 3 Detail of Lotus 3 (2011)

ations with longevity, courage, endurance and loyalty, all of
which are based upon Confucian values. Often these three
“friends” are painted together to reinforce their meanings;
however, Tongson made many large paintings of each in-
dividually, allowing the values of each to be expressed in
its own way. Evergreen pine trees that withstand the bitter
cold of winters are enduring symbols of longevity, especially
when paired with rocks. In Pine 2 (2010) (plate 16), Tongson
pairs a rather stiff upright pine with a rugged vertical rock;
heavily inked pine needles that he made with his nails, pro-
vide dense canopies over the rough surfaces of the rock and
the tree trunk, denoting the tenacity and age of both. Pine 3
(2011) (plate 17) is a painting of a branch that reaches diag-
onally across the surface of the paper with its pine needles
appearing to explode in star-like bursts. In this pine branch
there is a lightness and dynamic quality to the strokes that
Tongson made with his nails to define the needles. The
whole painting exudes a sense of energy that contrasts with
the rigid, static Pine 2.

The evergreen bamboo, known for its tensile strength and
ability to withstand the rigors of winter, represents vitality,
endurance and longevity. It bends in strong winds but does
not break, thus it symbolizes humility, fidelity and integrity.
Painting the stalks and leaves of bamboo provides the foun-
dation for calligraphic brush strokes so is known to all who
practice writing and painting. On the two boards of Bamboo
7(1993), Tongson captures the tensile strength of the vertical
trunks as they are blown in the wind, and one can almost

hear their delicate spiky leaves rustling against each other.

Plum blossoms, the third of the “Three Friends of Winter"
are symbols of perseverance and purity; they bloom in the
midst of winter on gnarled old trees, with the promise of
rebirth and longevity. Tongson painted them in a variety of
styles, from the heavily inked dense abstract rendition in
Plum 2 (2004), to the horizontal Plum 3 (2010), wherein, us-
ing his nails, the strokes virtually fly over the surface of the
paper, barely touching it, giving the lines a sense of move-
ment as if dancing through the air. It has that same sense
of spontaneity and immediacy that can be detected in Pine
3. In other paintings of plum blossoms, such as Red Plums
Over the Earth (1993) (plate 12) and Plum 1 (1993), Tongson
introduces a joyful sense of vitality through the auspicious
red blossoms that are splashed on in the highly sponta-
neous pomo style, as they alight on the snow-covered, an-
gular branches.

Lotus, the sacred Buddhist flower that connotes spiritual
purity, was a particularly important image for Tongson. His
paintings of this beautiful flower are intense and dark. Lotus
7 (2002) is an exercise in stark contrasts between the white
petals of the flower and a leaf that drapes down like a skirt,
against the intense solid black background. Lotus 2 (2010) is
a vertical painting in which black lotuses are barely visible
against the dark grey wash. In both these works there is a
premonition of foreboding. This darkness is taken further
in Lotus 3 (2011) (plate 15) (fig. 3) where the whole surface
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of the paper is filled with seemingly chaotic black ink brush
strokes. Any sense of spiritual enlightenment seems to have
dissipated. Even in the towering vertical painting of Lotus
4 (1995) (plate 14) (fig. 4), the flower has passed its prime.
[t seems that the spiritual awakening that Tongson sought
from Zen Buddhism is beyond his reach.

Calligraphy and Ink

Tongson expressed himself in distinctive and personal ways
through his control of ink, whether with a brush, his hands,
fingers or nails. He excelled in different styles of calligra-
phy as can be seen in his large character work Calligraphy
4 (2011, which is done with his fingers, wherein he writes
the characters in a boldly splattered ink li-shu, clerical script,
that have the energy of a written Zen aphorism. Calligraphy
2 (2009), on the other hand is also written with his fingers
in the li-shu style; however, each character is clearly formed,
with softly defined and rounded edges giving a more formal
essence. In Calligraphy 3 (2009) each character adheres to
an invisible rectangular shape that is also evident in his pre-

Fig. 4 Detail of Lotus 4 (1995)

ceding works. In this calligraphy he has executed it with a
certain lightness and delicacy that is punctuated by heavier
areas and splattered dots in his distinctly recognizable style.

Two outstanding examples of Tongson's Zen calligraphy
are Buddhist in nature: Everyone can see the omnipotence
of the Buddha, His clear vision radiates from his inner self
(2011) (plate 7); and With the prevalence of ink, arrogance
subsides. We can observe the teachings of Buddha, whose
wisdom is all-encompassing (2011) (plate 8). In both of these
large works, Tongson displays an almost lyrical sense of
movement that can be traced down the vertical lines that
are punctuated with alternating areas of dense black ink and
delicate, swift feibai strokes. The message of the Buddha's
teachings further adds to the intensity of these powerful
calligraphies.

Perhaps Tongson's most distinctive calligraphy can be seen
in Of Old, The Dragon Conquered All and the Phoenix
Calmed the Spirit (1995) (plate 6). It is a strongly Taoist work
written in the tsao-shu, cursive script, that exudes tremen-
dous energy. Following each stroke becomes a visual dance
for the viewer, wherein heavily inked areas abruptly twist and
turn into flying white, feibai, strokes, and the finest, most
delicate lines are as slender as silken threads. The result is
an extraordinarily cohesive and compelling work of aesthetic
achievement that captures the essence of the complemen-
tary powers of the dragon and the phoenix.

Tongson was the consummate ink artist. Limiting himself
mostly to traditional literati themes, he experimented with
different forms of painting, from highly linear and calligraph-
ic to colorful intense washes. He was inventive in his meth-
ods of painting, yet stayed true to his commitment to ink as
his ultimate form of aesthetic and spiritual expression. His
paintings are defined by his commitment to the expressive
potential of ink in the true spirit of Zen.

MARY-ANN MILFORD-LUTZKER

Mary-Ann Milford-Lutzker, Professor of Asian Art History, holds
the Carver Chair in East Asian Studies, at Mills College. She
received her Ph.D. from the University of California, Berkeley.
Her courses cover the ancient, classical and contemporary his-
tories of the art of India, China, Japan and the Himalayas. The
focus of her research is on the contemporary art of Asia, and
on Asian-American artists, which resulted in her curating the
first exhibition of contemporary Indian art to be held in the
United States. In support of her work she has received many
grants and fellowships from the National Endowment for the
Humanities (NEH), the Smithsonian Institute, and the American
Institute for Indian Studies (AllS). She has also curated exhibi-
tions on the arts of India, China, Japan, Korea and Indonesia.

She has served on the Board of Directors of the College Art
Association (CAA), 2005-2010, and on the Board of Directors
of ASIANetwork, 2006-2009. She has also served on the Board
of Directors of the American Council for Southern Asian Art
(ACSAA) and the Society for the Art and Cultural Heritage of
India (SACHI). She serves on the Advisory Committee for the
Society for Asian Art of the Asian Art Museum, San Francisco,
and is on the Commission for Asian Contemporary Art, San
Francisco. She currently serves on the CAA Art History Fellow-
ship Committee. In 1995, she served as an NGO Delegate to
the United Nations 4th International Conference on Women, in
Beijing, China.
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The idea that life is a spiritual journey was once common in
European and American religious culture: Pilgrim's Progress,
John Bunyan’s 1678 allegorical adventure of a Christian soul,
used to be required reading. Spirituality has largely fallen
by the wayside, however, replaced by modern materialism.
In developed countries now we focus on scientific and
economic progress, and largely neglect the spiritual aspect
of life, still part of the social menu of traditional cultures,
which  patronising contemporary standards adjudge
backward.

The paintings of Hong Kong artist Wesley Tongson (1957-
2012), aka Tong Ka Wai, in "Wesley Tongson — The Journey”
at San Franciscos Chinese Culture Center October 10, 2018
through March 9, 2019, constitute a spiritual pilgrimage
as well. Curated by Catherine Maudsley, and featuring
biographical notes by Cynthia Tseng (aka Cynthia Tongson),
the artist's sister — who, she reveals, did her brother’s art
homework when he was a child, before his interest in art
surfaced in adolescence — the show reveals a talented hand,
both disciplined and intuitive, at the service of a restless,
relentless creative drive.

Spiritual Mountains 7 (2012)

Tongson, who grew up in a Chinese Christian family in
Hong Kong, was diagnosed with schizophrenia at age 15,
in spring 1973. Shortly afterwards, at age 17, he declared an
interest in studying traditional Chinese painting, and began
taking lessons, encouraged by his family and teachers. Says
Tseng: "Due to his illness, Wesley could not do anything
else. Art was the only thing he could do. He was good at
it and it was what made him happy, so my parents were
supportive and encouraged him to continue. Wesley was a
lonely person. Later, when he retreated into his own world,
he disconnected with friends and family. Art was his life; it
gave him purpose and the courage to go on: his constant
companion. He found solace in his art. He was able to cope
with his illness,” including his paranoia and the side-effects of
his medication. "Without his art, | honestly don't know how
he would have survived all those years”

Not only did Tongson survive; he thrived, visibly, in his art.
The paintings on board and paper, framed or mounted
onto wooden strainers, are artfully laid out in the venue’s
three small galleries, with pairs of large coloured landscapes
flanked by monochromatic calligraphic paintings, facing
each other: landscape and calligraphy, the twin poles of
traditional Chinese painting, recapitulated and reinterpreted
with modernist verve and dash. Along the adjacent hallway
are smaller works that show the evolution of Tongson’s
famous splashed landscapes, accompanied by writing by
the somewhat reticent artist and his sister, a talented keeper
of the flame.

Fig. 1 Detail of Plum 5 (2011)

While a chronological arrangement that traced the artist's
development would have been preferable, the space
dictated the arrangement; attentive viewers can puzzle out
the progression, however, and the works of various styles
speak to each other anyway. While still in high school in
Hong Kong, Tongson studied traditional Chinese painting
styles and themes, such as pine trees, plum blossoms,
bamboo, with their symbolic and homophonic associations
with  longevity,  perseverance and  congratulation
respectively. With incessant practice, he became a young
latter-day guohua painter in the retired-Confucian-scholar
mode before graduating in 1977. At Ontario College of Art
from 1977 to 1981, he studied western painting, especially
the metamorphic Picasso, and began experimenting with
splashing ink, probably influenced by Jackson Pollock (1912-
1956) and certainly by Zhang Dagian (1899-1983), the
versatile modernist master, and virtuoso mimic/forger of
older masters, who sported an antiquarian long beard and
flowing robes, and developed a late splashed paint style,
pocai, which came, as Tongson writes in a letter, directly from
his heart.
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Fig. 2 Detail of Misty Mountains (1993)

Tongson returned to Hong Kong in 1981, studying with
Madam Gu Qingyao (1896-1978) and Harold Wong (Huang
Zhongfang) (b. 1943), and he continued experimenting
with and perfecting various non-brush ink application
techniques. He was instructed by Taiwanese painter Liu
Guosong (b. 1932) in ink staining, rubbing, dyeing and
marbling — floating ink on the surface of water and dipping
the paper into it, capturing the swirling, cosmic patterns
used for the psychedelic end papers of deluxe books. These
masterly landscapes, combinations of time-honored themes
and new techniques, garnered praise from critics and
collectors, museums and galleries in Hong Kong, Beijing,
Suzhou and London. The artist, whose visions originated
in Mahayana Buddhism’s Western Paradise, and who called
these richly textured works, improvised yet impossibly
perfect, his Zen Mountains of Heaven paintings, referred to
himself at the time, with irony and pride, as Shandou Laoshi
(mountainscape teacher). Finally come Tongson's late,
monumental landscape paintings, created with his hands,
fingers and fingernails, without tools: direct transcriptions of
his nervous system, like Pollock’s loops and skeins of liquid
paint flung from a stick.

San Francisco is fortunate to have even this modest sample
of Tongson’s prodigious output of work, the latest of a series
of exhibitions assembled by the Tongson family, which can
take pride in the achievement of its prodigiously talented,
hard-working, solitary son. It includes a few extraordinary
works worth singling out: the three 1992 calligraphic splash
paintings The Light (1992) (plate 3), Blessed Rain (1992) (plate
4) and God's Light (1992) (plate 5), pictograms that seem to
be both carved and liquid, monumental yet evanescent; Red
Plums Over the Earth (1993) (plate 12), a traditional bucolic
motif given explosive energy, with the plums represented
by perfectly sized and placed drops of vermilion ink; Plum
5 (201) (plate 13) (fig. 1), with fruit-laden trees dissolving
into what appears a dance diagram or musical score; and
Mountain 1 (1995) (plate 20) and Misty Mountains (1993)
(plate 22) (fig. 2), small, magical miracles of evocation:
paradise, regained.
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EXHIBITION TALK

Speakers: Catherine Maudsley, Cynthia Tongson, Abby Chen
Transcribed and edited by: Eileen Li
Talk Date: October 11, 2018

Catherine
To understand Wesley Tongson's work, it's key to know
the context he grew up in and his aspirations.

This brief discussion is in two parts: the first is on re-
ligion and the second is on spirituality. I'm excited to
hear more about the background and religious beliefs
of the Tongson family from Cynthia Tongson, Wesley
Tongson'’s sister. We're also very fortunate that the Ar-
tistic Director of CCC Abby Chen will join me to talk
about Wesley's work and other work in connection
with spirituality.

I 'want to start by describing the difference between
religion and spirituality. By looking at dictionary defini-
tions, religion is referred to as an institutional type of
belief, practice, and viewpoint. The world's great reli-
gions - Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Hindu-
ism, all have a set of beliefs and standard practices. On
the other hand, spirituality is often a personal experi-
ence. The exhibition is named "Wesley Tongson — The
Journey” after his creative development and spiritual
expression during his lifetime.

Let’s start by looking at [an image of] The Light (1992)
(plate 3). The Chinese character guang means light;
however, it is a reference to Christian scriptures in the
context of Wesley's work. “God is light; in him, there is
no darkness” is a quote from the Christian scriptures
and very meaningful to Wesley's work as a calligrapher.

Cynthia, can you tell us more about your family’s re-

ligious background? Can you speak a little on why
Wesley's work contains overt Christian messages in his
early period?

Cynthia

My parents came from Shanghai, and my mother grew
up in a Christian family. While my father did not have a
particular religion, he was baptized when my parents
got married. Both of them became members of the
China Congregational Church, a Protestant Church in
Hong Kong. Wesley and | grew up with Christian faith;
when we were young, my mother would read Bible
stories to us, and we would attend Sunday School.
Wesley and | really liked Sunday school because af-
terwards, we got to go to the theater to watch car-
toons. At that age, we were too young to attend the
full service; they didn't want us there, playing, making
noise. We started attending the full service when we
got older.

Catherine

There's also a Buddhist element in your upbringing,
as shown in one of Wesley's earlier works, Guanyin
(circa 1993) (fig. 1). His previous works feature repre-
sentational imagery referring to specific words and
phrases from the Bible, but there’s also an image of
a Buddhist deity. Cynthia, how was Wesley introduced
to Buddhism?

Cynthia
My dad’s mother was a Buddhist, and she lived with us.
We would see her pray and perform rituals. Of course,

A SEARCH FOR TRANSCENDENCE: ART AND SPIRITUALITY

Fig. 1 Guanyin (circa 1993)
Ink & color on board

23.4x15.8in
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this raised our curiosity. | think this was the introduc-
tion to Buddhism for my brother. | didn't ask too many
questions, but my brother probably did. She would tell
us a little about Buddhism, but at the same time, she
respected my parents and their Christian faith. Our
grandmother didn't try to convert us, but when we
had questions, she would explain.

So from early on, Wesley knew that in order to take
his paintings to a higher level, he must transcend him-
self He also recognized a deep relationship between
Chinese art, Chinese painting, and Buddhism. That is
one of the reasons why he explored Buddhism and
Zen philosophy.

Catherine

I'm going to show some photos of Hong Kong, spe-
cifically of Causeway Bay, the neighborhood where
Wesley grew up.

These are photos of the Tongson family church, the
China Congregational Church, back in the day before
it was rebuilt and as it is today (fig. 2, 3). | live in this
neighborhood, and it's two minutes from my home.
At night time, on the top of the new building, there’s
a dove that lights up. | love seeing it as a reminder
of peace when we go for walks in the neighborhood.

Cynthia

Yes, this church was a part of our upbringing. We even
attended nursery school there. The new church was
built not long ago, and it's much bigger. The old cross
and window are from the original church. Going to the
church always brings back so many memories. The old
church had amazing interior architecture.

Catherine

| think a lot of us, including myself, are in awe of ar-
chitecture. I'm also very fascinated by religious archi-
tecture.

Now, please join me on a theoretical 15-minute walk
in my neighborhood in Causeway Bay in Hong Kong. |
really love this neighborhood.

There is a phenomenal building, a Catholic chapel,
part of St. Paul's Church, which is right across the street
from the China Congregational Church. Right next to
it is the nuns' residence. As we exit and cross the street
from St. Paul's, we come to St. Mary's Church, an An-
glican Church (fig. 4). It's a fascinating building because

it retains Chinese architectural components but serves
as a Christian church.

Then, not far away in Happy Valley, is Tung Lin Kok
Yuen. It's a building established by a great philanthro-
pist and very committed Buddhist, Lady Clara Ho-
Tung in Happy Valley. It's a nunnery and also a school,
established in the 1930s in Hong Kong, and recently
renovated. Lady Clara was very interesting because
she was an ardent Buddhist and the second wife of
Sir Robert Ho-Tung, a very well-known Hong Kong
personality. Lady Clara adopted what's called a Bodhi-

Fig. 3 China Congregational Church, Hong Kong after its reconstruction

sattva Vow, a Buddhist commitment to oneself and the
well-being of all living creatures and sentient beings.

On that point about taking vows, was Wesley con-
firmed in the Church or baptized?

Cynthia
Yes.

Catherine

In my understanding of Buddhism, a lot of us adopt
Buddhist practices and benefit from its meditation
techniques and so on. But to be a Buddhist requires
a ceremony called taking refuge. As far as we know,
Wesley was influenced and inspired by Buddhist views
but not a Buddhist in that respect.

Nestled in this Buddhist temple, [Tung Lin Kok Yuen],
you'll notice a little pathway. You can see the Star of
David on the gates. This is the entrance to the Jewish
cemetery in Hong Kong. The main Synagogue is quite
far away, exceeding our theoretical 15-minute walk
limit. Nevertheless, the cemetery is the resting place
for many incredibly important members of the Hong
Kong Jewish community, many who came to Hong
Kong after 1949 and were vital to building up Hong
Kong's infrastructure. The cemetery is the final resting
place of many of the members of that Jewish commu-
nity in Hong Kong.

Not far away from Tung Lin Kok Yuen and the Jewish
cemetery is the Zoroastrian Temple in Hong Kong. The
outside of the building looks like a regular office build-
ing, but inside, in the temple, is the sacred fire. A lot of
the Parsi community originated in Iran and made their
way to India (usually Bombay or Calcutta), then even-

Fig. 4 St. Mary's Church, Hong Kong

tually to Hong Kong. The Sikh Temple is also within
our 15-minute walk radius. There is a very active Sikh
community in Hong Kong. Also within our 15-minute
range is the Tin Hau Temple in Causeway Bay and next
to the temple is a small Guanyin Temple.

It is clear that Wesley Tongson was a member of the
Christian faith, understood Buddhism through his pa-
ternal grandmother, and was exposed to religious and
spiritual practices. Hong Kong is a multi-faith commu-
nity. I'm glad to say that individuals have the right to
choose the way we worship, and this is enshrined in
Hong Kong life. Naturally, Chinese religious beliefs are
very important to a lot of our customs and celebra-
tions.

Cynthia

I did not realize all of this is within the same neighbor-
hood until you pointed them out, even though this is
the area | frequent.

Catherine

Thank you for mentioning that. | find it absolutely won-
derful that in Hong Kong we have the freedom and the
right to worship as we choose. There's a very vibrant
community. Hong Kong is a city of trade, economics,
and finance. In addition, we also have vital expressions
of art and religion. To me, these are the most mean-
ingful things in life. So let's thank Cynthia for joining us
here. And then Id like to invite Abby Chen on stage to
talk about spirituality. Thank you, Cynthia.

Wesley's work is very appealing because his search is
not only for creativity and artistic expression, but there
is also deep seeking of transcendence in his work.

We're now going to broaden the conversation. A lot of
you may have seen the Infinity Room by Yayoi Kusama,
a Japanese artist of international repute. This is an ex-
ample of the human desire for transcendence. Perhaps
this is really universal. It's contemporary art. It has no
reference to representational art of any type.

Abby

Yes, and | think as curators, talking to each other is
exciting and we are always curious about each other’s
knowledge and perspective. First of all, | appreciate the
context of Hong Kong because that gives us a back-
ground of Wesley's upbringing. As we are looking at
Yayoi Kusama's work, we need to again relate to Wes-
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ley Tongson and think about how his human desires
got translated into physical paintings. Can you share
more of your perspective in this realm?

Catherine
We will definitely do that.

| thought of Kusama for another reason. Kusama, as
we know, is not only one of the world’s leading art-
ists, she also happens to be an incredible example of a
person who has lived with personal adversity and has
had a very productive life. Kusama resides in a psychi-
atric institution. She is schizophrenic — as was Wesley.
Wesley's schizophrenia was identified at age 15. One
of the reasons it's such a great joy to curate the show
and work with the Tongson family is because there is
often a taboo about acknowledging mental illness. |
have been so inspired by Cynthia and her parents in
not making a fuss about it.

Kusama is schizophrenic and resides in a psychiatric
institution which is quite close to her studio. To me, she
has always been walking evidence that schizophrenia
is [just a] part of her makeup. That is who she is. She's
also an incredibly accomplished artist who has con-
sistently broken boundaries throughout her long and
very productive career.

[Abby], when you assess her work, do you immediately
think of her schizophrenia?

Abby

No, I don't. I think of her as a great artist. | think Wesley
is one of the great artists; they're always ahead of their
time, they're ahead of us, going beyond a lot of exist-
ing human understanding. What is so amazing is to
see artists be very frank and open about their mental
states. They can translate those mental states into a
physical form that wows us. On that part, it's always a
treat, not only to see artists with such fantastic artwork
but then to see the interpretation of them by others,
such as by curators like yourself

Catherine

Yes, artists like Vincent van Gogh and Yayoi Kusama
have universal appeal. You can live anywhere in the
world and speak any language, yet still be moved by
their art. In Starry Night, Van Gogh was able to under-
stand the star-filled night and interpret it in a way that
no one ever had. There is quite a bit of turbulence in
this painting. It's an interpretation of the sky and the

cosmos in a way that no one had ever done before.
And it pulsates with life.

Abby

I think Vincent van Gogh's work is a prime example of
how artists see and interpret things we were not able
to see. They'll show us a new way of seeing things, and
that is incredibly precious.

Catherine

In the film Loving Vincent, it's very well known that Van
Gogh had mental afflictions. He didn't have an easy
life. He had mental illness challenges. However, the
turbulent expression in Van Gogh's paintings is entirely
different from the serenity found in ink painting and
Wesley's work.

| believe the practice and the aspirations of ink art are
indivisible from transcendence. How can the practice
of ink painting be so suited to the search for transcen-
dence? Ink painting uses simple materials like ones
seen in traditional images of a scholar sitting at his
desk with his ink, paper, and brush. [The essence of
ink painting] is the manner of painting, lifestyle, and
viewpoint that come with the art.

One of the most interesting technical aspects of Wes-
ley's work is finger painting, primarily using the body as
an extension of the brush, [and an extension of] talent,
vision, and the internal unseen. Let's call it prana or gi
energy. This is part and parcel of the tradition of ink
painting in my understanding. We see finger paintings
particularly towards the end of his career. The tech-
nique uses the fingernails, and sometimes we can dis-
cern the tips of the fingers. Wesley's hands were quite
stained with permanent ink.

That's what makes ink painting so phenomenal; you
cannot make a mistake in the sense that it is a perma-
nent pigment. When it [ink] goes on the paper or silk,
you can't redo it. It carries a tremendous spontaneity
unlike oil painting or work in acrylic that can be edited.
Ink cannot be changed. There's a tremendous vitality
that can be felt in ink and on the paper.

The connoisseurship in regards to paintings requires
one to look very carefully at the quality of the brush
marks, the lines, and the dots. Very early on, after | left
the academic world and spent time with connoisseurs
and painters, | adopted a very simple rule of thumb,
no pun intended. When looking at an ink painting, |

might say that it sings and dances. It's alive. It has life.
If a painter who's not so skilled with ink and brush, it's
just dead, and it has no vitality. That's my rule of thumb
between an excellent painting and a not so good
painting.

Abby

Putting that aside, the way | would interpret that is
through the action itself. The action within the paint-
ing and the movements in paintings. In my limited ex-
perience with classical painting, we like to talk about
the serenity and the tranquility of the painting. | think
only in recent decades have we started to see a break-
through from that. | was quite astonished when | first
saw some of Wesley's paintings.

Another vivid memory is when we had that little epi-
sode on curatorial choice. When working with a guest
curator in an institution, we always feel we know more
about the space than the guest curator.

I'm always very curious about our guest curator’s
choices. When you enter the gallery, the most critical
work usually is at the end of our gallery on a large wall.
Typically, the most prominent work will be hung there.
We knew three works that Catherine might put there,
but we didn't know which work Catherine would place
on the large wall. So when | saw the work there, | asked
our other curator Hoi Leung, “Is it Catherine’s choice
to use this relatively smaller painting? There is a larger
one that fits right in” Hoi immediately dialed into Hong
Kong. | didn't know what time it was for you, but we
asked to make sure that this was your choice. Cather-
ine was very adamant; yes, that is the work.

Catherine

I think | remember saying that if you and your team
feel very strongly, | will go with your decision consid-
ering that | am the guest curator. But | would much
prefer my choice!

The choice seems counter-intuitive, as Abby said. It's
a large wall painted blue, so it stands out, and it re-
ally attracts your eye. There was an obvious choice
which is a pine tree, a beautiful study, and a very large
painting. However, in my assessment and viewpoint,
there’s another pine tree which extracts the essence of
pine needles and conveys it so magnificently. Although
the size is smaller, to me, the size is irrelevant. It's the
power of the ink, and it happened not with the brush,
but with the fingernails. The vitality that Wesley has

achieved, and what all artists hope to achieve, is the
authenticity within both his voice and the subject mat-
ter. Similarly, in my understanding of Chinese painting,
it's the parts that are representational that can convey
such authenticity. For example, we see this in the Song
Dynasty paintings of beautiful birds and flowers that
contain the essence of the subject. Another example
is the mountains that lead us to think solidity, majesty,
and so on.

There are two pine trees in the exhibition. One is a very
accomplished version, a formal study of a pine tree.
And the other one—the smaller painting—is what |
believe to be the culmination of Wesley Tongon’s jour-
ney as an ink painter.

Abby

Only a very confident and accomplished curator will
make those gutsy choices. To me, the smaller pine tree
was not the obvious choice, but it becomes so much
more evident after you see it.

Catherine

Thank you for the opportunity to work on the exhibi-
tion. Thank you so much, Cynthia, for including me in
this journey. And we really look forward to sharing the
exhibition. Here, I'm saying the royal “we"—I already
feel part of the CCC family. So thank you very much.

Abby
Thank you.

Catherine
We have time for a couple of questions. Cynthia, can
you join us back on stage?

Audience Member

| wanted to ask a little bit more about Wesley's private
life. There's not a lot that's known about his private life.
We know that he had great teachers. He studied under
Harold Wong, and even studied, | think, with Liu Guo-
song. At the same time, | want to get a sense of where
he got the inspiration to do his finger paintings. The
splash came from Zhang Dagian, that's quite obvious.
What sort of message do you think he was trying to
bring across with the finger paintings?

Catherine
Finger painting in Chinese painting history is not un-
precedented. Gao Qipei is a very famous finger paint-
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er. as well as Pan Tianshou. Other artists have done
this. You also mentioned his private life. We were really
fortunate because in the exhibition there is a display
cabinet with Wesley's writings, sharing some of his per-
sonal objectives in life and the role that art played for
him. I think seeing those notes will amplify more of his
private life.

Cynthia

Wesley has always explored non-brush techniques. |
believe it was a natural progression to finger painting
because transcendence was very important to him. It
really makes sense because when painting with the
fingers, there is no longer a distance. There's nothing
between, not even a brush. He was able to feel and
flow his energy onto the paper directly.

I don't think Wesley had a particular message because
he painted for himself. Art was important to him. |
think he found solace in it. The more important thing
when looking at his painting is what you get out of it.
For me, a lot of these very bright colors, splash ink
paintings and bright light in the sky really represented
hope for Wesley. Through all the challenges and strug-
gles he went through, there was still the light of hope.
| have learned that no matter how difficult your life
can be, there’s always hope. No matter how bad things
seem to be, good can still come out of it, like Wesley
creating art despite facing troubles in his life.

Audience Member

I'm curious about what you just said, considering that
the color white is a symbol of aspiration and hope.
I've often looked at traditional Chinese painting as a
reflection of the literati inner world. It's not the land-
scape, but the journey that he goes on. My eye is often
spending a lot of time in these wonderful paintings,
and the white space was far more critical than any of
the details. It gives a sense of peace, rest, hope, equa-
nimity to the viewer. This is not so much a question as
a comment of appreciation.

- END -

Catherine

Thank you so much for sharing that. We would be
very fascinated to get your comments on the plum
blossom painting because it's quite unlike any painting
I've seen, there’s a lot of white space within a flower
painting. I'm more accustomed to seeing white space
in landscape compositions. Id love to get your com-
ments on that particular one.

Abby

Many times, | look at paintings from more of a mod-
ernist or contemporary approach. When I look at Wes-
ley's paintings, one of the things that really stood out
for me was his composition.

Even though I'm not an expert in classical painting,
we have featured quite a few artists that break out of
that here at the Chinese Culture Center. One of them
is Zheng Chongbin, and the other one is Fong Chung-
Ray. These artists all try to break through a form that
Chinese ink painting has imposed for thousands of
years.

Fong Chung-Ray tried so hard and struggled to break
through that he started to paint aged walls to avoid
the foreground and background layers of Chinese
landscape painting. For Zheng Chongbin, his break-
through is turning the physicality of his traditional
training in portraiture to block and then from block
to what he's currently doing. Wesley does something
very similar to Fong Chung-Ray and Zheng Chongbin.

In the gallery, you will see the brilliant juxtaposition
and comparisons by our curator in the contrasting
plum blossom paintings, and Wesley’s breakthrough.

Catherine

The focus of this evening is art, religion, spirituality,
transcendence and the moving aspects of life which
"Wesley Tongson — The Journey” has been able to
demonstrate. Thank you.

: e Culture Cent
Chinese Culture Center “hinese Cv T - san Francisco

of San Francisco Bk of San
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Left to Right: Catherine Maudsley, Cynthia Tongson, Abby Chen, Exhibition talk “A Search for Transcendence: Art and Spirituality, 2018
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LETTER TO DR. HUI

Wesley Tongson
Written c¢. 2008, age 51

This note was addressed to Dr. Hui, Wesley's family doctor, and was never sent.

Talking about my art, you know they are splash ink land-
scapes. Let me tell you it was Zhang Dagian who created
the splash ink painting art. Zhang's artistic attainments
were extraordinary. Many say he was the reincarnation of
the black ape from over 500 years ago. Although this might
have been a legend and it seems profound to some, | can
see the reasoning behind this. The world of splash ink is the
vitality of the black apes, also the vitality of Zhang. Just think
of it, from the very beginning when | first started my splash
ink art, | already grasped this key factor and that was what
| focused on and worked hard at. If you take a closer look
at my splash ink paintings, you will realize | already grasped
the secret of Zhang's work, this being the result of my ef-
forts in Zen study. It seems that no one really understands
Zen of mountain and water. | hear people talk about the so
called Zen paintings; people should distinguish whether the
artists are using the idea of Zen in a painting or creating a
landscape painting with the essence of worldly dharma. You
should know that art and religion share a deep connection.

Did you know there were four significant painters during
the end of the Ming dynasty and the early Qing dynasty
who had prominent influence on all Chinese contemporary
artists? They were the four monks of the end of Ming dynas-
ty and the early Qing dynasty. These four artists were also
monks, not ordinary people. Therefore, when Zen, Dharma
and Art come together, it can elevate your art to a high-
er level. This was what Zhang meant when he wrote about
his late period’s splash ink paintings coming from the heart,
from within the self It is a form of mindfulness. When you
can take your art to the highest level, it is the work of Zen.

| have been painting for over 30 some years, | seldom see
my work or ideas being mentioned in the art circles, not
even in Hong Kong. | feelitis really unfair, as if no one really
understands Zen of mountain and water, which is really odd.
| wish to add that when | talked about grasping Zhang's
secret before, | did not mean to compare my splash ink

paintings to his. Zhang was a veteran artist with rich self-cul-
tivation in art. Therefore, he could differentiate what true
Zen was and what was not. Please don't misunderstand me,
my splash ink work cannot be compared to Zhang's. How-
ever, there might be an illusion from my paintings. This is
like having a golden rooster next to the black ape. The spirit
that comes out of splash ink art, you can feel it is a deeply
advanced thing. This is what coming from the heart or the
selfis. If you study more of Zhang's paintings, you will have a
better understanding, and maybe you can understand what
I am talking about. | find that a lot of people can't even grasp
this elementary step.

Zhang Dagian once said an artist was a portrayal of a di-
vinity as the artist could create everything on paper. In this
way, | feel | am a divinity in painting. When my craftsman-
ship reaches a higher level, | too can create on paper like
how God created those beautiful landscapes on earth. Zen
philosophy is nothing like the ordinary. Therefore, there is a
saying in Buddhism telling you not just to believe in a divin-
ity, but to become one yourself.

In the end, after many years of artistic training and practice,
my art will become more three- dimensional, going in the
direction of Picasso's and illustrating another facet of Picas-
so's idea of Cubism is my artistic direction.

FBEHME, RAREELKE, REtT U TRIBA
FELLHETHAA. RUREELERA, BEERER
RFFRl, SRATEHIERE, tOBL, XWEALE
FrRBETE, EHhEREREkEEL. THEATZA
AAsE—EER, ATRRMEZEERERERDN
ik, BERA TGk, ROBmM, H—FHL, &«
HEFHE ROCHEBEEAF TR, RESHERMR
FIEBETED, RETHERBLES. REMALE
BFEROUKE, RIUBTHRBALAL, ATEEE
FRATHORKE, SstRBEATIR. AL, MLKEZ
ENEREE, SARBARRNARETEES, &2F
EiRAERMEABBEEN XFENE, ERELET
HEEBHRALKE, BEDH, REMEEAIR
HEBHEHFENEIE.
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BE., IURNBSRBILE, SIEABEE. LEe
BERAERAT, BELEFMSAE—TBHEE BER
Bz, BAEEE, Bz 00B L RNER, Retg
BRHLZH L NEBEANEER—EHE.
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My paintings and calligraphic works contain a little Prajna (wisdom). If we
read Prajna often, we can get what we desire. Prajna is incredible. It is the only
eternal way of Buddhism.

BMEBR/IIMRE, BoRE, FROE. REEFTER, RER
B K A HIRE—IBER .

My Zen landscape paintings are neither about worldly Zen nor otherworldly
Zen, but otherworldly Zen of this world. This is a kind of personal practice
of well-being. Someday | will go to another world in the West after death,
the western heaven of ultimate bliss where all saints live. Since | have not
abandoned my worldly troubles, | have to rely on my power of determination
to enter the Western heaven.

LK, FRMHEE, hA2H e,
m2EHEtEE, —&/)kET.
thBEELEAR, BREAABLEERPHAERED,
FBHAEEN, TR (B3h) FERS.
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To tackle my bad or unstable mood swings at night, | have to make clear to myself that | will é

feel good when | see the sunlight after a good night's rest. | should always remind myself (/> / g{i/f
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that I have my paintings and calligraphy to keep me company, my adept brushwork through
years of intense practice, and then my mood will be good and my life will prolong. If | am
upset, my life will shorten and even if I grow old, | might not be able to take my paintings to
the highest level. Therefore, when | feel edgy or bored (because of loneliness) at night, | have
to read this page immediately. | will think of the sunlight in the daytime and being energized
after a good night's sleep. | have to understand that | cannot bear the long hours, | have to

look at my framed paintings and know that my artistic dexterity does not come easily. | have /
to keep up my good mood in order to attain longevity. Think of the sunlight in the daytime. -
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My paintings are natural.
Great artists have to attain the zenith of nature.

BHERRAN, ERBXARESRA, DEER.
HROOEAE R Z LKE,
BEYHE, UPHEE.
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Exhibition preview night and curatorial tour, October 11, 2018
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Exhibition Talk "A Search for Transcendence: Art and Spirituality, October 11, 2018

Exhibition talk "A Search for Transcendence: Art and Spirituality,” October 11, 2018
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Exhibition opening reception, October 12, 2018 Exhibition opening reception, October 12, 2018
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Exhibition tour with Society for Asian Art, January 12, 2019

“Slow Dancing with Art: Mindfulness and Art," a workshop series by Stephen Holtzman, February and March, 2019

Exhibition tour with students from California College of the Arts, February 22, 2019
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Arts engagement with preschoolers from Wu Yee Children’s Services, March 8th, 2019
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