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ABSTRACT
The Art of Irene Chou (Zhou Luyun, 1924 ± 2011) ±
A Case Study of Ink Painting
by
SHENG Hung
Master of Philosophy

Ink Painting was first initiated by Lui Shou Kwan (1919 ± 1975) in the 1960s
and it had a significant and remarkable influence on Hong Kong painters. It aimed to
revitalize Chinese painting as a reaction largely triggered by the dominant trend of
imitative practice of the Lingnan School in Hong Kong at the time. Lui stressed the
importance of gen (ḍ root) and shi (䘽 adaption) and signaled many possibilities of
ink painting as a new category. Gradually, a group of artists pursuing the same goal
gathered and made the Ink Painting Movement possible. Irene Chou was one of the
prominent and dedicated artists involved in the Ink Painting Movement. She
demonstrated a lifelong exploration of art and the expression of her inner self to art.
This study attempts WRDQDO\]HKRZ&KRX¶VDUWPDQLIHVWed the core values and
concepts of Ink Painting. Born in Shanghai, Chou moved to Hong Kong in 1949. She
did not commence painting until her mid-thirties when she studied with the second
generation of the Lingnan School master Zhao Shaoang (1905 ± 1998). Her artistic
career began with imitation. However, after she met and was inspired by Lui in the
mid 1960s she soon realized art was about self expression. Her art evolved from
representation to abstraction and eventually developed into her own style which is
very distinct from other Ink painters. After her stroke in 1991, she immigrated to
Australia. Despite the unfamiliar environment and poor health, Chou did not
surrender herself to these physical challenges. In contrast, her spirit elevated and she
continued the exploration of self through her creations. By using Chou as a case
VWXG\WKHUHVHDUFKDLPVQRWRQO\DVFUXWLQ\RI&KRX¶VDUWLVWLFSXUVXLWVDQGLQQRYDWLRQ
but also a juxtaposition of her pursuits among a few Ink painters of her time in order
to have a better understanding of some crucial and complex concepts of Ink Painting.
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Introduction
The thesis provides a perspective in analyzing the art of Irene Chou (ࡌጸ
ႆ Zhou Luyun 1924 ± 2011) as a prominent Ink painter. It aims to provide a
comprehensive study on the artistic evolution of Chou and her significance to
Hong Kong art history, in particular serving as an example to understand Ink
Painting (Xin shuimo ᄅֽᕠ) advocated by Lui Shou Kwan (ܨኂྺ Lu
Shoukun 1919 ± 1975) in the 1960s ± 1970s.

Chou was a distinctive local painter, but to date there has not been a
comprehensive study of her art. Most of the material related to Chou is short
articles in catalogs, newspapers and periodicals etc. Danqing chonger: Zhou
Luyun chuan (կॹᡒࠝΚࡌጸႆႚ The Biography of Irene Chou) published
in Brisbane in 20011 is useful in understanding the psychological aspect of
Chou as it contains descriptions of many of her life incidents, such as her
romances, marriage, and her relationships with her parents and children.
5HFHQWO\ /RUHQD 6XQ %XWFKHU¶V GRFWRUDO WKHVLV IRFXVHG RQ &KRX¶V DUW LQ D
biographical perspective.2 %XWFKHUDOVRZURWHDQDUWLFOHWRLOOXVWUDWH&KRX¶VDUW
WLWOHG ³7KH 8QLYHUVH LV 0\ +HDUW 0\ +HDUW LV WKH 8QLYHUVH: An Insight into
,UHQH &KRX¶V $UW -´3. The article mainly integrated quotes of Chou
ZLWK %XWFKHU¶V LGHDV KRZHYHU LW GRHV QRW Srovide a deep analysis on the
paintings of Chou.


1

Yixin and Yijie, Danqing chonger:Zhou luyun chuan (կॹᡒࠝΚࡌጸႆႚ The Biography
of Irene Chou) (Australia: Bridge U & Co. Pty. Ltd., 2001).
2
Lorena Butcher, µ³I Am My Art; My Paintings Are Me¶: An Exploration of the Relationship
Between the Art and Life of Irene Chou´ (PhD diss., Griffith University, 2013).
3
Lorena Butcher, ³The Universe is My Heart; My Heart is the Universe: An Insight into Irene
&KRX¶V$UW-´LQThe Universe is My Heart; My Heart is the Universe, -- (Hong
Kong: Hong Kong Arts Centre, 2003).
1

/DX.LQ:DLZURWHD03KLOWKHVLVLQWLWOHG³Xianggang shuimohua
\XQGRQJ\DQMLX´ (ଉֽཽᕠሎ೯ઔߒ Research on Hong Kong Ink Painting
Movement).4 It is noteworthy that Lau included Chou as a distinctive Ink
painter, but he excluded Chou in the common visual models that he created for
Ink painters. This will be discussed in chapter IV. The respected art critic Nigel
&DPHURQ SURYLGHG D VLPLODU FRPPHQW WKDW &KRX¶V DUW LV VR GLVWLQFWLYH WKDW LW
has never been easy to categorize.5 Chou is also mentioned in the introductory
ERRNVDERXW+RQJ.RQJ$UW VXFK DV 3HWUD +LQWHUWKXU¶V Modern Art in Hong
Kong DQG =KX 4L¶V Hong Kong Art History. Neither publications deals with
Chou¶s art LQ GHWDLO +LQWHUWKXU¶V ERRN ZDV ZULWWHn in 1980s when Chou was
yet to fully evolve her artistic style. Zhu only briefly touches upon her style
according to chronological order.

The limited literary material about Chou and the records of her artworks
are scattered throughout periodicals, catalogs and books. Chou created
numerous pieces throughout her life, a number of which have never been
formally recorded in any publication. Yet, there are some significant catalogs
ZKLFKFRQFHQWUDWHRQ&KRX¶VZRUNVZhou in 1968 of her first solo exhibition6;
Chinese Painting by Irene Chou focuses on painting before the mid-1980s; The
&ROOHFWRUV¶ &KRLFH 7KH &RVPLF 9LVLRQ RI =KRX /X\XQ focuses between 1981
and 1994; The Universe is My Heart My Heart is the Universe: The Art of
Irene Chou includes works between 1991 and 2002; Life is a Many


4

Kin Wai Lau, ³Xianggang shuimohua yundong yanjiu´ (ଉֽཽᕠሎ೯ઔߒ Research on
Hong Kong Ink Painting Movement) (MPhil thesis, Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1992).
5
Nigel Cameron, introduction to Irene Chou & Hong Chi-fun Recent Paintings, -- (Hong
Kong: Hong Kong Land Property Company Limited, 1991), unpaged.
6
--, Zhou (ࡌ Chou) (Hong Kong, 1968).
2

Splendoured Thing ± Irene Chou is about her works during 2006 and 20077. It
is apparent that these catalogs are not comprehensive as they focused
H[FOXVLYHO\ RQ D SHULRG RI &KRX¶V DUWLVWLF HYROXWLRQ 7KH FDWDORJ Universe of
the Mind: Zhou Luyun (Irene Chou) a retrospective exhibition is a more
FRPSOHWHRQHWKDWFRPSULVHV&KRX¶VHDUO\SDLQWLQJVXQWLO7here are still
gaps, however, and much is left unsaid, especially about the entire artistic
evolution of Chou and its relationship to Hong Kong where her artistic career
cultivated.

There is confusion created by publications, in particularly the dating of
VRPHRI&KRX¶VSDLQWLQJV,QWKHChinese Painting by Irene Chou published in
1986, the paintings are divided into decades, such as 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and
after 1980s (1980 ± 1986). However, this is too vague for specific dating. To
GLVWLQJXLVK &KRX¶V SDLQWLQJV EHIRUH DQG DIWHU  LV LPSRUWDQW DV LW ZDV WKH
year Chou left the Lingnan School and studied with Lui. The dating in some
publications is misleading sometimes, for example the year Chou learnt
painting with Zhao Shaoang was not 1950 8 , but 1959 (later discussed in
chapter II). It is noticed that in the catalog of &ROOHFWRU¶V&KRLFH7KH&RVPLF
Vision of Zhou Luyun, a considerable amount of the dating in parentheses are
approximations. Of over thirty plates in the catalog, the dates of eighteen plates
DUHHVWLPDWLRQVEDVHGHLWKHURQ³VW\OLVWLFJURXQGVSUHYLRXVO\SXEOLVKHGGDWHVRU
RZQHUV¶UHFRUGV´9 Accurate dating would be very useful and important, such

7

--, Life is a Many Splendoured Thing ± Irene Chou (Hong Kong: Artland Printing Company
Limited, 2007).
8
,UHQH&KRX³7KH7LPHLQ:KLFK,ZDV%RUQ´LQChinese Painting by Irene Chou, -- (Hong
Kong: University Museum and Art Gallery of the University of Hong Kong, 1986), 22.
9
--³1RWHVWRWKH9LHZHU´LQ&ROOHFWRU¶V&KRLFH7KH&RVPLF9LVLRQRI=KRX/X\XQ, -- (Hong
Kong: Casey Company Limited, 1995), 10.
3

DV GHQRWLQJ WKH HDUO\ DFKLHYHPHQW RI &KRX¶V DUWLVWLF VNLOOV DQG WKH VKLIWHG
attitude towards art after studying with Lui.

There are highly similar paintings entitled with different names in catalogs.
Two assumptions could be made here, i) there are two separate paintings that
greatly resemble each other, or ii) they are the same painting Chou altered and
another title is given. For instance, Heartbeat (fig. 1) and Breakthrough (fig. 2)
are apparently the same painting at first glance. Nevertheless, the seals used are
different. If the seals are used to differentiate the paintings, the former is
horizontally composed while the latter is vertical. Another set of examples are
the images entitled Story of Time, Space ...... etc III (fig. 3) in Visions in
Harmony10 and To be a Happy and Honest Old Woman (fig. 4) in Lo Shan
Tang: Contemporary Chinese Paintings III: Migration11. If we pay attention to
the lower right corner, despite the same seals and spheres, the numbers of tiny
dots are different. There are red and black tiny dots along the calligraphic slope
in To be a Happy and Honest Old Woman but not in the other.12

In studying the art of Chou, the concepts of Ink Painting advocated by Lui
must be included. Chou became Lui¶V VWXGHQW LQ WKH PLG-1960s. Lui had a
subtle, but profound impact on her that caused a fundamental shift in her
attitude towards art: from imitation to self expression. Chou then used art,
painting in particular to reveal her inner self in abstract forms. Self expression

10

--, Visions in harmony (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Asia Trust, c1990).
--, Lo Shan Tang: Contemporary Chinese Paintings III: Migration (Hong Kong: Lo Shan
Tang, 1990).
12
Another set of examples are External and Internal in Hugh Moss, The Experience of Art:
Twentieth Century Chinese Paintings from the Shuisongshi Shanfang Collection (Hong Kong:
Andamans East International Ltd., c1983). and Remembering of Mr. Lui in --, Chinese Painting
by Irene Chou. Despite their great resemblance, the color tones are different: the former in blue
and the latter in yellow which might because of the printing quality.
11

4

was one of the most important concepts in Ink Painting. Thus, in studying
Chou, it is essential to examine what Lui referred to when he advocated Ink
Painting.

Shuimohua jiang (ֽᕠᝑ Discourses on Ink Painting)13, the series of
³Shuimohua jianglu (ֽᕠᝑᙕ 5HFRUG RI 'LVFRXUVHV RQ ,QN 3DLQWLQJ ´ LQ
College Life in 1967 and Lu Shoukun shougao (ܨኂྺ֫ᒚ The Manuscripts
of Lui Shou Kwan) 14 are important materials to scrutinize for in-depth
understanding of the idea Ink Painting. It is worth noting that in these titles Lui
XVHGWKHWHUP³LQNSDLQWLQJ´UDWKHUWKDQ³1HZ,QN3DLQWLQJ´

$SDUWIURP³1HZ,QN3DLQWLQJ´WKHUHDUHGLIIHUHQWQDPHVUHIHUULQJWRWKH
VDPHFRQFHSWLQWURGXFHGE\/XL³QHZ &KLQHVHLQNSDLQWLQJ´DQG³PRGHUQLQN
SDLQWLQJ´DUHH[DPSOHV7KHWHUPLQRORJ\LVDOVRDSUREOHPGHSHQGLQJRQWKH
focus of the author, for example, Chui Tze Hung who participated in the Ink
3DLQWLQJ H[SODLQHG WKH FRQFHUQ RI QDWLRQDOLW\ LI WKH ZRUG ³&KLQHVH´ ZDV
included. 15 Another important advocate of Ink Painting, Wucius Wong,
SRLQWHGRXWWKDW³LQNSDLQWLQJ´ is widely used as a common term, sometimes as
D ³WKHVDXUXV RI WUDGLWLRQDO &KLQHVH SDLQWLQJ´ and sometimes specifically
meaning ³H[SHULPHQWDWLRQRILQNPHGLD´16 The well-respected art historian Li
Chu-tsing (Li Zhujin ᦷޕவ 1920 ±  RQFH FRPPHQWHG WKDW WKH WHUP ³LQN
SDLQWLQJ´LV³SUREOHPDWLF´DVWKHUHDUHYDULRXVLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRIWKHWHUP 17 Li

13

Shou Kwan Lui, Shuimohua jiang (ֽᕠᝑ Discourses on Ink Painting) (Hong Kong,
1972).
14
Shou Kwan Lui, Lu Shoukun shougao (ܨኂྺ֫ᒚ The Manuscripts of Lui Shou Kwan)
(Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2005).
15
Tse Hung Chui, interview by author, Hong Kong, August 15, 2012.
16
Wucius Wong³0HDQLQJRI,QN3DLQWLQJ´The Perspective 54 (1974): 40.
17
Chih-FKLQ/L³³,QN3DLQWLQJ´DQG³0RGHUQ,QN3DLQWLQJ´´LQThe Symposium on Modern
5

UHFNRQHG ³PRGHUQ LQN SDLQWLQJ´ VKRXOG EH XVHG LQVWHDG RI ³>WUDGLWLRQDO@ LQN
SDLQWLQJ´7KHZRUG³PRGHUQ´LVWRLQGLFDWHLWVQHZVtyles and its relationship
with modernism in western art.18

Even though tKHWHUP³1HZ,QN3DLQWLQJ´ is most commonly adopted by
SHRSOH UHIHUULQJ WR WKH FRQFHSW RI ³LQN SDLQWLQJ´ LQLWLDWHG E\ /XL 19, there
appears to be no text written by Lui, that has been found to have the adjective
³QHZ´ XVHG SULRU WR LQN SDLQWLQJ 5DWKHU KH XVHG ³LQN SDLQWLQJ´ RU ³PRGHUQ
&KLQHVHSDLQWLQJ´,WLVVSHFXODWHGWKDW³QHZ´ZDVDGGHGE\RWKHUVZKRZHUH
impressed by the advanced styles of Ink Painting.20 7KHUHIRUHWKHXVHRI³QHZ´
prior to ink painting is ambiguous, even though it is widely used in
publications of catalogs, journals and books.
³Ink Painting´, as used throughout this thesis, refers to Lui¶s ideas
and advocacy of Ink Painting in the 1960s and 1970s in Hong Kong. It is
particularly important to notice that the term is used in a narrower sense and
not in the broader sense of including all the paintings by the media of water
and ink. The term ³modern ink painting´ was not adopted because the meaning
of the word ³modern´ is changeable - what was once modern in the 1960s and
1970s is no longer modern today. However, Lui¶s advocacy of Ink Painting was
not confined to his era, he expected it to be a category without time
constraint.21

Chinese Ink Painting: Conference Treatise, ed. Shusheng Chen (Taiwan: Taiwan Museum of
Art, 1994), 12.
18
Ibid.
19
2QHRIWKHH[DPSOHVLVWKHUHWURVSHFWLYHH[KLELWLRQHQWLWOHG³/XL6KRX.ZDQ1HZ,QN
3DLQWLQJ´LQRUJDQL]HGE\+RQJ.RQJ0XVHXPRI$UW
20
--, Hong Kong Artists: Collection of the Hong Kong Museum of Art [Volume II] (Hong
Kong: Leisure and Cultural Services Department, 2000), 37.
21
,WLVQRWLFHGWKDWLQ/XL¶VZULWLQJVKHused ³LQNSDLQWLQJ´ much more than ³PRGHUQ&KLQHVH
SDLQWLQJ´. No written reason for this has yet been found. The author speculates that one of the
6

No absolute definition of the concept of Ink Painting has yet evolved. Lui
DOVRUHPDUNHGWKDWLWLVGLIILFXOWWRJLYHDGHILQLWLRQRI³LQNSDLQWLQJ´ZKHQKH
said,
³:KDWLVWKHGHILQLWLRQRILQNSDLQWLQJ"7KHTXHVWLRQLVGHILQLWHO\QRWHDV\
to answer, or not even a question that could be answeUHGE\DQ\RQH´22
Lui used the category of oil painting as an example of the difficulties in a
definition. He claimed that it was not suitable to define oil painting by merely
the use of oil as it can include the use of many other materials. From the
example, Lui said,
³7KHPHDQLQJRIDSDLQWLQJVKRXOGQRWEHOLPLWHGE\WKHULJLGSHUVSHFWLYH
of a media category ± i.e. oil. We should have the same idea when we
GLVFXVVWKHGHILQLWLRQRILQNSDLQWLQJ´23
:XFLXV:RQJZKRZDV/XL¶VSULYDWHVWXGHQWDOVRSOD\HGDQ important role in
advocating the idea of Ink Painting. Lui and Wong held similar thoughts. In his
DUWLFOH³'HILQLWLRQRILQNSDLQWLQJ´ZULWWHQLQWong claimed,
³,IWKHQDPHRILQNSDLQWLQJLVnot entirely suitable, it is already the most
suitable one for today. The term ink painting appears as many other
modern terms ± being a broad concept that it can no longer explained by
WKHOLWHUDOPHDQLQJ´24

7KH FRQIHUHQFH WUHDWLVH RI ³7KH 6\PSRVLXP RQ 0RGHUQ &KLQHVH ,QN
3DLQWLQJ´KHOGLQ7DLZDQLQLVDQLmportant reference on the thoughts of
³PRGHUQLQNSDLQWLQJ´DPRQJ7DLZDQHVHDQGPDLQODQG&KLQDVFKRODUV25 It is
apparent that most of the papers were written with a Taiwan and mainland

reasons might be the advantage of the flexibility of WKHWHUP³ink painting´.
22
Lui, Shuimohua jiang, 6.
23
Gufeng, ³/X6KRXNXQOXQVKXLPRKXD ܨኂྺᓵֽᕠ Lui Shou Kwan on Ink Painting
[An excerpt from lecture of Lui])´The Perspective 27 (1972): 66.
24
:RQJ³0HDQLQJRI,QN3DLQWLQJ´
25
Chen, ed., The Symposium on Modern Chinese Ink Painting.
7

China focus. Lui and the achievement of Hong Kong Ink painters were largely
ignored.

It is important to stress that using the media of shuimo ֽᕠ (literally
water and ink) to paint has been widely found among ancient painters, however,
/XL ZDV ODUJHO\ UHVSRQVLEOH IRU WKH HPHUJHQFH RI WKH WHUP ³LQN SDLQWLQJ´
WRZDUGV WKH PLG WZHQWLHWK FHQWXU\ ³,QN SDLQWLQJ´ LWVHOI ZDV XVHG WR FRXQWHU
traditional Chinese painting, even though there is a relationship between them.
+HQFH³LQNSDLQWLQJ´ZDVDSDUWLFXODUFRQFHSW/XLDGYRFDWHG+LVFRQFHSWRI
³LQN SDLQWLQJ´ ZDV GLIIHUHQW IURP WKH JHQHUDO XVH RI WKH WHUP IRU H[DPSOH
ZKHQ³LQNSDLQWLQJ´LVXVHGLQUHIHUHnce to ancient Chinese painting.

Apart from articles written by Lui himself, Xianggang xiandai shuimohua
wenxuan (ଉֽཽזᕠ֮ᙇ An Anthology of Hong Kong Modern Ink
Painting)

26

published in 2001 illustrates a wider perspective as it groups old

articles into different aspects such as definition, association, and painters. Eva
0DQ .LW :DK¶V ³;LDQJJDQJ KXLKXD PHL[XH \X ZHQKXa shenfen de fansi
(1940 ± 1980) ( ଉ ཽ ᢄ  ભ ᖂ ፖ ֮ ֏ ߪ ٝ ऱ ֘ ৸ The Reflection on
$HVWKHWLFVDQG&XOWXUDO,GHQWLW\RI+RQJ.RQJ3DLQWLQJ ´27 is a useful material
WR EULHIO\ XQGHUVWDQG /XL¶V DGYRFDF\ 7KH FRQFHSW RI ,QN 3DLQWLQJ LV DOVR
discussed in books written about the development of Hong Kong art, for
H[DPSOHV 3HWUD +LQWHUWKXU¶V Modern Art in Hong Kong DQG =KX 4L¶V Hong

26

Junyi Li, ed., Xianggang xiandai shuimohua wenxuan (ଉֽཽזᕠ֮ᙇ An Anthology
of Hong Kong Modern Ink Painting) (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Modern Chinese Ink Painting
Association, 2001), 163.
27
(YD.LW:DK0DQ³ Xianggang huihua meixue yu wenhua shenfen de fansi (1940 ± 1980)
(ଉཽᢄભᖂፖ֮֏ߪٝऱ֘৸ The Reflection on Aesthetics and Cultural Identity of Hong
.RQJ3DLQWLQJ ´LQSixing jiaohuidian - zhexue zai Xianggang (৸۩ٌႪរ - ୃᖂڇଉཽ
Philosophy in Hong Kong) (Hong Kong: Qingwen, 1997), 205-37.
8

Kong Art History. They are just a general introduction to Hong Kong art
history across the twentieth century. A useful reference on significant art
groups related to the Ink Painting such as In Tao Association and the One Art
JURXS LV IRXQG LQ &KHXQJ :DL <HH¶V A Research on Hong Kong Calligraphy
and Painting Organization,QDFDGHPLFVWXGLHV/DX¶V03KLOWKHVLVPHQWLRQHG
above, written in 1992 is an important reference as it appears to be the only
academic thesis on the Ink Painting Movement. However, there are two theses
about Lui Shou Kwan ± 7KH'HYHORSPHQWRI/XL6KRXNXQ¶V$UW by Flora Kay
Chan28 and Lui Shou Kwan & Modern Ink Painting by Eliza Lai Mei Lin29.
7KH IRUPHU IRFXVHV RQ /XL¶V DUWLVWLF DFKLHYHPHQW ZKLOH WKH ODWWHU KDV QRW \HW
been examined by the author because of limited access.

In the following chapters, the thesis explores the content and evolution of
&KRX¶V DUW :KLOH &KRX¶V DUW PDQLIHVWed the advocacy of Lui she eventually
was not bound by the teachings of Lui and became a very distinctive painter.
The first chapter examines some concepts of Ink Painting initiated by Lui, and
its relationship with traditional Chinese painting in order to understand the
position of Ink Painting. The second chapter illustrates the early education
Chou received from her family and metropolitan Shanghai in order to
appreciate her liberal education from an early age. She then moved to Hong
Kong, a British colony having a strong western influence. How did she start
her painting career? Why did she shift from imitation to abstraction?

What

GLGWKHVKLIWVLJQLI\"&KDSWHU,,,DWWHPSWVWRGHPRQVWUDWH&KRX¶VLQQRYDWLRQLQ

28

)ORUD.D\&KDQ³7KH'HYHORSPHQWRI/XL6KRXNXQ¶V$UW´ 03KLOWKHVLV7KH8QLYHUVLW\RI
Hong Kong, 1991).
29
0HL/LQ/DL³/XL6KRX.ZDQ 0RGHUQ,QN3DLQWLQJ´ (PhD diss., The University of
Sydney, 2011).
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terms of content and techniques. What were the visual motifs Chou developed
throughout the years? What was their meaning for her? Chapter IV compares
Chou with her contemporaries and demonstrates the possible common features
among them. It is not a goal of the thesis to provide a full evaluation of Ink
Painting, but Chou does provide a case study through which to better
understand the abstract qualities of the category of Ink Painting.

This thesis adopts Cantonese romanization or English names of Hong
Kong-based artists as this format has generally been used by other publications.
)RU H[DPSOHV ³,UHQH &KRX´ LV SUHIHUUHG WR ³=KRX /X\XQ´ RU ³/XL 6KRX
.ZDQ´ WR ³/X 6KRX .XQ´ ,Q WKH FDVH RI DQFLHQW PDVWHUV DQG FRQFHSWV WKH
pinyin system has been XVHG DOVR IRU ILJXUHV¶ QDPHV when the Cantonese
romanization could not be found. The date of birth and death of the artists is
given the first time their names are mentioned. A glossary of the Chinese
YHUVLRQRIWKHDUWLVWV¶QDPHVDQGpinyin is attached as an appendix.
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Chapter I
Ink Painting advocated by Lui Shou Kwan
Reforming Chinese painting was a common goal among Chinese painters
in the twentieth century. In the early twentieth century, Xu Beihong (ஊ༟ព
1895 ± 1953) and Lin Fengmian (ࣥଅఠ 1900 ± 1991) advocated total
westernization; Huang Binhong (႓ᎏ 1865 ± 1955) and Qi Baishi (Ꮨفػ
1863 ± 1957) wanted to revolutionize from within the Chinese painting
tradition; Gao Jianfu (Ꮶ ׀1879 ± 1951) who coined WKH WHUP ³1HZ
&KLQHVH 3DLQWLQJ´ ;LQ *XRKXD ᄅഏ) represented the Lingnan School30
and advocated integration between Chinese and the Western art in Guangdong.
In the second half of the twentieth century, there was the Ink Painting
Movement in the 1960s led by Lui Shou Kwan which was also the first local
DUWPRYHPHQWLQ+RQJ.RQJ7KHDUWKLVWRULDQ'DYLG&ODUNHVWDWHG³,QHDUOLHU
SKDVHV RI +RQJ .RQJ DUW¶V HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK WKH PRGHUQ LQN SDLQWLQJ KDG
SOD\HG D GRPLQDQW UROH´31 $ JURXS RI SDLQWHUV DOVR /XL¶V VWudents at the
Extramural Studies Department of the Chinese University of Hong Kong
(CUHK), gathered to form the In Tao Art Association and the One Art Group in
1968 and 1970 respectfully. Lui was a consultant to the groups. The two groups
reinforced and widely spread the concept of Ink Painting which gradually
EHFDPHD³WUHQG´DWWKDWWLPH32 Chou, with a distinguished and unique style of
painting, was one of the active members and contributed greatly along with
other contemporaries such as Laurence Tam (Tam Chi Sing ᢟ ګݳ1933 ±

30

Gao Qifeng (࡛ 1889 ± 1933) and Chen Shuren (ຫᖫԳ 1883 ± 1948) were two other
masters of the first generation of the Lingnan School.
31
David Clarke, ³+RQJ.RQJ$UWLQWKHV´LQ6RPHRQHHOVH¶VVWRU\± our footnotes:
Contemporary Art of Hong Kong (1990 ± 1999), ed. Grace Cheng, Long Tin Shum and Wai
Lin Au (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Arts Centre, 2002), 12.
32
Wai Yee Cheung, A Research on Hong Kong Calligraphy and Painting Organization (Hong
Kong: Department of Fine Arts, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1999), 52.
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2013) and Wucius Wong (Wang Wuxie  ߵྤ׆1936 ± ). Irene Chou studied
the courses of Lui in two successive years between 1966 and 1968.33 She
passionately joined the In Tao Association and was the second President in
1971. However, when the In Tao Association dissolved, she then became a
member of the One Art Group in 1977. She was elected as the Vice President in
1983 and President in 1990. Chou became one of the close students of Lui. Lui
even finished many of his typical Zen paintings at &KRX¶V SODFH DW 9LFWRU\
Road, Kowloon, Hong Kong. Lui was the one who inspired her to establish her
philosophy of painting. Chou explicitly expressed that Lui, as her teacher, had
profound influences in shaping her attitude and views towards art.34 Therefore,
it is essential WRVFUXWLQL]H/XL¶VDGYRFDF\RI Ink Painting in order to appreciate
the artistic pursuits of Chou and her manifestation of Ink Painting.

Divided into two parts, this chapter firstly provides the context of Ink
Painting itself, including its relationship to the history of Chinese painting and
art scene at that time. The chapter also provides the background and
motivations of the initiator, Lui Shou Kwan as well as an analysis of the
concepts of Ink Painting. Some people tried to define Ink Painting by the type
of media used - ink, brush, and Chinese paper. However, it will be argued in
this thesis that Ink Painting is a fluid concept without boundaries built by
formal qualities, but focuses on more abstract criteria. The abstract criteria
refer to two concepts Lui pinpointed which are innovation and inner expression.
Despite these ideas being broad, Lui generated a way of attaining the two. The
concept of innovation, in terms of techniques and thoughts is explored with

33
34

Laurence Tam, memorial article through email, July 10, 2011.
--, Chou, ³The Time in Which I was born,´ 22.
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reference to gen (, literally root) in order to achieve the state of shi (ᔞ,
literally adaptation). Gen and shi are two Chinese characters which frequently
DSSHDUHG LQ /XL¶V DGYRFDF\ The examination of the concept of
inner expression primarily was a rejection of the practice of mere imitation as a
trend of learning Chinese painting, largely a response to the Lingnan School at
that time. Hence, Lui advocated Ink Painting as a means to express oneself
rather than pure resemblance of works of masters. This chapter seeks to review
Ink Painting from the perspective of the pioneer Lui to highlight its core values.
Surrounded by the imitation practices, with a prospect of seeing a diversified
and prosperous painting scene, Lui offered an alternative - Ink Painting to
revitalize Chinese painting in Hong Kong in the second half of twentieth
century.

Relationship between Ink Painting and Chinese painting
Lui is not only widely renowned as an influential artist and art critic, but
also a significant initiator and educator of Ink Painting in Hong Kong. As
6XOOLYDQSXWVLW/XLVWDUWHGWRWDNHD³OHDGLQJSODFHLQWKHDUWZRUOGRI+RQJ
.RQJ´LQWKHODWHV35 Born in Guangdong in 1919, his father Lu Canming
(ܨᛞᎮ 1892 ± 1962) was a traditional painter who gave him strong ties with
traditional Chinese painting, calligraphy and philosophy. In 1948 Lui moved to
Hong Kong where he lived until he died in 1975. He worked as a full-time
ferry inspector in the Hong Kong and Yaumati Ferry Company Limited until he
quit the job in 1966. However, as early as 1951, Lui began to write publications


35

Michael Sullivan, Art and Artists of Twentieth-century China (Berkeley, California:
University of California Press, 1996), 193.
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about Chinese painting, especially on the concepts of it.36 The focus of these
FRQFHSWV ODWHU SDYHG WKH ZD\ IRU /XL¶V ,QN Painting course in the mid-1960s.
+LVHDUO\ZULWLQJVLQFOXGHDUWLFOHVHQWLWOHG³*XRKXDGHVL[LDQJZHQWL ഏऱ
৸უംᠲ 7KH TXHVWLRQ RI FRQFHSWV LQ &KLQHVH 3DLQWLQJ ´ LQ 37 and a
VHULHVRI³'XOL]L\RXGHMXHGXLJHUHQ]KLKXL\LVKX ᗑط۞مऱኙଡԳཕᐝ
ᢌ ,QGHSHQGHQFHDQGIUHHGRPDUHWKHDEVROXWHLQGLYLGXDOZLVGRPRIDUW ´LQ
196138. Against the background of traditionalists and the Lingnan School of the
1950s, he promoted the concept of Ink Painting to ban mere imitation and
apprenticeship. He was devoted to teaching ink painting courses at the
Extramural Studies Department of the CUHK and the Architecture Faculty of
the University of Hong Kong (HKU) between mid 1960s to early 1970s. Lui
made a huge breakthrough at this time; however, he also attracted many attacks
from the traditionalists. Even so, there were many artists who admired and
followed Lui. His lectures at the Extramural Studies Department were
described by his students, such as Chou and Laurence Tam, to be very popular
and crowded to such an extent that not only were people standing in the
classroom, but also the corridor.39 His enthusiasm to revolutionize ink painting
focused on content and abstract concepts that he believed to be more important
than skills and techniques as the former comes before the latter.

,QYHVWLJDWLQJ/XL¶VDGYRFDF\SURYLGHVXVZLWKDWKHRUHWLFDOEDFNJURXQGWR
comprehend Ink Painting. This theoretical background also made the

36

Lui, Lu Shoukun shougao, 346.
Ibid.
38
Shou Kwan Lui, ³'XOL]L\RXGHMXHGXLJHUHQ]KLKXL\LVKX ᗑط۞مऱኙଡԳཕᐝᢌ
,QGHSHQGHQFHDQGIUHHGRPDUHWKHDEVROXWHLQGLYLGXDOZLVGRPRIDUW ´Qianshuiwan, February
17 ± March 5, 1961, 3-10.
39
Laurence Tam, interview by author, Hong Kong, August 16, 2012. See also Hilary Binks,
³7KH8QLYHUVH:LWKLQ,UHQH&KRX´Asian Art News vol. 8, no.6 (1998): 35.
37
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evaluation of other Ink painters possible. The investigation begins by
addressing how Lui located Ink Painting in Chinese painting history. To
describe the relationship between ink painting and Chinese painting, Lui used a
metaphor between mother and son,
³0RGHUQ&KLQHVHSDLQWLQJRULQNSDLQWLQJLQSULQFLSOHLVDFRQWLQXDWLRQ
RI >WUDGLWLRQDO@ &KLQHVH SDLQWLQJ 7KH WZR KDYH µSRVW-XPELOLFDO¶
UHODWLRQVKLS´ /XL FRQWLQXHV WR H[SODLQ ³«LQN SDLQWLQJ LV D NLQG RI
Chinese painting. Thus the relationship, differences and similarities
between the two can be taken as the condition of fetus and mother. Once
the umbilical cord is severed, the fetus becomes an independent being.
The mother±son relationship denotes a symbol of an indeSHQGHQWOLIH´40
By using the metaphorical relationship between fetus and mother, the former
means modern Chinese painting or ink painting and the latter [traditional]
Chinese painting. The two have a blood relationship and were two-in-one when
the fetus waVLQVLGHWKHPRWKHU¶VERG\$IWHUWKHIHWXVZDVERUQLWEHFRPHVDQ
independent individual, one-into-two and it will grow and develop itself. The
idea of putting ink painting back to the historical context of [traditional]
Chinese painting is crucial in analyzing the former. As suggested by the art
KLVWRULDQ :DQ 4LQJOL WKHUH DUH ³WKUHH SULQFLSOHV´ IRU UHVHDUFKLQJ &KLQHVH
modern painting history. Wan proposed a) to look at Chinese painting history
and evaluate Chinese painters from a Chinese (not western) and intrinsic (not
extrinsic) context; b) to be aware that concepts or experiences of western
modern art cannot be stiffly applied to Chinese modern art history and; c) to
analyze art history from a human civilization macro point of view, beyond the
perspectives of western or Chinese-centered.41 The first two principles were

40

Lui, Shuimohua jiang, 3.
Qingli Wan, ³³Bu shi lushan zhenmianmu´: Zhongguo jin xiandai meishushi yanjiu
zongheng guan (³լᢝᗝ՞ట૿´ؾ: խഏ२זભઔߒ᜕ᖩᨠ A Comprehensive
9LHZRI5HVHDUFKRQ0RGHUQ&KLQHVH$UW+LVWRU\´LQWan Qingli meishu wenji (ᆄॹԺભ
֮ႃ :DQ4LQJOL¶V$UWLFOHVRQ$UW) (Beijing: Renmin meishu chubanshe, 2004), 275.
41
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FRQVLVWHQW ZLWK /XL¶V DSSURDFK DQG SURYLGHG WKH GLUHFWLRQ WR DQDO\]H WKH
development of Ink Painting in relation to traditional Chinese painting. The
emergence of Ink Painting, as Lui stated, is a continuation of [traditional]
Chinese painting. Hence it is important to look at the former within a Chinese
and intrinsic context as suggested by Wan.

It would be no surprise if one gives a general comment of monochrome in
response to the impression of traditional Chinese painting. Nevertheless, the
fact is that color had never been absent from ancient Chinese painting. The
mural paintings at Jiayuguan and Dunhuang created as early in the Wei and Jin
Dynasties are vivid examples. Xie He (᎒ active 5th C.), a Six Dynasties art
critic stated that liufa (քऄ Six Laws of Painting) included: colors should be
applied according to its kind (Suitability to Type)42. Apart from that, capturing
the essence of spirituality of the depicted (Spirit Resonance) is another law.43
Gu Kaizhi (ჱհ ca. 345 ± 406) earlier in the Jin Dynasty also stressed the
essence of spiritual expression of a painting in his influential chuanshen lun ႚ
壀ᓵ (theory of conveying spirit). 44 ;LH¶V YLHZ RQ painting equates the
importance of form and the abstract, the spirit in depicting an object.

The watershed of Chinese painting history shifting from color to ink was
in the late Tang. The court manner blue-and-green shanshui, which was heavily
colored and eye-catching, reached its peak in the prime-Tang period. For

42

Translation of the term is taken from W.R.B. Acker, Some Tang and Pre-Tang Texts on
Chinese Painting (Leiden: E.J.Brill, 1954), 4.
43
The Six Laws of Painting also included: Bone Method, Correspondence to the Object,
Division and Planning and Transmission by Copying. Translations of the terms are taken from
Acker, Some Tang and Pre-Tang Texts on Chinese Painting, 4.
44
Acker, Some Tang and Pre-Tang Texts on Chinese Painting (Leiden: E.J.Brill, 1974), 44.
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example, the father-and-son royal painters, Li Sixun (ޕ৸ಝ 651 ± 716) and
Li Zhaodao (ޕਟሐ active ca. early 8th C.) were well-known for their
blue-and-green style showing the grandeur and spectacular shanshui of the
prime-7DQJ 0HDQZKLOH WKH 7DQJ ILJXUH SDLQWLQJV GHSLFWHG WKH UR\DO ODGLHV¶
daily lives in order to express the morality and elegance of being a lady with
virtues. These paintings adopted uses of brilliant colors to illustrate the glory
and splendor of the Tang Dynasty.

<HWWKHUHZDVWKHHPHUJHQFHRIDSKUDVH³shuimR´OLWHUDOO\ZDWHUDQGLQN
Critics always attributed the beginning of the term shuimo to the prime-Tang
poet-painter Wang Wei (׆ፂ 699 ± 759). In response to the green-and-blue
court manner, Wang claimed shuimo surpasses all [the styles]. Other
contemporaries of Wang experimented with various wild methods and
demonstrated the possibility of ink uses, such us spattering ink on silk, using
worn-RXWEUXVKHVRUGLSSLQJLQNIURPWKHDUWLVW¶VEUDLGHGKDLU45 It is noted that
shuimo at that time did not mean a total refusal of color, but turning
blue-and-green to light coloring.46 Lidai minghua ji (ᖵټזಖ Record of
Famous Painters of Successive Dynasties), written by the scholar and
connoisseur Zhang Yanyuan (്৯ ca. 813 ± 879) in the ninth century
hinted the practice of abandoning color. It stated that,
³)RU JUDVVHV DQG WUHHV VSUHDG IRUWK WKHLU JORU\ ZLWKRXW GHSHQGLQJ XSRQ
(hues derived from) cinnabar and jasper; clouds and snow whirl and float
aloft and are white without waiting for ceruse (to make them so).
0RXQWDLQV DUH WXUTXRLVH ZLWKRXW QHHGLQJ WKH FRORU  ³VN\ EOXH´ DQG WKH
phoenix is iridescent without the aid of the five colors. For this reason one

45

James Cahill, Chinese Painting (Geneva: Skira; New York: Rizzoli, 1977), 28-9.
Fuguan Xu, Zhongguo yishu jingshen (խഏᢌ壄壀 The Spirit of Chinese Art) (Taiwan:
Taiwan xuesheng shuju, 1972), 257.
46
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PD\EHVDLGWRKDYHIXOILOOHGRQH¶VDLPLIRQHFDQIXUQLVK DSDLQWLQJ ZLWK
DOOWKHILYHFRORUVE\WKHPDQDJHPHQWRILQN DORQH ´47
Compared with the blue-and-green manner shanshui, it was a revolutionary
idea to capture the flourishing mountain without using green or colors. It
underlined the richness of ink which is not only the color black. There are
different types of ink application, for examples, thick, wet, dry, over-night, and
washes. The choice of application assists the creation of the feeling of light,
depth, three dimensional senses, and even the abstract subjects such as wind. A
good example is Bamboo in Wind by Li Fangying (ֱޕᜨ 1696 ± 1755) (fig.
5) which is purely monochrome. Ink was also considered as a variety of
numerous colors in its different gradations of tones and subtlety. The twentieth
century Chinese philosopher, Xu Fuguan speculated that pure shuimo appeared
in the late Tang dynasty.48 During the Song Dynasty, there was the emergence
of literati and Chan ( Zen) tradition of Chinese painting. Both categories
stressed spontaneity, abstract qualities and inner expression. The literati and
Chan tradition appeared in diverse styles and subjects throughout Chinese
painting history. It is important to note that neither the term of blue-and-green
painting nor ink painting had an inferior implication in the Tang dynasty.
However, ever since the emergence of the concept of literati painting, color
was pinned down. 7KH WHUP ³OLWHUDWL SDLQWLQJ´ ZDV FRLQHG E\ WKH 6RQJ
poet-painter literati Su Shi (ᤕሊ 1036 ± 1101). He advocated the value of the
spirituality of the depicted objects, rather than the representational features.
From then on, the focus of Chinese painting shifted from a rather realistic one
to a more abstract, conceptual and spiritual one in terms of form and color. The

47

Translation taken from Acker, Some Tang and Pre-Tang Texts on Chinese Painting (Leiden:
E.J.Brill, 1954), 185.
48
Xu, Zhongguo yishu jingshen , 257.
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literati tradition greatly influenced the later painters in Yuan, Ming and Qing
dynasty until the 20th century. The Four Yuan Masters are the representative
literati painters. Late Ming and early Qing literati such as Bada Shenren (ԶՕ
՞Գ 1625 ± 1705), Shitao (فᛑ 1642 ± 1718) also took form as a vehicle to
express their inner feelings. While that styles and subjects varied, ancient
literati painters shared common values. James Cahill pointed out that,
³7KH WKHRU\ RI SDLQWLQJ KHOG E\ WKese scholar-artists (literati) reflected
their Confucian background. Poetry and music, and later calligraphy, had
ORQJEHHQWUHDWHGLQ&RQIXFLDQZULWLQJVDVYHKLFOHVIRUHPERG\LQJRQH¶V
personal thought and feeling, for conveying to others something of one¶V
YHU\QDWXUH«7KHTXDOLW\RIDSDLQWLQJVDLGWKHOLWHUDWLZULWHUVUHIOHFWVWKH
personal quality of the artist; its expressive content derives from his mind,
and has no necessary relationship to anything the artist or the viewer
thinks or feels about the object represented. The value of the picture does
QRWGHSHQGXSRQLWVOLNHQHVVWRDQ\WKLQJLQQDWXUH´49
There is a well-known example of Su using red paint to paint bamboo
instead of ink. Condemned by his audiences that there was no red bamboo in
reality, his defence was that there was no bamboo in monochrome either and
that he was just expressing his inner self and temperament through the bamboo,
rather than the particular exact details and representation of it. The mind and
the psyche of the artist is the actual subject of the painting rather than the
GHSLFWHGREMHFWRUVFHQH&RQIXFLDQLVPZDVHPEHGGHGLQWKHOLWHUDWLSDLQWHUV¶
mind as they were taught by the virtues stated in the Four Books and Five
Classics. This common background built the shared belief and vision within the
literati group. The concept of literati painting ceased in 1905 when the imperial
examination was cancelled. Art historian Wan Qingli pinpointed that literati
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Cahill, Chinese Painting, 89-90.
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SDLQWLQJEHFDPHDQ³KLVWRULFDOFRQFHSW´DQGDWUDGLWLRQ50 Nevertheless, in the
second half of the twentieth century, Lui adopted the emphasis of inner
expression and abstract qualities of Chinese painting in order to develop the
Ink Painting which will be analyzed in the rest of the chapter.

Concepts of Ink Painting
As previously mentioned, the term shuimo first appeared in the eighth
century. Yet, the phrase shuimo hua, (literally water and ink painting,
abbreviated to ink painting) was only discussed in the mid-twentieth century.
According to Lui, WKH WHUP ³LQN SDLQWLQJ´ ZDV only coined in Hong Kong in
1947.51 In 1965, Lui started to teach ink painting courses at the Architecture
Faculty and Extramural Studies Department of the HKU and also at the
Department of Extramural Studies of the CUHK.52

As a pioneer of shuimo hua, Lui¶Vadvocacy and enthusiasm had aroused
the interest of other contemporary artists who subsequently contributed to Ink
Painting Movement. In considering the thoughts and features of Ink Painting, it
is necessary to scrutinize one of the important anthologieV RI /XL¶V OHFWXUHV
Discourses on Ink Painting. The text concentrates on notes and course
PDWHULDOVRI/XL¶VOHFWXUHVSXEOLVKHGLQ7KLVWH[WJHQHUDWHGDWKHRUHWLFDO
basis for the discussion of ink painting. By examining it, the followings attempt
to foreground the key concepts of Ink Painting.
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Qingli Wan, ³³:HQUHQKXD´: yige lishi gainian de jieding ³֮Գ´ ԫଡᖵᄗ࢚ऱ
ࡳ ³/LWHUDWL3DLQWLQJ´'HILQLWLRQRI$+LVWRULFDO&RQFHSW´Ln Wanqingli meishu wenji, 23.
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The concept of Ink Painting was mainly to give a novel perspective to the
Chinese painting scene in Hong Kong after 1949. Lui criticized,
³7KHWUDGLWLRQDOLVWVDQG/LQJQDQ6FKRROPRYHGWR+RQJ.RQJDIWHUZDU
they influenced and gained high social status in the early stage. However,
the trend of imitation without innovation was against the Way of painting,
>WKHLUFUHDWLRQV@FRXOGKDUGO\EHFRXQWHGDVZRUNVRIDUW´53
He also negatively commented that the Qing d\QDVW\ZDVD³GDUNDJH´EHFDXVH
many of the Qing literati painters totally missed the key philosophical ideas of
literati and their work became mere duplications. 54 The judgment on the
/LQJQDQ6FKRRODQG4LQJOLWHUDWLVKRZHG/XL¶VYLVLRQDQGVWDQFHWRµUHLQYHQW¶
Chinese painting that he regarded as his responsibility as an artist. The
alternative Lui suggested - ink painting - is not a style, but a categorical
painting which distinguishes itself from other categories of paintings, for
examples, oil, pastel, watercolor etc.55

Apart from provocative thoughts, Lui stressed the attitude of being an
artist ± to be sincere and honest. He even claimed that this is the fundamental
HOHPHQWLQRQH¶VOLIH
³7KHRQO\HIIRUWIRUNQRZOHGJHSHUVRQDOLW\DQGOLIHOLHVLQEeing sincere
ᇨ´56
+H H[SODLQHG WKDW ZKHQ ZH UHDOL]H WKH HVVHQFH RI VLQFHULW\ ³ZH FDQ GHFHLYH
RXUVHOYHV RU RWKHUV QR PRUH´ 57 When artists have the highest sense of
sincerity and honesty, the practice of mere imitation will not be popular; they
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Lui, Shuimohua jiang, 12.
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will go back to themselves rather than superficially imitating masters. He
recalled people once asked him about his faith. They wondered how he could
be so determined in holding his belief while others are deterred by the
FKDOOHQJH+HVDLG³7KHUHDVRQLVVLPSOH± faith comes from within. I do not
FDUHDERXWWKHRXWFRPHRUUHVXOWEXWWKHLQWHUHVWWRH[SORUH´58

Wucius Wong tried to define Ink Painting by media. He concluded that,
³LQNSDLQWLQJFDQLQFOXGHDOOFUHDWLRQGRQHRQSDSHUZLWKEUXVKDQGLQNERWK
traditioQDO DQG H[SHULPHQWDO´59 However, Lui did not reject other uses of
media in his painting. Lui used color as well as ink. In fact, the use of color and
ink was evident in much of Chinese painting history, in particular late Ming
and Qing dynasty. Apparently, Lui encouraged his students to embrace
different media in order to compare the practical characteristics of ink. Lui
claimed media should not be a limitation to Ink Painting,
³3HRSOH ZKR GR shuimo [painting], firstly have to know about shuimo
[water and ink]. Secondly, they should know the effects and
characteristics of other media apart from shuimo, such as oil, watercolor,
woodblock, cloth and different paper. Thirdly, they need to explore the
PDWHULDOV LQ WKHLU JUHDWHVW SRVVLELOLWLHV´60 he continued by WKHQ ³WKH\
VKRXOGVHHWKHOLPLWDWLRQDQGWKHQGHFLGHGWRDEDQGRQRUQRW´61
Lui had a comprehensive perception of the category Ink Painting in that
he recognized it as part of the spectrum of the global art scene. 62 His
positivism and optimism was shown in his view of looking forward to a
diversified and prosperous atmosphere of Ink Painting. There is no simple
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definition of Ink Painting. Despite the broad international scope Lui anticipated,
the essences of Ink Painting are innovation and inner expression. Lui
highlighted this by a sentence, ³,QN SDLQWLQJ LV D NLQG RI SDLQWLQJ WKDW XVHV
ZDWHUDQGLQNDVVHOIH[SUHVVLRQ´63 ,QRQHRI/XL¶VPDQXVFULSWVKHH[SOLFLWO\
VWDWHGWKDW³WKHVR-called shuimo [painting], the most fundamental thing is to
separate it from the corrupted traditional Chinese painting that focuses on mere
LPLWDWLRQDQGFRS\LQJ´64
He also declared that ³7KH VWDQGDUG RI WKH :D\ RI SDLQWLQJ LV LQQRYDWLRQ´65
,QQRYDWLRQ GRHV QRW RQO\ UHIHU WR RQH¶V LQWHQVLYH H[SORUDWLRQ RI WKRXJKWV DQG
inner feelings, but also materials and techniques.66 Lui used a wine metaphor
to describe the proper attitude of an artist - one should acquire both eastern and
western influences before integrating them. He said:
³7KH(DVWKDVPDRWDLZKLOHWKH:HVWKDVEUDQG\,Iwe want to merge, first
we have to acquire both, but in a right sense. Without either one, there is
no merge; have both but not in a right sense, the merge can only be
VXSHUILFLDODQGIDXOW\´67
To attain knowledge from the eastern world, it is crucial to investigate the
history of Chinese painting. Even though Lui maintained a strong opposition
towards the practice of mere imitation, he held ancient works in high regard as
the foundation learning for ink painters. Lui stressed linmo (ᜯᐲ imitation) as
the first phase of his ink painting course.68 Lin refers to copying by placing the
original next to the paper while mo is the practice of exact copying by placing
the paper above the original. Lui alleged that the main task throughout the
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practice of linmo is to comprehend how the ancient painters painted for the
sake of having a comprehensive understanding of the original painting
including painting theories and techniques. 69 Further, he considered the
learning process the gen of a Chinese painter is fundamental and necessary.70
Despite /XL¶V VHYHUH FULWLFLVP RI WKH /LQJQDQ¶V 6FKRRO PLPHWLF SUDFWLFH RI
masters, it is clear that he as a modern painter agreed on the practice if a clear
purpose was targeted. For the gen of Hong Kong Ink Painting, Lui referred to
three aspects. Each aspect has numerous variables. First of all, gen can be seen
as the origin/root of painting as a form of art/tradition. Lui included not only
the origin of [traditional] Chinese paintings, but also features of modern art.
Secondly, gen refers to the media shuimo ± water and ink. He included not only
Chinese traditional bimo ᕠ, but also innovative uses of brush and ink. The
third aspect refers to the painter as an individual who has his/her own
temperament and talent as an artist, embedded in a unique set of life
experiences. The three aspects can be considered independently or as an
interlacing dynamic whole. These cultural, artistic, personal variables work
together to form the complex concept of gen. Lui did not give a definite
description of the gen in his writings. The diverse nature of gen allows a wide
range of possibilities for the development of Hong Kong Ink Painting. Lui
seemed to have wanted to recognize the flexibility of variables in the creation
of Ink Painting.71 Laurence Tam, as a former student of Lui and classmate of
Chou, reminisced years later on what he learnt in the ink painting courses. His
PHPRULHV ZHUH YLYLG DQG HQWLUHO\ FRQVLVWHQW ZLWK /XL¶V HPSKDVLV RQ gen,
individuality and innovation. He recalled how Lui taught them to appreciate a
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SDLQWLQJ IURP YDULRXV SHUVSHFWLYHV VXFK DV WKH SDLQWHU¶V ELRJUDSK\ how the
painting related to the Chinese painting history and also the aim of imitation
practice of surpassing the ancient master.72 The practice of linmo, one of the
learning methods, paves the road to experimentation of ink with individual
exploration as an ultimate goal. Lui was not asking people to follow tradition,
but to have their choice of utilizing the gen by getting to know it, then deciding
whether to give up or integrate through the process of investigating the
tradition. The key point is to acquire the gen in their best and most accurate
sense; this condition will enable oneself to make the choice. 73 A similar
SKLORVRSK\ DOVR DSSOLHV WR /XL¶V DWWLWXGH RI YLHZLQJ H[WHUQDO LQIOXHQFHV Lui
regarded the emergence of western [non-figurative, non-representational]
modern art a support and inspiration to Ink Painting as it, unlike the long
history of Chinese painting, is not limited by forms and representation.74 Lui
had a depth of knowledge of Chinese art and its essences of spirituality and
abstraction. In the Chinese context, these essences are conveyed by a form,
such as bamboo, or orchid as a vehicle while the pure abstraction in the West
expresses in pure visual languages such as lines, color and planes.

Even though /XL¶V ZULWLQJV IRFXV ODUJHO\ RQ WKe intrinsic context of
Chinese painting and philosophy, some western philosophers such as Charles
Darwin, Francis Bacon, Herbert Read, Jean Jacques Rousseau and Rene
Descartes were part of his studies. 75 These are SURRIV RI /XL¶V RSHQ
mindedness towards western influences and reflection on Chinese painting. In
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1956, Lui created Waves (fig. 6) by Chinese ink and paper which resembled
7XUQHU¶V Snowstorm-Steamboat off a Harbor's Mouth (fig. 7). It was
uncommon to depict natural disaster in Chinese tradition, his success in
capturing the movement of the overwhelming waves at a dramatic moment by
purely Chinese inerasable medium was notable. Lui, himself was aware that his
lectures were more focused on the eastern world, especially Chinese painting.
For more westernized ink painting, there were Wucius Wong, Hon Chi-fun (ឌ
ݳᕬ 1922 - ), Chui Tze Hung (ஊႂ 1936 ± ) etc taking charge.76 These
artists had been to the West, such as the United States and attained a more
comprehensive view of western modern art which was reveal in their art.

Ink painters also needed to be sensitive to the modern world and acquire
from others, such as the modern western art. Lui was suggesting a
comprehensive attitude of viewing a tradition, not based by cultural limitation.
He stressed that only if the painter acquires gen comprehensively, the state of
shi can be achieved. The painter will then have a solid ground to decide how
she/he reacts to both aspects. The state of shi is fluid because it is determined
by the particular cultural environment.77 The Chinese character shi associates
with shiying (ᔞᚨ adapt to) and heshi (ٽᔞ suitable for). According to the
2[IRUG (QJOLVK 'LFWLRQDU\ ³DGDSWDWLRQ´LV ³the action or process of adapting
RQHWKLQJWRILWZLWKDQRWKHURUVXLWVSHFLILHGFRQGLWLRQV´78 It is not a concept
IUR]HQ DW /XL¶V HUD VSHFLILFDOO\ EXt a fluid concept. For example, what was
RQFHPRGHUQIURPWKH:HVWLQ/XL¶VWLPHLVGLIIHUHQWIURPQRZWKXVWKHLGHDRI
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shi HPEUDFHVDUDWKHUIOH[LEOHLPSOLFDWLRQGHSHQGLQJRQRQH¶VVXUURXQGLQJV

Lui granted his students a great sense of freedom. He askHGWKHP³QRWWR
EX\ P\ FDWDORJV DQG ERRNV HYHU´,79 ³QRW WR IROORZ P\ VDPSOHV´,80 ³WR DVN
TXHVWLRQV WKDW KH FRXOG QRW DQVZHU´, 81 HYHQ ³QRW D PXVW WR FUHDWH ink
pDLQWLQJV´82 More than that, Lui also suggested WKHLGHDRI³zong gen´ ᜔,
literally ultimate root) referred to the concept of oneself in terms of spirituality
and thought.83 7KHVHOIFRQFHSWLVDQRWKHUFRUHYDOXHWRH[SODLQ/XL¶VDGYRFDF\
as mentioned above. Lui reflected that,
³7KH FRQFHSW - expression of oneself is most lacking in the art
GHYHORSPHQWRI+RQJ.RQJXSWLOOQRZ´84
This statement which was in response to the traditional mode of apprenticeship,
also pointed out the essence of ink painting which is not superficially about the
OLNHQHVVEXWRQH¶VLQQHUthoughts. Thus, a painter should have the concept of
³VHOI´EHIRUHPDNLQJXVHRIWKHLUWHFKQLTXHVWRDFKLHYHWKHH[SUHVVLRQRILW85
The inner expression of different individuals vary, thus consistent with the
flexibility of the state of shi as well. Different painters have different gen and
ways to adopt or expand the various external impacts in order to convey the
expression of their own individual self. With these perspectives in mind, one
can perceive the category of Ink Painting as a world of dynamics and rich
diversities. Ink painting was a new thought in the times Lui advocated, and a
force to counter the apprenticeship of the Lingnan School and other imitation
SUDFWLFHV RI PDVWHUV +RZHYHU /XL¶V ZLGH DQG SLRQHHULQJ SRLQW RI YLHZ
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provides us a fluid perspective to look at Ink Painting. One may argue that the
PHDQLQJ RI µLQQHU H[SUHVVLRQ¶ DQG µLQQRYDWLRQ¶ DUH WRR EURDG WR FODLP DV
features of Ink Painting. Nevertheless, Lui had suggested a method, process
and attitude of achieving these goals of Ink Painting rather than stating what
precisely innovation or inner expression equaled.

It is the gen, surroundings and exposures of different individuals that
matter the shi. The variables of the gen, the surroundings and exposures of
different individuals which influence the shi, together with the sincerity of the
artists, opened up a great diversity of inner and artistic expression in the Ink
Painting. Irene Chou is certainly a distinctive painter of the Ink Painting. Her
artistic evolution and beliefs will be illustrated in the coming two chapters.
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Chapter II
From a Woman to an Artist
Born in 1924 in Shanghai, Chou spent her childhood and youth in the
most modern city in China at that time. She moved to Hong Kong in 1949 and
later immigrated to BrisbanH$XVWUDOLDLQ&KRX¶VUHVLGHQFHLQWKHVHWKUHH
SODFHV PDUNHG VLJQLILFDQW SHULRGV RI KHU OLIH DQG KHU DUWLVWLF SXUVXLW &KRX¶V
childhood years showed no indication of her being a painter. She started
exploring painting only by chance. Yet, once the exploration began, she
immersed in painting and living with her art. Ultimately, she established her
unique style.

With regards to her artistic development, Chou first studied with Zhao
Shaoang (᎓࣓֟ 1905 ± 1998), one of the Lingnan School masters in Hong
Kong in the post-1949 era. This was essential and fundamental for Chou in
terms of the painting techniques she acquired. In the mid 1960s, Chou was one
RIWKHPDQ\VWXGHQWVZKRWRRN/XL¶VH[WUDPXUal courses at CUHK. From then,
until the late 1980s, she was vigorously involved in the Hong Kong art scene,
enthusiastically participating in the In Tao Association and the One Art Group.
Chou developed a close relationship with Lui who greatly inspired her thinking.
She gradually moved away from imitation and pursued abstraction instead. She
LQWHUQDOL]HG/XL¶VQRWLRQRIDUWDQd manifested the core values of Ink Painting ±
innovation and abstract inner expression. This was in response to her own gen
which led to her achieving the state of shi. This chapter focuses on the crucial
background of Chou and stages of her personal and artistic development.
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Early days in modern Shanghai
7KHILUVWWZHQW\IRXU\HDUVRI&KRX¶VOLIHZHUHVSHQWLQ6KDQJKDLDQGKDG
a profound influence on her as a person. This Shanghai period influenced her
artistic evolution which she further developed in Hong Kong. Chou was born
to revolutionary parents. Her father Zhou Nianxian (ࡌᓊನ 1896 ± 1982) and
mother Jin Qichao (८ࠡ၌ 1901 ± 1950) were influenced by the new tide of
the May Fourth Movement in 1919. They were active participants in the New
Culture Movement 86 which called for rejection of traditional customs and
values. Chou descrLEHGKHUVHOIDVµRUGLQDU\¶EXWKHUSDUHQWVµH[WUDRUGLQDU\¶87
GHVSLWH KHU SDUHQWV¶ UHODWLRQVKLS EHLQJ IXOO RI WHQVLRQ Both her parents were
highly educated - her father was an amateur photographer and a lover of art and
music while her mother was a professional calligrapher. 88 Her mother
emphasized the liberation of women so much so that she named the second
daughter after her surname, Jin rather than Chou (Zhou) according to the
principle of ³sexual equality´.89 This incident demonstrated the avant-garde
and OLEHUDO VSLULW ZLWKLQ &KRX¶V IDPLO\ DQG &KRX expressed that her mother
brought her up through enthusiasm for new culture.90

From childhood, Chou was nurtured in an art atmosphere because of her
IDPLO\ EDFNJURXQG &KRX E\ ORRNLQJ DW KHU PRWKHU¶V SUDFWLFH of calligraphy,
was not unfamiliar with Chinese media and acquired some elementary
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techniques of using brush and ink on paper.91 She also had a chance to learn
violin and ballet.92 Neither of these artistic pursuits were common in China at
that time. Chou was especially close to her father. As a young girl, she
accompanied her father on field trips or when he gathered with his elite and
artistic friends in the cultural arena. This was a great exposure in terms of
thoughts and experience. Chou later mentioned that she learnt traditional
Chinese painting with He Tianjian (၅֚ 1890 ± 1977) as he was a friend of
her father.93 These experiences with her parents were especially influential in
cultivating her artistic sense in her early days.94 $FFRUGLQJ WR &KRX¶V VRQ,
Michael Yang, Chou visited her father by riding a bicycle across the streets in
6KDQJKDLDIWHUKHUSDUHQWV¶UHODWLRQVKLSGHWHULRUDWHGDQGWKH\VHSDUDWHG&KRX
valued her childhood memories of her father and continued to have a strong
relationship with him, despite infrequent contact after she moved to Hong
Kong. The close attachment and devotion that existed between Chou and her
father fostered her early artistic nourishment.

$SDUWIURP&KRX¶VDUWLVWLFXSEULQJLQJDQGFXOWLYDWLRQIURPKHUSDUHQWVLQ
her early years, the city of Shanghai allowed her to be exposed to western
knowledge and influences. The first Chinese transliteration of the word
³PRGHUQ´DSSHDUHGRQO\LQ6KDQJKDL± modeng ᐰ࿆PHDQLQJ³QRYHODQGRU
IDVKLRQDEOH´DVVWDWHGLQWKHLQIOXHQWLDO&hinese dictionary cihai ௧.95 In the
1930s, Chinese and western culture intersected to create Shanghai as an
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advanced city; it was also the economic and trade center of China. As a trade
port and modern city, it invited all walks of life from around China and the
world to shili yangchang Լߺ, literally ten-mile-long foreign zone. It
blossomed with the establishments of cinema, coffee houses, bookstores,
dancing halls, racecourses, and department stores etc. Shanghai developed a
very different µmodern¶ atmosphere from other cities.96 Chou studied western
NQRZOHGJH LQ KHU VHFRQGDU\ VFKRRO WKH %ULWLVK HVWDEOLVKHG ³The Bureau of
Engineering Affairs *LUOV¶ 6HFRQGDU\ 6FKRRO´ in the British Concession. The
principal and teachers were all females who had been abroad to America.97
Except for Chinese and History, all subjects were delivered in English.
Physical education and drawing were also core subjects. In the drawing class,
not only was Chinese painting taught, but also western painting. It was here
that Chou first had contact with western art.98 In 1941, she was admitted to
6KDQJKDL¶V6DLQW-RKQ8QLYHUVLW\DSUHVWLJLRXVLQVWLWXWLRQZLWKVWURQJZHVWHUQ
LQIOXHQFHV &KRX¶V ILUVW DPELWLRQ ZDV WR EH D GRFWRU EXW VKH HYHQWXDOO\
graduated with an economics major and a sociology minor in 1945. St. John
University was one of the earliest Christian schools in China. Others examples
are Lingnan University and Cheeloo University. It was one of the top ranked
universities that practiced English teaching and provided broad, liberal
education.99 The University promoted a western curriculum. It embraced the
modern concept of sports and celebrated western festivals such as Easter and
Halloween.100 It only started to admit females in 1936101, thus Chou was one
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of those early female elites of modern China. According to the major-minor
system, Chou, as an economic major, was required to study other fields of
knowledge such as philosophy, history, politics, sociology and mathematics.102
Such education provided her with a wide scope of knowledge. The University
educated numerous political and cultural elites. The well-known modern writer
Liu Yichang (Ꮵאℍ 1918 ± ), director Evan Yang (Yang Yanqi, Yiwen) (ᄘ৯
 ݡ1920 ± 1978) and poet Malang (್ி 1933 ± ) were also graduates of the
St. John University who moved to Hong Kong in the post-1949 era.

&KRX¶V IDPLO\ DQG HGXFDWLRQ EDFNJURXQG VHHPHG WR KDYH VKDSHG KHU
unconventional liberal, broad-minded attitude which developed as she grew
older. She worked as a reporter briefly for the Peace Daily (1946 ± 1947).
7KHUHVKHPHW(YDQ<DQJZKRVKHPDUULHGLQ%HFDXVHRI<DQJ¶VIDPLO\
connections and cultural friends circle, Chou became acquainted with
intellectual figures such as writer Xuyu (ஊಟ 1908 ± 1980) and philosopher
Qian Mu (ᙒᗪ 1895 ± 1990).

Chou worked in different companies unrelated to art both before and after
she settled in Hong Kong. For example, she worked as a manager of the social
welfare department of the Sino-American Hospital between 1947 and 1948.
After that, she worked for a telephone company and later taught in a primary
school.103 She moved to Hong Kong in 1949 shortly after she gave birth to her
eldest son Michael Yang in Taiwan.
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Chou and Yang began residence in Hong Kong in 1949. In the early 1950s,
Chou worked and focused on her family. She worked in a dental clinic between
1951 and 1954. In his notebook, Yang wrote that there was script writing
income for Chou in 1951. 104 Chou and her husband shared the same
pseudonym and wrote for a column in the Sing Tao Evening Post for a short
period of time.105 Because of the political situation, there was an influx of
mainland Chinese to Hong Kong in 1949. In the 1950s, most of these Chinese
regarded themselves as passers-by, without a sense of belonging to the colonial
city. They aimed at making a living and craved for a return to China, rather
than eagerly staying in Hong Kong and making long term plans.106 According
WR<DQJ¶VDXWRELRJUDSK\KHDQG&KRXQDPHGWKHLU\RXQJHUGDXJKWHUJianle (ߠ
ᑗ) as some kind of nostalgia and remembrance of the mainland or desire for
going back.107 Nevertheless, Yang admitted that the soil of Hong Kong had its
own uniqueness that attracted these new immigrants. He, as a director in the
film industry, found tKDW+RQJ.RQJZDVD³FXOWXUDOGHVHUW´, but the ³freeness
of air´ was the thing he treasured most.108 <DQJ¶VJHQHUDOL]HGFRPPHQWHFKRHG
ZLWK /XL¶V belief. Lui held that the chief elements of Hong Kong were
³freedom´ and ³openness´ HVSHFLDOO\ GHPRQVWUDWHG LQ art development.109 It
was only with the outbreak of the Cultural Revolution in the mid-1960s that
WKHVH ³SDVVHUV-E\´ JUDGXDOO\ DOWHUHG WKHLU perspective and emotional view
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towards Hong Kong. They came to realize the fact that they had to settle down
in Hong Kong as the tumultuous situation in China had not ceased.

110

More

significantly, the artists and authors in the cultural circle started to find their
own identity in the Hong Kong context. The Ink Painting Movement can be
regarded as one of the actions that they tried in response to their circumstances.


Art as imitation
Chou, without a conventional art education background, nor ambition to
be an artist at first, started to paint by coincidence. Because of the successful
career of Yang in the field of literature, newspapers and movies in the 1950s,
WKHIDPLO\RI&KRXDQG<DQJEHFDPHEHWWHURII)URP<DQJ¶V³$QQXDO(DUQLQJ
6XPPDU\´ LW LV UHFRUGHG WKDW KLV LQFRPH KDG LQFUHDVHG E\ over three times
between 1951 and 1967, from $HKD 21,743.5 to 75,200.111 They bought a
German Opel car in 1958112 and moved in 1959 from Soares Road to a bigger
apartment in Boundary Street.113 In 1959114 Chou, now in her mid-thirties,
was introduced to Zhao Shaoang by a girl friend. One day when Chou was
driving, her friend noticed her hands on the steering wheel and commented that
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she should learn painting as she had a pair of artistic hands.115 Zhao and Yang
Shanshen (ᄘ 1913 ± 2004) were key figures of the second generation of
the Lingnan School in the post 1949 era in Hong Kong. When Chou learnt
painting with Zhao, VKH PDGH VHULRXV HIIRUW WR PLPLF =KDR¶V SDLQWLQJV VR
PXFK VR WKDW VKH UHJDUGHG KHU LPLWDWLRQV DV FRPSDUDEOH WR =KDR¶V RULJLQDO
works.116 She also imitated masters of the Song and Yuan dynasty.117 At the
age of 79 in 2003, Chou reminisced an anecdote, in a talk given at the Hong
.RQJ$UWV&HQWHURIDIULHQGZKRKDGPLVWDNHQKHUSDLQWLQJDV=KDR¶V118 It
ZRXOGVHHPWKDW &KRXZDVSURXG RIKHUVNLOO DWWDLQPHQW&KRX¶VHDUO\ZRUNV
show the enormous influence of Zhao and the Lingnan style. Many of her
works done between 1959 and 1966 illustrate her gifted artistic talents through
her excellent mastering of the Lingnan style. With regard to her work in the
Lingnan style, some of the dating of the work is misleading. For example, there
is work of this type dated back to 1957 or 1958 which is impossible as she had
not even started to paint.119 Her son, Michael Yang recalls that his mother did
not do any known or significant Lingnan style work after studying with Lui.120
Therefore, paintings without dating would have been created no later than 1966
presumably.

=KDRZDVNQRZQIRUKLV³OLYHO\FRORUIXODQGYLUWXRVRHIIHFWVLQWKH*DR
4LIHQJPDQQHU´ZKLFKLVZLGHO\DFFODLPHGE\+RQJ.RQJSDWURQVDQGIRUHLJQ
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viewers.121 With the use of brilliant color and popular subject matter, the
paintings of Zhao have an appealing visual effect. As art historian Li Chu-tsing
describes, the art of Zhao reflects the delight of life in our human world.122 He
was skillful at capturing the liveliness and the vitality of living things such as
flowers and birds by using vivid colors, sharp and angular expressive
EUXVKZRUN &KRX LQ KHU \HDUV RI PLPLFNLQJ =KDR¶V VW\OH VHL]HG WKH VNLOOV RI
Lingnan School and the manner of using expressive brushwork. Chou in Roses
(fig. 8) adopted the use of vivid pink petals, green pistils and bright yellow
stamen with slight orange leaves. Brushstrokes for the branches are bold and
explicit. The practice of bold and vibrant use of colors is in accord with the
style of Zhao and the Lingnan School. Zhao did demonstrations for his
followers. A book entitled A Study of Chinese Paintings H[HPSOLILHV =KDR¶V
steps and methods of depicting different plants, such as willows, bamboos,
daffodils, roses, and loquats. 123 Similar subjects of roses, loquats, birds,
FLFDGDV DUH RIWHQ IRXQG LQ &KRX DQG KHU FRQWHPSRUDULHV¶ /LQJQDQ VW\OH
SDLQWLQJV:KHQFRPSDULQJ&KRX¶VRoses DQG=KDR¶VVDPSOHRIURVHV ILJ 
it is recognized that the way of painting the roses was very similar± the green
buds; red petals with water over them; tint of solid white in tilted brush to
distinguish the layers between petals. Moreover, the orange and brown leaves
work as a supporting role; the branches were painted with highly concentrated
ink in a wet brush manner, then outlining the leaves and thorns. Chou recalled
in 1980s, Roses was a painting that was not so much her own creation, but a
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reproduction of the work of Zhao.124 Her comment epitomized her belief about
art between the late 1950s and early 1960s - DUWLVDERXWLPLWDWLRQ&KRX¶VXses
of elements, colors, composition, brush work and skills had clear references to
Zhao.

To-GD\¶V$UW, the catalogs of To-GD\¶V&KLQHVH$UW$VVRFLDWLRQIRUPHGE\
D JURXS RI =KDR¶V VWXGHQWV LQ +RQJ .RQJ SURYLGH D JOLPSVH RI WKH
circumstance and practice of the Lingnan School followers. It is discernible
that the followers were trained with similar painting subjects, compositions and
skills. Likeness and resemblance are found between Chou and other followers
RI WKH /LQJQDQ 6FKRRO )RU H[DPSOH $X +RK 1LQ¶V Landscape (fig. 10)
exhibited in 1960125 is very similar to Landscape (fig. 11, dated 1962) by
Chou. Both compositions display a set of mountains at the lower right corner, a
lake and boats in the foreground, and distant mountains as the background. The
faint detail of the mountains without much texture was created with the washes
effect. The use of washes is a significant feature of the Lingnan School to
induce atmospheric effects. Chou rendered and applied the technique skilfully
in Landscape. The sky is painted in orange washes. In between the mountains,
rich gradation of ink washes manifests a thick layer of heavy fog in a flowing
manner. The suggestion of mist and fog between the mountains generates a
misty and humid mood. Together with the reddish and orange flowers, it
creates a lively and beautiful sunset scene of mountains and water. The
Lingnan School often fills the background with washes, rather than liubai ఎ
( ػthe use of leaving blank). Such sophisticated use of washes is
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demonstrated by Zhao in his Sunset at Lei-feng Pagoda (fig. 12, dated 1955)
where he employed ink washes to achieve a warm sunset scene in winter for
the historical site. The gradations of orange and purple washes evoke a mild
and quiet mood while the grey and green washes at the bottom highlight the
rich variation of the branches and flowers in the foreground.

The radical examples of a striking resemblance among the Lingnan
School pupils proved that imitation was a common approach of apprenticeship
training following a master of the time. In the fifth issue of To-GD\¶V $UW in
1965, Miss Theo Grewer exhibited Monkey (fig. 13) which is very similar to
=KDR¶V Monkeys (fig. 14) in terms of composition and content. The
arrangement of the monkey and the branches, the way of depiction of the moon
and the technique of using washes are so similar that it can be assumed it is a
FORVH LPLWDWLRQ RI =KDR¶V ZRUN ,Q WKH VHQVLEOH FRPPHQWDU\ RI DUW KLVWRUian
Croizier, he regarded the flower and bird paintings of the Lingnan style as
³VWDQGDUG´DODUJHSURSRUWLRQRIWKHPDUHFRPSRVHGRI³RQHELUGRQHEUDQFK
RQHURFNRQHIORZHU´126

A comparison of two fox paintings guides not only to the same
observatioQEXWDOVRSURYHV&KRX¶VVRSKLVWLFDWHGXVHRIEUXVKDQGLQN,QWKH
catalog To-GD\¶V$UW of 1967,127 there is a painting entitled Fox (fig. 15 and 15a)
E\0LVV*UHZHUZKLFKFDQHDVLO\EHDVVRFLDWHGZLWK&KRX¶V Fox (fig. 16 and
16a, dated 1961128) as the two foxes are noticeably from the same source.
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Despite the different composition of the two paintings, placing the fox in the
upper half in one and another in the lower part, the details of the two foxes,
including profile body, gesture, the depiction of the four legs, the turning of the
head and the curled tail are exactly the same, hinting that both images were
probably copied from the same source, a Zhao painting. Despite being a copy
IURPWKHWHDFKHU¶VZRUN&KRXGLVSOD\HGFRQVLGHUDEOHH[SHUWLVHZLWKEUXVKDnd
LQN:KHQFRPSDULQJWKHIR[HV¶H\HVLQ*UHZHU¶VDQG&KRX¶VZRUNWKHODWWHU
are apparently rendered by more assertive dotting of the brushwork that gives a
more definite and bolder expression of a firmer gaze from the fox. Also,
&KRX¶VRXWOLQHVRIZKLVNers, legs and feet are more precise. If one looks at the
IURQW OHIW OHJ RI WKH IR[HV *UHZHU¶V ZDV GUDZQ E\ D YHU\ WKLQ DQG VRIW OLQH
PDNLQJ WKH JHVWXUH RI WKH IR[ IHHEOH ZKLOH &KRX¶V was delineated with press
and turns of skilled brushwork, conveying a sense of energy and vigor by the
VWURQJ DQG DQJXODU EUXVKZRUN &KRX¶V PDVWHU\ RI EUXVK DQG LQN LV
demonstrated in the background as well, the deft touches of chrysanthemums
and the life-like branches. Her explicit and expressive brushwork creates an
impressiRQRIWKHVWUHQJWKRIWKHEUDQFKHVXQOLNH*UHZHU¶VGHSLFWLRQZKLFKLV
relatively weak and fragile. As we can see, in approximately two years,
between 1959 and 1961, the mature techniques of brush and ink Chou
demonstrated her talent and hard work. In his autobiography Yang remarks
Chou had ³JUHDWLPSURYHPHQW´LQWHUPVRISDLQWLQJLQ129

In spite of the revolutionary goals of the first generation of the Lingnan
School in the early twentieth century, it was no longer revolutionary or

was1961.
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Yang, (YDQ<DQJ¶V$XWRELRJUDSK\, 86.
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innovative when it came to the third generation. Croizier criticized several
annual exhibitions in the 1960s executed by the To-GD\¶V &KLQHVH $UW
Association. He claimed that, the exhibits were surprisingly uniform and
Zhao-OLNHZLWKRQO\DKDQGIXORIVWXGHQWV¶ZRUNEHLQJGLVtinctive in their own
way.130 &URL]LHU DOVR FODLPHG WKDW YHU\ IHZ RI =KDR¶V VWXGHQWV KDG PDGH D
EUHDNWKURXJK RXW RI WKH WHDFKHU¶V VW\OH RU RI *DR 4LIHQJ¶V &KRX ZDV QRW
immune. During the days Chou studied with Zhao, she imitated his works and
felt proud to attain a similar style of his. Her style of that period was
conventional without much innovation and individuality. Nevertheless, the
brilliant uses of brush and ink that Chou had acquired in Chinese painting
demonstrated her talent, ability and familiarity with Chinese media. These
became the foundation of her later artistic development as she advanced the
methods and merged them into her art.

The above observations are revealing evidence that the mimetic practice
of the Lingnan School was overwhelming in Hong Kong in the post 1949 era ±
and corresponds ZLWK/XL¶VPDMRUDWWDFNon the Lingnan School. As part of the
process of shifting from an imitative painter to an individualistic artist, Chou
had an enlightened moment. She was viewing her many Lingnan style
paintings when she realized that no matter how well she painted, the highest
level of what she could reach was what her teacher Zhao had achieved.131 She
also realized that the joy of her satisfaction with her accomplishment of the
Lingnan style was ³VKRrt-OLYHG´, ³HPSW\´ DQG ³LJQRUDQW´ especially if she
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FRQWLQXHG WR LPLWDWH =KDR¶V SDLQWLQJ.132 Chou thought she could go beyond
copying and do something different. This lit her passion and she was desperate
for change and breakthrough. Chou, in the 1980s recalled,
³'XULQJWKHSHULRGLQZKLFK,GHYRWHGP\VHOIWRLPLWDWLRQ,QHYHUWKRXJKW
RIGLVFRYHULQJWKH³VHOI´LQWKHZRUNVLQGHHG,ZDVFRPSOHWHO\LJQRUDQW
RIWKHIDFWWKDWDUWPHDQVWKHH[SUHVVLRQRIWKHVHOIDQGRQH¶VFUHDWLYLW\´133
Chou managed to listen to her inner call under the relatively freer and more
diversified environment of Hong Kong in the 1960s, compared with that in
Taiwan and Mainland China. The freer Hong Kong environment allowed the
emergence RI/XL¶VZLGHVSUHDGFRQFHSWRI Ink Painting to counter the Lingnan
School. As Laurence Tam expressed, if he and his contemporaries wanted to
absorb new elements and thoughts, they would go to the lectures of Lui. The
ZDYH RI /XL¶V QRYHO WHDFKLQJ DWWUDFWHG students from a diversified range in
terms of age and educational background. As described by Lui himself, the
eldest student in his class was seventy six years old while the youngest was
eighteen.134 Other former students of the Lingnan School, such as Koo Mei
( 1929 ±  DQG %HDWULFH 7V¶R ີ୮ᐝ) also shifted to Ink Painting
between the 1960s and 1970s. Tam even recalled that Chou, as a disciple of
Zhao at the same time, was afraid of telling him WKDW VKH ZDV JRLQJ WR /XL¶V
lectures.135 This hesitation might hint at how artists were bound by the idea of
traditional apprenticeship.

The wave of western modernism not only influenced the local visual art
arena, but also the field of literature. There were periodicals and cultural pages
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in the mid 1950s to 1960s introducing and promoting modern or avant-garde
western literature. Early in 1956, Wenyi xinchao ֮ᢌᄅᑪ was launched;
other examples are Qianshuiwan ֽ in 1960 and Hao wang jiao ړඨߡ
in 1963. Although these periodicals did not exist for long, the coherence and
interaction between painters and writers demonstrated a shared goal of the two
fields - absorbing the modern influence from the West. For example, Lui and
Wucius Wong contributed many articles to some of the periodicals. Lui even
designed

the

cover

of

The

Drunkard

which

was

an

acclaimed

stream-of-consciRXVQHVV ILFWLRQ E\ /LX <LFKDQJ ZKR VXSSRUWHG /XL¶V E\
writing in his novel that Lui should be approached to design the cover of the
magazine.136

Gen and shi of Chou
,QVSLUHG E\ /XL¶V WHDFKLQJ &KRX EHOLHYHG VLQFHULW\ LV WKH VRXO RI HYHU\
artwork.137 She took painting as a representation of herself. Her half-century
artistic creativity after the mid-1960s had been a search to articulate her own
understanding of life and universe. In regards to the reflection of self, she
considered herself small and insignificant. She elucidated:
³«DOO,KDYHFRPHWRXQGHUVWDQGLVWKDWWKHUHLVVRPHWKLQJERXQGOHVVDQG
limitless which we call the universe, and that there is something small,
H[WUHPHO\LQVLJQLILFDQWZKLFKZHFDOOµ,¶´138
According to Lui, the gen of each individual varies, depending on the different
upbringing, experiences, and social backgrounds of the individual. Chou grew
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up in Shanghai with liberal parents and received pioneer education with
western modern influences. Noticeably, the gen of Chou was distinctly western
compared with Lui, who came from a traditional Chinese background, even
though they shared the same vision of revitalizing Chinese painting. Because of
&KRX¶V 6KDQJKDL H[SHULHQFHV VKH UHDGLO\ DGDSWHG WR WKH ZHVWHUQL]HG
environment of Hong Kong, but equally significant, was her conscious search
towards the history and philosophy of China as a Chinese painter. In her own
words, Chou stated:
³, « UHFHLYHG >PRGHUQ@ HGXFDWLRQ RI WKH >HDUO\@ WZHQWLHWK FHQWXU\ and
the blood flowing in my body is the tradition of my country´139
As Lui explained there was no definite answer of shi,
³7RGD\¶V ink painting [category] is like a little forest. Each tree in the
forest has its own gen which cannot be duplicated nor generalized.
Changes in the future depend on eaFKWUHH¶VRZQVWDWHRIshi in the larger
VSHFLILFFXOWXUDOHQYLURQPHQW´140
As Lui put it, shi refers to the adaptation of each individual artist in a larger
specific cultural environment. The state of shi, the adaptation, is based on the
gen acquired. Each artist has his or her own gen, and various potential
directions to integrate external influences into their art in response to the
circumstances to achieve shi. Therefore, the gen and shi of Chou varied and
evolved in different stages of her life and artistic path. For example, the shi of
Chou in facing the context and cultural environment of Hong Kong and
Australia differed while it also differed when Chou encountered different
incidents in life. As mentioned earlier, the gen is not merely an artistic, or
cultural or personal concept, but a complex concept of all. The art of Chou in
different stages will be discussed in the coming chapters. While Ink Painting as
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a category is theoretically a continuation of [traditional] Chinese painting, there
was no example or reference of what Ink Painting was for Chou and her
contemporaries. In contrast, it was expected to evolve as the painters, for the
sake of rebuilding a vital and lively art scene, embraced their different state of
shi.

Even though Chou had never studied art overseas, she audited the
extramural course of Kam Ka Lun (८ቯ 1936 ± ) on western modern art at
the Extramural Studies Department of the HKU in the 1960s.141 This shows
&KRX¶V LQWHQVH LQWHUHVW DQG FXULRVLW\ DV DQ DUWLVW LQ ZHVWHUQ DUW 6KH ZDV
fascinated by the art reference books at the British Council Library in the old
Gloucester Hotel and the American Consulate in Duddell Street.142 Both places
were popular among contemporaries of Chou, such as Wuicus Wong and Hon
Chi-fun. It is not surprising that Chou learnt about the modern western art
movement. In her remnants (interviews, writings and paintings), Chou
mentioned Henri Rousseau, Henry Moore, Salvador Dali, Edvard Munch,
Wassily Kandinsky etc. All these names belong to western modernism that
rejected naturalism, but were in favor of exploring subconscious, total
abstraction and psychological intensity. Chou was impressed when she first
saw the slides of works by Munch (1863 ± 1944),143 the Norwegian artist
whose visual elements are so vividly blended that they utterly and explicably
express his innermost feelings. The fear in the Munch classic, The Scream (fig.
17) confronts its audience by the swirling lines, disturbing and intense colors,
distorted perspectives, and the skeleton-like face. Chou was also introduced to
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American Abstract Expressionism, a strong wave of influence on Hong Kong
artists in the 1960s, which widened her perspectives on painting tools and ideas
of representation. When the Abstract Expressionism spread to Hong Kong, the
influence was superficial because the post Second World War American
ideology which informed the Abstract Expressionism was not adopted by the
Hong Kong artists. Hong Kong artists largely relied on western catalogs,
magazines, and albums to appreciate what they rarely had an opportunity to
encounter; - genuine art pieces from the West. Yet, even from the reproductions,
the visual impact of giving up representation and creating texture and volume
on the canvas was strong and eye-opening for a Chinese artist.

Nevertheless, there was no conflict between learning from western
modernLVP DQG &KLQHVH WUDGLWLRQ &KRX¶V WHDFKHU /XL GLG QRW WRWDOO\ EDQ WKH
idea of copying practice from ancient masters but emphasized on knowing the
reason and the essence of copying. Chou appreciated the abstract qualities of
Chinese painting such as liubai and the quiet and serene mood. Chou claimed
that she felt solid and substantial in the process of imitating works of the old
masters.144 For example, she said she learnt something substantial in copying
KHUPRWKHU¶VFDOOLJUDSK\RIDQFLHQWVWRQHGUXPV145 As artists in the context of
the time and circumstances, it was actually common for Chou and her
contemporaries to eagerly look into Chinese tradition. This search was
obviously not only shared among Ink painters, but also by overseas Chinese
painters and local sculptors at the time. Zao Wou-ki (᎓ྤᄕ 1920 ± 2013),
Cheung Yee (്ᆠ 1936 ± ), Kwong Yeu-ting (㋗ᤌቓ 1922 ± ) and Van Lau
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(֮ᑔ 1933 ± ), and others, were also very interested in oracle bones, bronzes
and other ancient artifacts in the 1960s.

Lui believed that only when an artist knows merits from both the tradition
and the foreign can he/she select his/her choices in setting free from the
tradition or merging the both through kinds of adaptation. Chou never tried to
copy directly from the West; rather she digested the western thoughts and
FRQFHSWV DQG OLQNHG WKHP ZLWK &KLQHVH WUDGLWLRQ &KRX¶V H[SHULHQFH ZLWK
Chinese and western art influence is likely to have caused her to reflect on the
pursuit of spiritual resonance and abstract expression beyond recognizable
forms which had long been a tradition in Chinese painting.146 This principle is
FRQVLVWHQW ZLWK WKH HVVHQFH RI $EVWUDFW ([SUHVVLRQLVP LQ VSLWH RI WKH ODWWHU¶V
adoption of a pure non-figurative abstraction. The second reflection is likely to
have been on the emphasis of individuality in western tradition which refers to
RQH¶V RZQ XQLTXHQHVV 7KH LGHD RI VHHNLQJ WKH VHOI DQG RI EHLQJ GLVWLQFW KDV
been a norm found in western art history while following and future developing
the merits of ancient masters has long been a practice found in Chinese art
history. By understanding both the tradition and the West, Chou exclaimed that
she was not aware of her references when she created,
³7KH(DVW,IHHOFRPHVIURPLQVLGHWKH:HVWLVDOORQWKHVXUIDFH:KHQ,
sit at my working table I concentrate on my art and that is all [and there is]
QR(DVWHUQDQG:HVWHUQ(YHU\WKLQJEHFRPHVRQH´147
Early experimentation and exploration
Chou had studied with Zhao for around seven years until she enrolled in
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the course delivered by Lui in 1966. The teaching of Lui stimulated Chou to
experiment and explore in terms of visual language, media and ideas. In 1968
after studying with Lui for two years, Chou held her first solo exhibition. The
exhibition featured some fifty or sixty paintings.148 Although Chou was a
former Lingnan School student, her traditional paintings captured in the catalog
and newspapers were not typical Lingnan School style, but some of the
subjects and painting technique suggest either the Lingnan School or the literati
tradition. It was evident from the exhibits in the 1968 solo exhibition that Chou
had taken a significant step from her representational style of the Lingnan
School towards an increasingly pure/semi-abstract form of art. The solo
exhibition work provides a transitional image of Chou between the style of the
Lingnan School and her own.

The following four works appeared in the exhibition. Chickens (fig. 18) a
work of ink play, portrays the loveliness of chicks in different shades and tones
of ink, without specific details and brilliant colors. Garden (fig. 19) is a work
depicting broad leaves and loquats in snow. It is done in an expressive xieyi ᐊ
რ way, rather than representational style; the snow is expressed in a splashy
manner falling and hitting on the leaves. Unite (fig. 20) conveys a tranquil life
dwelling in the nature ± there are two rooftops on the left blended with the
surrounding of trees. Ancient literati pursued the value of unification of man
and nature. Temples and wooden huts are often found in shanshui ՞ֽ
painting. Unite demonstrates this inclusion. Chou also described A Kite149 (fig.
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21) as her first attempt of xiehua ᐊ OLWHUDOO\ WR ³ZULWH´ D SDLQWLQJ  WKH
expression clearly showed her interest in Chinese calligraphy and painting. The
red string of thHNLWHZDV³ZULWWHQ´LQDIOXLGVHQVHDFURVVWKHSDSHUGLDJRQDOO\
Chou said,
³,EHJDQWRIHHOWKDWWKHEUXVKDQGLQNZHUHHIIHFWLYHWRROVLQH[SUHVVLQJ
my emotions. But it was no simple matter arriving at a good mastery of
them; it required life-long training and practice. This work is my first
³H[SUHVVLYH´SDLQWLQJ´150
Chou undoubtedly had a large number of Lingnan style paintings
brilliantly displaying expertise of brush and ink and techniques, but those
works were not found in the exhibition. For artists, paintings chosen to display
in their first solo could be regarded as a statement. In the case of Chou, she
seemed to be making a statement of getting rid of the Lingnan representational
style and imitative practice. In fact, many of the works suggest her exploring
and experimenting forms and media in searching a new way of painting.

Artworks such as The Lines (fig. 22), The Chain (fig. 23) and Storm (fig.
24) also appeared in the exhibition. These paintings can be appreciated as a
kind of exploration of the visual elements - overlapping lines, colors and
patterns to create layers and induce movement. The Lines as its title suggests
the possible visual effects of lines resulting from different width of intersection
and overlapping, pointing to different directions, building layers to form a
rhythmic and dynamic space. It also experiments with colors, the ink
background is merged with different tones of red, green and yellow, the gradual
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and subtle changes of color tones create a rich sense of space. The Chain
displays an image of a dominant circle formed by repeated patterns of joined
squares. They form and circle that encompasses splashes of red, yellow and
green against the ink background. Some square patterns move inwards or
outwards extending in various directions, creating a sense of movement with
the color contrast of dark and green from the two sides. As for Storm (fig. 25),
the whole image reminds one of the works of Kandinsky and Miro. It is filled
with ancient Chinese pictorial characters of ॸ,ճ,ֲ,ִ (literally wind, cloud,
sun, moon) against a background composed of a subtle mix and match of
colors. The lively and overlapping way of presenting the scattered characters
creates layers, thus a sense of depth with a moving force. As we shall observe,
WKHVH WULDOV ZHUH DQ LQLWLDO VWDJH LQ &KRX¶V LQYHVWLJDWLQJ WKH HIIHFWV DQG
functions of visual language on a flat surface, and marked a significant footstep
in the evolution of the art of Chou.

In 1968, Trees (fig. 26) and Flowers (fig. 27) were exhibited in the first In
Tao Association exhibition. The In Tao Association was the first art group
HVWDEOLVKHGE\/XL¶VVWXGHQWVLQ7KH\QRWRQO\RUJDQL]Hd exhibitions, but
also art talks for public and the Sunday gatherings of painters. Both works of
&KRXDOVRH[HPSOLILHGWKHLPSDFWRI/XL¶VWHDFKLQJRQ&KRX¶VH[SHULPHQWDWLRQ
of the language of dots, lines and planes. In Flowers, Chou basically used
various line patterns as a tool to fill in the surfaces of the leaves and lotus. She
was conscious of flattening the lotus and used different intensity of line
patterns to indicate the spatial relationship between the leaves and lotus. The
subject stands out by the uses of different arrangements of line and tones of ink.
Similarly in Trees, the dark leaves behind the fruit contrast the loquats in the
50

front. The loquats are depicted by the negative space. In these paintings, Chou
was not demonstrating the use of brush and ink or depicting the essence of
trees or flowers, but exploring the usage of lines and its relationship to forms,
planes and space on a two dimensional surface.

The kind of experimentation on visual languages can also be found in
other artists in the same exhibition who were also extramural class students of
Lui. Composition (fig. 28) painted by Lee Wei On (ޕፂ ڜ1937 ± ) is
dominated by bold and broad calligraphic strokes, executed in washes and
splashes of wet ink. Ho Chung Wah (۶ૹဎ 1949 ± ) exhibited Composition
(1) (fig. 29) and Composition (2) (fig. 30), where she worked on different
contrasting effects of the uses of lines and ink, broad and thin, light and dark,
round and vertical. The overall impression of works in the first exhibition of In
Tao Association was immature and raw. The art critic Lau Kin Wai, commented
that most works were experimental exercises rather than well-constructed
works.151

Early in 1957, Guohua de yanjiu (ഏऱઔߒ Research on Chinese
Painting) was written by Lui and published. In this book, he advocated the use
of perspective of dots, lines and planes to analyze traditional Chinese painting.
He clearly integrated the studies of visual elements in his extramural courses
and provided an unconventional method of teaching ink painting by discarding
LPLWDWLRQDQGSURYRNLQJVWXGHQWVWRH[SHULPHQWYLVXDOODQJXDJHVXFKDV³OLQHV
DQGGRWV SUDFWLFH´7KLVDWWHPSW LV VKRZQLQ D JURXS RIDQRQ\PRXVGUDZLQJV
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FRQVLGHUHGDV³SUDFWLFHVRIFODVVPDWHVLQ´SXEOLVKHGLQDiscourses on Ink
Painting (e.g. fig. 31, 32, and 33) in 1972. The ink paintings found were
noticeably experimental works. Fig. 31 (157b) is an attempt to create
composition and direction of movement by using a series of short lines. By
using a pattern repetitively with various ink tones fig. 32 (160a) conveys a
sense of rhythm and movement towards upper right. Fig. 33 (167d) is a play of
ink in a splashy way, with layers by different ink tones, creating a sense of
GUDPDE\GULSSLQJDQGH[SUHVVLYHVWURNHV,WZDV/XL¶VIRFXVLQKLVH[WUDPXUDO
class that students should explore all kinds of possibilities of the media and
visual language in their creation rather than merely copying a traditional
painting and studying the cun ࿊ methods (texture-strokes).

&KRX¶VGHWHUPLQDWLRQWREHDQDUWLVWLVVHHQLQKHUHQGHDYRUWRLPSURYHKHU
sketching skills while she was at the same time experimenting with her media
and visual language. The inspiration from nature stimulated Chou. She said the
moon, the sun and the grass often dazzled her as if it was the first time she
really knew about nature.152 7KHDUWLVW¶VVHQVLWLYLW\WRZDUGVVXEWOHFKDQJHVRI
surroundings affected the way she perceived things and matters. When she
crossed the harbor from Kowloon to the Hong Kong Island, she was impressed
that the sea never appeared the same ± different color tones of the sea surface,
fluctuations of waves and ripples, the smell of salt and the freshness of the
water.153 Among all the subjects in nature, trees seemed to be her favorite
subject. She devoted a considerable amount of her time to sketch trees, trunks,
and branches in the countryside and later developed them into some distinctive
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motifs integrated in her art. Chou recollected that she often accompanied her
film director husband to work in the morning during the 1960s. They would
travel to some quiet and secluded rural area. Then Chou would do sketching
there for the entire day until Yang picked her up in the evening after he finished
his work. She drew lots of trees, so much so that she claimed she had drawn
³DSSUR[LPDWHO\ WHQ WKRXVDQG´ VNHWFKHV RI WUHHV154 She said she concentrated
on sketching the trees, especially some close ups or trees as a whole within the
close distance of the scenery around her.155 Whether it was the cause or the
effect, Chou established an intimate relationship with trees. She even expressed
WKH WUHH DV ³D IULHQG RI PLQH´156 According to her ex-student Caroline Chiu,
Chou in her teaching emphasized the importance of sketching and she regarded
it the foundation that allowed an artist to be free to develop his/her art.157 Chou
realized this because of her earlier outing experiences with her husband where
VKH VNHWFKHG IRU PDQ\ PRUQLQJV DQG DIWHUQRRQV &KRX¶V SDLQWLQJV VFDWtered
among different collectors, images from catalogs and old photographs are
evidence that she had a great understanding of trees. Many of the delicate
roots-like patterns found in her works relate to those complicated intertwining
roots and branches in real life, hinting that these patterns developed from her
meticulous and detailed sketches of trees.

The Tree (fig. 34, dated 1960s) is possibly one of her earlier works that
she developed from her sketches of trees. It shows the complex structure of a
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--, Chinese Painting by Irene Chou, 50. An interesting remark here is the films of Yang are
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group of tree trunks and branches with some marks on the bark. Even though
the upper part of the painting is dominated by accumulated ink covering the
details, Chou carefully rendered the branches by layers. It resembles a genuine
structure of trees creating a mysterious mood through the effect of ample uses
of different tones of ink. There is a light green halo on the left of middle
section infusing its vicinity from within and altering the branches and
background color into greenish tones. The strenuous effort in sketching from
real life allowed Chou to paint very delicate and fine roots-like patterns. It is
noticeable in a work with an unknown title (fig. 35, undated)158 in which Chou
demonstrated her mature techniques of layering the roots-like patterns. The
image displays two rather even upper and lower parts divided by curves. The
upper part is covered largely by dark ink except for a circle in the central upper
portion. Inside the circle is a leaf. It is noted that a drop of green from the leaf
is at the edge of the circle and drifting towards the darkness. The lower part
approaching the edges of the painting is increasingly condensed with extremely
complicated and thorough roots-like patterns. By putting the intertwining
roots-like pattern in different planes, they intersect and overlap to create a
depth with a receding space suggesting a very complex tie. They are spun into
an irregular web, with a string of light green leaves echoing the dominant green
leaf above. The diminishing details from the left and the light effect on the
right create a rich sense of visual space and successfully form a well composed
landscape with an infinite sense of depth. There is a definite roots-like form
that zigzags up from lower right corner to the upper part of the image, pointing
to the area of dark ink in a ray of illuminated light. In term of skills, the

158

The image was found in a box of pictures of Chou and her paintings given by Alicia Pun to
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detailed rendering requires close attention and skill to achieve; the mostly
delicate and close-knitted roots-like patterns are scrupulously and carefully
presented. Some of the roots-like patterns extend upwards; some are
curvilinear and swirling; some are fading out or merging with the surrounding
washes. The contrast and the linkage in the painting not only unites the two,
but also provokes rich imagination.

In the works of the above, Chou mainly gave up other parts of the trees
and kept the roots as a form to create layers of complexity and depth. In fact,
she had drawn trees and tree roots to such an extent that she was absolutely
familiar and intimate with them. Later the roots-like patterns evolved as her
significant motif which was defined by the respectable art historian, Sullivan
ZKHQKHVDLG&KRX³KDGWKHP>URRWV-SDWWHUQV@LQKHUKHDUW´159

To appreciate the paintings of Chou at a deeper level, it is crucial to gain
perspectives of her work from people who were around her in order to
XQGHUVWDQGVRPHRIWKHKLGGHQPHDQLQJVRIKHUIRUPV<DQJ&KRX¶VKXVEDQG
was definitely one of these key people to know. In the 1960s, Yang reached the
peak of his director life. There were many rumors about him and film circle
girlfriends. Those reports in the media annoyed Chou immensely.160 Chou
even attempted to commit suicide because of the pain she suffered from her
KXVEDQG¶V GLVOR\DOW\161 Chou felt angry and disappointed even though Yang
eventually returned to her after his career crisis in the 1970s. She admitted that
WKHUH ZDV ³D VHQVH RI SURIRXQG ORYH DQG KDWUHG WLHG ZLWK WKH VDPH SHUVRQ

159
160
161

Sullivan, Art and Artists of Twentieth-century China, 197.
Yixin and Yijie, Dan qing chonger, 69.
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><DQJ@´GHHSLQVLGHKHU162 It seemed to be an honest and complex sensation.
Chou had an unforgettable and deep relationship with Yang. Chou was in her
late seventies (23 years after Yang died) when she reminisced for a biography
that her memories of Yang were still so vivid. The knotted web and profound
complex roots-like patterns could be the visualization of her once unspeakable
pain of her complex relationship with her husband.

Chou worked with other media such as acrylic, oil, glue and watercolor,
created collages, prints and even illustration. With her first hand experience
with different western media and creation methods, Chou had a clear
appreciation and greater awareness of the possibilities and characteristics of
Chinese media. She concluded that ink, paper and Chinese brush were the best
media for her.163 7KXV&KRX¶VFKRLFHRIXVLQJ&Kinese media for her art was a
decision made after a comprehensive and thorough search of various media.

6RPH RI &KRX¶V ZRUNV UHIOHFW KHU LQWHUHVW DQG FXULRVLW\ LQ &KLQHVH
calligraphy and philosophy. This was apparent even in her early creations.
Longevity (fig. 36) is a medley of motifs and Chinese characters. Pictorial print
of fish, tortoise, and symbol of taichi ֜ᄕ are merged with ancient characters
of ࡌ, (surname of Chou) and 㝛 (double happiness). Although the symbols
appear to be loosely structured, the work hints an emphasis on the abstract
thought of these symbols. Another example is a collage with calligraphic image
titled The Letter (fig. 37). Chou composed the piece with the seal script written
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by her close friend Tong Ding Yu (ྏࡳ ڙ1912 ± 1999).164 Luohan (fig. 38)
shows her early interest in Buddhism. The profile and frontal images of the
luohan are situated in the brownish background with some scattered characters.
Part of them indicated names of luohan in Chinese, such as รԮ૫૫༇ृ
(Karika). The succinct roots-like patterns intersect with other elements, thus
creating different layers from the front to the back. More interestingly, Chou
elongated the brown eyebrows of the lXRKDQ¶VIURQWDOYLHZDQGH[WHQGHGWKHP
outwards so that one side even coils up along the roots-like pattern. The two
Chinese characters ઍֻ (eyebrows) is even found around the luohan. The
subjeFW RI WKH SDLQWLQJ LQGLFDWHG &KRX¶V LQWHUHVW LQ SKLORVRSK\ EXW WKH
composition and arrangement also shows her playfulness towards the subject
which she WKRXJKWZDV³DPXVLQJ´165.

From the teaching of Lui and her experimentation of media and visual
languages, Chou began to rethink the fundamental meaning of painting and art.
Lui helped her to establish her philosophy of painting. Chou explicitly stated
that Lui, as her teacher, had profound influences in shaping her attitude and
views towards art.166 Lui emphasized that imitation of others is not what an
artist should do. He encouraged Chou to explore the self and temperament
from within to develop a style of her own.167 Lui believed that Ink Painting
was to express oneself through the medium of ink.168 The advocacy deeply
influenced and stimulated Chou which is reflected when she thought deeply
about painting and believed it as a self-expression,
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Yixin and Yijie, Dan qing chonger, 122.
--, Chinese Painting by Irene Chou, 42.
&KRX³7KH7LPHLQ:KLFK,ZDV%RUQ´ 22.
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³, EHJLQ WR UHDOL]H µSDLQWLQJ¶ LV D VHOI H[SUHVVLRQ WKDW SLQSRLQWV WKH WLPH
and space that I am situated, and most signiILFDQWO\P\RZQWKRXJKWV´169
,W LV FOHDU WKDW LQ PDQ\ ZD\V /XL¶V DQG &KRX¶V DWWLWXGHV FRUUHVSRQGHG /XL
DWWHPSWHG WR ³FUHDWH WKH SDWK RI ZKDW KDYH QRW EHHQ DFKLHYHG LQ &KLQHVH
SDLQWLQJ LQ WKH SDVW WKRXVDQGV \HDUV´ &KRX UHJDUGHG WKLV DV D PRWWR WKDW
profoundly inspired her. 170 This was also the shared goal of many early
twentieth century artists. Tam as a close painter friend of Chou in a memorial
letter wrote that Chou was a faithful participant of Sunday gatherings among
the In Tao Association painters. He even pointed out she was the one who
³ZRUNHGWKHKDUGHVW´DVVKHSDLQWHGLQWKH:DK<DQ$UW5RRPIURPPRUQLQJWR
five or six in the evening with only a lunch break.171

Art as narrative
At the beginning of understanding self expression, Chou started by
creating narrative paintings to reflect the incidents happening in her life.
Narrative here does not necessarily refer to realistic representation but traces or
symbols that can be related to particular struggles or incidents happened to
&KRX¶V OLIH &KRX had three children, son Michael Yang and two daughters
Julia and Catherine Yang who were all in their teenage years in the late 1960s.
Looking back at &KRX¶VSDLQWLQJVof this era, they echoed her life, such as the
struggle of being a responsible mother and a painter. Three paintings in
SDUWLFXODU UHYHDO WKH LQQHU VWUXJJOH RI &KRX¶V PXOWL-role as a mother of three
children, a wife of a successful film director and a passionate painter who had
just started her career.
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Chou, ³:RFRQJ[LQJTLULNDLVKL]XRKXD´ 74.
Yixin and Yijie, Dan qing chonger, 71.
Laurence Tam, memorial article through email, July 10, 2011.
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The Hand (fig. 39) is a collage concerning her children. It was a means
Chou used to pacify her children in a quarrel ± her son and elder daughter often
verbally fought with each other for fun, and they would come to their mother
for settlement. However, Chou remembered the results were not always
considered satisfactory by the children,
³0\ VRQ ZRXOG VD\ WKDW , ZDV RQ KLV VLVWHU¶V VLGH DQG P\ GDXJKWHU
ZRXOGVD\WKDW,RQO\EHOLHYHGKHUEURWKHU´172
To avoid a message of favoritism, she created this image what appears to be
two red gloves placed palm-down with inscriptions arranged in a patterned
square-OLNHVSDFH7KHLQVFULSWLRQUHDGV³ERWKSDOPDQGGRUVXPRIP\KDQGDUH
P\IOHVK´ZKLFKLVD&KLQHVHDGDJH&KRXDSSOLHGWRH[SUHVVWKHGLIILFXOW\RI
making a decision in favor of either of the children as both of them were her
love. The gloves were painted in red, a color symbolizing love and passion, but
also anger and conflict which may indicate her complicated emotions.

The second work entitled The Family (fig. 40) was dedicated to Yang,
&KRX¶VKXVEDnd, to illustrate his financial and other burdens. The image evokes
a sense of heaviness by displaying an endlessly overlapping hill-like pattern
receding into the background, symbolizing the enormous load of Yang. Chou
recalled the family situation at the time she painted the work and said:
³:KHQWKHFKLOGUHQJUDGXDOO\JUHZXSWKHH[SHQGLWXUHRQWKHLUHGXFDWLRQ
was formidable and my husband was the only one to bear it. It is not easy
EHLQJDSDUHQWHVSHFLDOO\QRZDGD\V´173
Even though there is a transparent sphere on top of the rocky shapes on the
right with different rings of colors, mainly grey, slight red and orange circling
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an illuminated center, the dark tones of ink is still dominant. The orange
roots-like patterns grow from the bottom, crawling upwards in front of the hilly
structure. The expanding hills and roots-structure convey an impression of
growing, with a sense of weight and complexity implying the heavy burden on
Yang.

Another work The Fire, (fig. 41) tells an analogy of painting ± to paint
ZDV OLNH D PRXQWDLQ ILUH ,Q &KRX¶V FDWDORJ VKH H[SOLFLWO\ H[SODLQHG WKH
conceptual thoughts behind,
³, EHFDPH VOLJKWO\ PRUH PDWXUH LQ WKH VL[WLHV >V@ DQG P\ ORYH IRU
SDLQWLQJ UHDFKHG D FOLPD[« $V VRPH RI P\ FKLOGUHQ ZHUH WKHQ LQ WKH
primary school, and some in the lower secondary forms, I had to play the
PRWKHU¶V UROH ZHOO E\ WHDFKLQJ WKHP DQG RIIHULQJ WKHP SURWHFWLRQ ,
warned myself: painting was like a maintain [mountain] fire, never let it
GHYRXU\RX´174
The dominant mountain-shape at the bottom appeared to be painted in a
combination of wash and dot technique in orange tones which contrast with the
intense dark ink dots-like mountain. Interlacing curve forms growing from the
base look like burning, passionate, orange tongue of fire leaping which
receding into the background 7KH IODPH V\PEROL]LQJ &KRX¶V XQFRQWUROOHG
increasing passion for painting. The vivid fiery curves consolidate with
intensity of colors below a sun-like sphere shape at the corner which contrasts
with the black smoke-like cloud form in the opposite corner. The issue of being
a housewife and painter was often addressed by Chou herself and also by
UHSRUWHUV EHWZHHQ V DQG V 6KH FODLPHG KHUVHOI D ³IXOO-time
KRXVHZLIH´ DQG WDNLQJ FDUH RI KHU NLGV DQG KXVEDQG ZDV KHU SULRULW\175 In a
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QHZV LQWHUYLHZ LQ  &KRX H[SUHVVHG WKDW KHU SDLQWLQJV DUH ³P\
VWUXJJOHV«P\ORYHP\KDWUHGP\PDUULDJHP\FKLOGUHQ´176

The abstract expression found in the works of the above can be related to
particular matters or inner struggles Chou was confronting at that time. They
ZHUH WKH QDUUDWLRQ RI KHU OLIH $V PHQWLRQHG SUHYLRXVO\ /XL¶V WHDFKLQJ
triggered Chou to not only experiment with different types of media and visual
elements, but also to explore the meaning of painting as an inner expression.
7KHVHSDLQWLQJVZHUH&KRX¶VDWWHPSWVWRH[SORUHWKHLQQHUVHOIWKURXJKDEVWUDFW
expression. They may also be considered as narratives of her daily life, related
to particular personal matters or struggles. By 1973, all three of her children
were abroad, allowing her more time to develop her art. Her maturity in art had
yet to evolve. When this maturity was attained, it surpassed a narration of
personal life and incidents. Her later works are concerned more with a state of
mind that is an abstract expression not grounded by any particular incidents,
but rather a kind of contemplative emotion towards life.

A search for her personal visual language
From narration of inner self towards an abstract expression, Chou began
to search for her own visual languages. Chou had an immense interest in the
stone drum inscription style of calligraphy. She found the lines of the script
³KDYHDQDLURIJUDFHIXOQHVVVHUHQLW\FRQWLQXLW\RIWKHULJRURIOLIHDQGDERYH
all, unsurpassed sincerity´177 Chinese painting emphasizes the uses of lines.

Chou Sees Herself as a Full-WLPH+RXVHZLIH ´The Star, April 21, 1973, 7. See also Fernando
3HUHLUD³0RWKHUO\/RYHLV)LUVWRQ+HU/LVW´Hong Kong Standard, September 16, 1968, 5.
176
&DURO&OHZORZ³3DLQWLQJWKH3LFWXUHRQ:RPHQ¶V/LEHUDWLRQV´China Mail, February 16,
1974, 9.
177
&KRX³7KH7LPHLQ:KLFK,ZDV%RUQ´ 25.
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There is even a style called baimiao ػ༴ which relies on pure use of lines.
Chou praised the chuncai tiao ⪎လය by Wu Daozi (ܦሐ active ca. 710 ±
760) who was a well-known Tang painter for the openness and boldness of his
OLQHV WKDW JLYH ³IXOO H[SUHVVLRQ WR WKH IRUFHIXOQHVV´ RI WKH SDLQWHU 178
Nevertheless, Chou was aware of it not being hers and reflected:
³+RZHYHUWKHOLQHVRI:X'DR]LZHH>ZHUH@QRWPLQH,KDGWRVHDUFKIRU
P\RZQ´179
According to Chou, The First Line Work (fig. 42, dated 1970s) was her earliest
line work. The image is purely an arrangement of lines. There is a negative
space of a circle created by ink washes in the centre. On top of it lies horizontal
lines curving in a motion-like pattern. The gradual increase of the gradation of
ink tones from above downwards comprises a rich range of ink tones. And as
the curvature of the lines change, they induce a sense of motion. Chou
reminisced that she painted it without much serious thought and planning,
³, GUHZ WKH ILUVW FXUYHG OLQH QRZ DSSHDULQJ RQ WKH WRS RI WKH SDLQWLQJ 
with thin [light] ink on a paper, and then followed unconsciously this line
to develop the whole picture by adding more ink until the lines looked
FRQFHQWUDWHGDQGGDUNDQGILOOHGWKHHQWLUHVKHHWRISDSHU´180
$IWHU WKLV µXQLQWHQWLRQDO¶ DWWHPSW &KRX FUHDWHG RWKHU Oinear works of similar
line experiments such as Composition III and IV (fig. 43 and 44, dated 1970s).
In Composition III, lines are arranged in a rope-like structure intertwining and
coiling up with each other forming a sphere-like pattern, demonstrating various
spacial possibilities. Nine egg-shape or sphere patterns are even integrated in
Composition IV along with the use of lines, suggesting more of an abstract
feeling.
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Enigma Variations I, II, III, and IV (fig. 45, 46, 47 and 48, dated 1973) are
a serLHVRIOLQHZRUNVWKDWGHPRQVWUDWH&KRX¶VVFKHPDWLFVHDUFKRIOLQHV7KH
series depicts the process of a sphere floating from the blank space in work I
and then goes into the inner space between lines in the last work IV. With some
ink washes and muted color as the background, Chou drew and combined
various sets of lines in a condensed and formatted way. The curve lines run
rhythmically, inducing a rich sense of rhythm, tension, extension and
dynamism. 'HVSLWH WKH YDULDWLRQV DOO IRXU LPDJHV FRQWDLQ D ³9´ Rr
³LQYHQWHG-9´VWUXFWXUHLQWKHFHQWUH$VWKHVSKHUHLVHQFORVHGE\OLQHVDURXQG
it, this induces a sense of privacy and secrecy. The lines structure of each
painting differently interacts with the sphere. The slender path in the inner
space is flexible in Enigma Variations III (fig. 47) as the orange sphere at the
lower center of the painting expands the space. In Enigma Variations IV (fig.
48), the compelling forces of curve lines pull the concentration to the focus of
WKHSLQNLVKVSKHUHLQWKH³SULYDWHLQQHUVSDFH´DWWKHFHQWUH7KHUK\WKPVDQG
vibrations of the lines in general create dynamic structures of which Chou said
³JDYH H[SUHVVLRQ WR WKH IOXFWXDWLRQ RI P\ IHHOLQJV WRZDUGV OLIH ORYH DQG WKH
P\VWHU\RIWKHXQLYHUVH´181.

In 1973 Chou contributed work to the exhibition of Contemporary Prints
by Chinese Artists182 as she once practiced and taught lithography in the 1970s.
In an interview that year related to her line works, Chou explained the Chinese
title of two of Zhong I and II ( I and  II). She explicitly said Zhong meant
total concentration,
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³7KHFKDUDFWHURIzhong  is not the character of a clock, zhong ᤪ, but
the zhong of yijian zhongqing (ԫߠൣ, love at first sight) which means
FRQFHQWUDWLRQDQGIRFXV´183
7KHUHIRUH&KRX¶Vstyle of rhythmic lines has a particular abstract meaning to
her that reflects a mood that she expressed towards life. This schematic search
of her own lines is impressive and structured compared with the lines
exploration exhibited in her first solo in 1968. The painting process as
illustrated demands full concentration and focal attention to the image depicted.
With such dedicated concentration, one can imagine Chou had to be absorbed
in her painting process. In regard to the interpretation of her series of works
FUHDWHGLQWKLVSHULRG&KRXGHVFULEHGWKDW³HQFRPSDVVLQJLQWKHOLQHVERWKP\
LQQHUZROG>ZRUOG@DQGWKHRXWHUREMHFWLYHZRUOG´184

While Chou began her journey of artistic expression in the Lingnan
School, her search for her inner expression began ZLWK /XL¶V WHDFKLQJV WKDW
became one of her most important goals of her artistic life. Conflict caused by
her intense marriage subtly motivated her to create. It was also because the
tension created by the demand of a still largely traditional motherhood role that
she only had more free time to develop her art in the 1970s. At this time, Chou
experimented with different visual language and media in an attempt to
develop her own. She was still exploring how to express her inner self. Her
³VHOI-H[SUHVVLRQV´Rf this period are considered as narratives in response to her
personal incidents.
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Chapter III
Inner Expression and Innovation of Chou
It was not until the mid-V WKDW &KRX¶V VWURQJ GHVLUH WR H[SUHVV KHU
inner self was triggered by the death of Lui and her husband Yang. Chou
shifted her previous exploration of lines into ink due to these traumatic losses.
It is also because of the death of Yang that she was no longer bound by the role
of housewife and wife. This state of freedom enabled her to be fully devoted to
the development of her art.

$ORQJ &KRX¶V DUWLVWLF HYROXWLRQ VKH FRQVWDQWO\ H[SORUHG KHU RZQ YLVXDO
language to express her abstract inner self. Lui noted that the inner expression
RI DQ LQGLYLGXDO LV DFFRUGLQJ WR RQH¶V WHPSHUDPHQW gen and the state of shi.
The works of Chou are so distinctive that they dramatically stand apart from
her contemporary Ink painters. She invented some personal signatures, such as
the roots-OLNH SDWWHUQ KHU VW\OH RI OLQHV VSKHUHV ³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´
blob-splash, and queyue cun [a vortex-like pattern]. This chapter elucidates
&KRX¶V LQQRYDWLYH DFKLHYHPHQWV LQ WHUPV RI FRQWHQW DQG WHFKQLTXHV ZKLFK
suEWO\HFKRWKHDGYRFDF\RI/XL¶V Ink Painting.

Art as inner expression
,WLVGLIILFXOWWRµSURYH¶ZKDWLV meant by inner self expression. Although
Lui stressed much on inner expression, he did not define it but suggested the
way to achieve it ± gen and the state of shi. Throughout /XL¶V ZULWLQJV KH
proposed that the effect of attaining inner self expression is through a process
of searching gen, including responding to other influences at a given time. It is
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DOVRFUXFLDOWRNQRZWKDWH[SUHVVLQJRQH¶VXWPRVWVHOILVDYHU\DEVWUDFWVWDWHRI
mind which is not easy to achieve. Chou expressed that she [in 1960s] ³ZDV
FRQIXVHG RI KRZ WR H[SUHVV KHUVHOI´ XQWLO VKH KDG LQVSLUDWLRQ IURP the stone
drum inscription style.185 According to Lui, the attitude of being sincere and
true to himself/herself is important as an artist. The ultimate pursuit of being
individual and innovative is not from aiming for a set target, but rather
achieved through a serious search of exploring materials, techniques, concepts
DQG RQHVHOI /XL¶V DGYRFDF\ IRFXVHG RQ FRQFHSWV DQG LGHDV UDWKHU WKDQ DQ\
visual style. In the construction of his ink painting course, Lui divided the
course content into two parts ± knowledge of technical skills and concepts of
painting. He clearly stated that the first part was the foundation of the second.
7KH VW\OH RI H[SUHVVLRQ UHOLHV RQ RQH¶V FRQFHSWXDO WKRXJKWV Whe decision
regarding the use of materials and techniques are based on the needs of the
style of expression.186

³'DUN´SDLQWLQJV
The deaths of Lui and Yang in 1975 and 1978 respectively, appeared to
have significant impacts RQ&KRX¶VFUHDWLYHEHLQJ. For Chou, the 1970s was a
decade of grief. Dark tones of ink became the compelling language for her to
express her state of mind. The profuse and intensive use of ink was so
GLVWLQFWLYH LQ &KRX¶V ZRUNV LQ WKHV WKDW VKH FRLQHG WKH WHUP ³GDUN´
painting (piled ink paintings of this period).

The whole art scene was shocked by the premature death of Lui, at the age
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of 56. As a disciple and close friend of Lui, Chou was particularly depressed by
the news. She recorded her grief in Remembering Mr. Lui (fig. 49, dated 1970s),
a work dedicated by her to Lui, her mentor and close companion. The work
visualizes the emotional state of Chou after /XL¶V GHDWK The use of formal
language in this work evokes a deep sense of sincerity and solemnity.
Concentrated ink with gradual gradation occupies four fifths of the painting.
The work is heavy and rich. This is attained by the careful rendering of layers
of thin ink on both sides of the Chinese paper repeatedly.187 The richness of
layering of ink accumulation induces a substantial and affluent but not static
effect. The heavy use of ink encircles an embryo-like sphere at the centre of the
painting. It consists of a placental structure in form of some root-like patterns
on the top, a fluid-like structure in the middle, and a self-illuminated sphere
with complicated branch-like patterns being enveloped in the innermost centre.
The glowing effect of the centre, the fluidity of the middle layer, and the
life-inducing placental structure creates a rich sense of imagination, movement
and growth. These roots-like structure situated in the vast darkness suggest, as
GHVFULEHGE\&KRXKHUVHOI³SUHVVXUHWRRJUHDWWREHERUQH´IRUWKHSDLQWHUDQG
her contemporaries.188 There is a brighter zone occupying the upper one-fifth.
The ink washes above the sphere are increasingly lighter. The fading washes
end in an exuberant tail-like extension that dashes from the right to the left,
then coils backwards penetrates into the brighter zone. The tail of the extension
branches out in orderly and uncluttered roots-like patterns reaching towards the
right where there is a tiny red round seal of the artist sitting on one of the thin
branches near the edge. The spherical shape of the seal echoes with the
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embryo-like sphere despite the contrast of their sizes. Given the close
friendship between Chou and Lui, the dedicative title and the seal of Chou, the
two spheres might serve as a metaphor of the spiritual connection between the
two artists who were then separated by two different worlds.

The large scale coverage of rich and piled ink also appears in the series of
My Inner World. As the title suggests, the series was possibly a reflection of
&KRX¶V LQQHU VHOI 'HVSLWH WKH DEXQGDQW XVH RI SLOHGLQN LQ My Inner World I
(fig. 50, dated 1970s) and My Inner World II (fig. 51 and 51a, dated 1976), the
GRPLQDQFH RI WKH µEODFN¶ GRHV QRW HYRNH D IHHOLQJ RI stagnancy. Instead, the
two paintings manifest a great sense of mobility, radiance and fluidity. In terms
of the layout of the ink, My Inner World I is the reverse of My Inner World II.
In the former, the ink covers the top five sixths of the painting. It is easy to
miss the subtle thin grey line in the middle of painting which is almost
disguised or swallowed by the ink. The rest of the one sixth area at the bottom
is a bright zone depicting a whitish ground filled with intersecting roots-like
patterns. In the middle of the ground extends a self-illuminated sphere covered
with sprawling roots-like patterns as if it is growing out of the ground from the
right to left. Its flow of patterns suggests a rolling and spinning motion,
extending into the receding space of the dark zone. Other than the white
glowing sphere, there is a similar glowing blue sphere in a smaller size. It lies
on the whitish ground by itself. The gloZLQJ ZKLWH LQ WKH VSKHUHV¶ FHQWUH
VXJJHVWV D NLQG RI µVHOI-LOOXPLQDWLRQ¶ IURP ZLWKLQ D SRVVLEOH V\PERO RI D
self-motivated internal power. In My Inner World II, a circle is located in the
upper right corner illuminated by an extreme light source that is so harsh that it

68

illuminates the cluster of roots-like patterns extending from its nearby to the
left. The density and complexity of the intervening cluster is suffocating.
Colors of black, blue, orange, and red are subtly blended creating a wide range
of color tones among the cluster. There is a pouring structure of red fluid from
the bottom of the knotty roots-like cluster. It gets thinner and thinner and
eventually becomes a barely visible reddish thin line. There is a layer of
textural effect surrounding the reddish line as if the layer is a protection of it.
The thin line connects to the flow of some lively, tiny, yellowish dots which
surrounds a small blank heap at the very end of the image (fig. 51b). The
empty space lightens up the image and echoes with the illuminated area above.
It unites the two spaces, connecting bottom to the top. The reddish line not only
separates the painting into left and right, but also contrasts with the ample use
of ink. The massive loading of ink on either side of the extremely thin, red line
evokes an unbearable sense of pressure. The image could be taken as a
visualization of the emotional state of the painter. The volume of the large
inked area evokes a somber and gloomy feeling, while the connection of the
two lighted areas eases the tension and induces a positive feeling. The blank
space in the bottom is crucial as it reduces a sense of isolation and lightens a
candle of hope.

Fusion ILJ  GDWHG   ZDV SDLQWHG D \HDU EHIRUH &KRX¶V KXVEDQG
Yang passed away. Three fourths of the image is occupied by horizontal layers
of ink with a gradual increase of tones as the layers descend. A thin layer of
blank space is left on top of the layers. Above it is a symbol of an eye
structured by roots-like patterns which branch out and converge with one and
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other. In the centre of the eye is form of swirling, delicate roots-like patterns
encircling an inner circle of shades. There is a branch crawling out of the eye
and goes downwards. It consists of three finger-like structures in a gesture of a
scratch that resembles a skeleton hand. A minute volume of red is generated in
the middle of the eye, subtly coloring the descending scratch. It is like an
elongated red tear drop. The tear drop seems to be strikingly frozen as it stops
in the midst of ink layers. The feeble skeleton hand-like structure can be easily
DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK GHDWK DQG GHVSHUDWLRQ 7KHVH ³GDUN´ SDLQWLQJV DUH ZRUWK\ RI
VWXG\DVWKH\DUHVLJQLILFDQWO\GLVWLQFWIURP&KRX¶VHDUOLHUZRUNV7KHPDVVLYH
uses of ink, the repeated use of the roots-like patterns, and the complexity of
her motifs could be a visualization of the intense sorrow and pain Chou
experienced because of the deaths of Lui and Yang. Chou once said that these
SLOHGLQNSDLQWLQJVZHUH³DWWHPSWVDWGLVFRYHULQJWKHVHOI´7KH\DOVR³VHUYHG
ZHOO´LQH[SUHVVLQJKHUHPRWLRQV´189

The process of layering of ink and the depiction of roots-like structures
and thin lines demand great attention in execution. The meticulous details
require full concentration and engagement. Chou was probably absorbed in the
painting process. Such state can be regarded as concept of flow. Mihaly
&VLNV]HQWPLKDO\LUHIHUUHGWRIORZDVDQ³RSWLPDOH[SHULHQFH´,WZDVDIHHOLQJ
³ZKHQ WKLQJV ZHUH JRLQJ ZHOO DV DQ DOPRVW DXWRPDWLF HIIRUWOHVV \et highly
IRFXVHG VWDWH RI FRQVFLRXVQHVV´190 Chou regarded herself luckier than her
mother as her emotion towards her often unsatisfactory marriage could be
released through painting. She expressed her regret at not encouraging her
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mother to write more when she was upset by her marriage.191 &KRX¶VSDLQWLQJ
experience led her to believe that the process of creation would have eased the
VXIIHULQJRIKHUPRWKHU,WZRXOGVHHPWKDW&KRX¶VOLIHH[SHULHQFHVXFKDVKHU
marriage and her relationship with her parents, and the pain and anguish she
had gone through had indirectly led to her enthusiasm and dedication to art in
which she could immerse herself without reservation. It is possible that Chou
had eased and transferred her emotions to the paintings through the creation
process.

Meanwhile, Chou simultaneously attempted to explore new techniques in
seeking her own visual language. The Impact series is another signature of
Chou. In contrast to the piled ink series, the Impact series is expressed in a
much lighter and playful way (details will be discussed later). In the 1980s,
Chou reflected and cast some doubt on the contrast of her works,
³, GLG QRW NQRZ ZKDW FDXVHG PH WR WU\ WZR HQWLUHO\ GLIIHUHQW NLQGV RI
paintings almost simultaneously. I also did not know which one of the two
UHSUHVHQWHGP\UHDOµVHOI¶´192
This reflection demonstrated her awareness of genuine inner self expression.
Chou realized that there were people who did not appreciate her dark paintings
because they are too dark.193 She did not compromise her style because of
DXGLHQFHV¶UHDFWLRQEXWUDWKHUDIILUPHGthe using of the media to express herself.
Such attitude is reminiscent of /LQ )HQJPLDQ¶V EHOLHI WKDW ³DUW LV DERXW
HPRWLRQ´194
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Chou was seriously ill before and after the death of Yang. During this time,
she once had a fever for six months.195 In her own words, the paintings before
DQG DIWHU KHU KXVEDQG GLHG ZHUH ³PRVWO\ EOHDN VRPEHU DQG VXIIRFDWLQJ´196
which reflected her complex mental state of grief, sorrow, and anxiety. Chou
reflected if her marriage had not been that unhappy, she might not have started
painting and become an artist. Thus the misery of her unpleasant marriage in
return brought her luck.197 It is fair to say that painting or creation was a way
out for her. Matisse created collages rather than painting when his vision
deteriorated, Chou used him as an example of being able to put aside the
suffering and fear to be absorbed in creation.198 Although the paintings of
Chou were closely linked to her emotion and life, they were no longer a direct
narration of her life incidents. Rather, they were purely an abstract expression
of her emotional state. The dark paintings are the best illustration of such. As
she moved on, she searched for other ways to express her different state of
mind.

Moment of breakthrough
After the death of her husband, Chou began to live by herself and insisted
RQ OLYLQJ DORQH IRU WKH UHVW RI KHU OLIH H[FHSW D VKRUW SHULRG ZLWK KHU VRQ¶V
family when she first arrived in Brisbane in 1992. Even when she lived in the
nursing home in 2007, she requested a single room as she wanted to paint and
be independent. In 1980s, she turned her place at Victory Road into a home
studio by painting her bunk bed, fan, door and fridge in red (pl. 1, 2 and 3). The
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act was possibly a gesture of her liberation from grief and frustration. This
period of breaking free utterly reversed the elements of her paintings. The
depression caused by the death of her husband seemed to have turned into a
positive force of gaining freedom and leading her art into another exploration
era.

Breakthrough (fig. 2), exhibited in the One Art Group show in 1979,
alludes to the artistic struggles Chou had. It is symbolic if we put it into the
WLPHIUDPHRI&KRX¶VDUWLVWLFHYROXWLRQ$VLWVWLWOHVXJJHVWVWKHLPDJHFDlls for
a change. The image shows layers of roots-like patterns encasing a sphere
which is breaking dramatically into two halves. The left half lifts up and tilts in
forms of roots-like patterns and explodes more energetically compared with the
right half. The roots-like patterns splash freely and integrate into the saturated
area of ink above. At the centre where the halves split are lines in a grey tone
extending upwards and ascend until they diffuse into the ink washes at the top
of the painting. However, the roots-like patterns from both sides have no direct
contact; a very narrow but clear gap remains in between the two hemispheres.
The sparkling uprising gesture suggests a strong sense of eruption of an inner
force. The break of the sphere implies a new vigorous move. Break Through I
(fig. 53, ca 1979) and Breakout II (fig. 54, ca 1979)199 also depict a sphere
enveloped by intricate roots-like patterns in a burst and sense of liberation. The
latter is a quieter and less explosive version of the former which has more
complicated layers of roots-like patterns. Yet Breakthrough illustrates a
complete detachment without any contact with the two halves. Spheres encased
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by roots-OLNHSDWWHUQVZHUHIUHTXHQWO\DGRSWHGLQ&KRX¶VSDLQWLQJVLQWKHV
such as Remembering of Mr. Lui (fig. 49), My Inner World I (fig. 50), Fusion
(fig. 52), and Concentration 004 (fig. 55). The eruption of the spheres in
Breakthrough hints at a gesture of liberation of Chou that signaled the coming
shift of her painting style.

In the 1980s, Chou had an obvious turn in her works. Large areas of void
and the use of red within the compelling splashes of ink became common. Her
paintings no longer contained not only meticulous details, but also broad and
bold ink calligraphic strokes. Chou in 1986 described,
³7KHODWHVWEUHDNWKURXJKLQP\SDLQWLQJZDVWKHUHILQHPHQW,PDGHRQD
completed work [after bold use of brush and ink]. Using broad strokes
was indeed very exciting, but there was still much room for
consummation. Facing a picture, looking closely at it, thinking thoroughly,
I had the feeling that I was having a dialogue with the picture which, if in
a good mood, would respond to my ideas or would slowly guide my
inspiration. After completing such a picture, I would be in full agreement
with the remark by Mr. Lu Xiangshan, a philosopher of the Song dynasty,
thaW³7KHXQLYHUVHLVP\KHDUW´200
The above quote supports with the description of Michael Yang, son of Chou,
when he recalled that his mother spent a lot of time sitting at the table, staring
DWKHUSDLQWLQJV7KLVZDVDZD\KLVPRWKHUµFRPPXQLFDWHG¶ZLWKKHUZRUNVWR
see what to add or improve, or to meditate on future creation.201
The practice of using bold sweeping strokes followed by delicate
UHILQHPHQWDSSOLHVWR&KRX¶VODWHUZRUNs in many ways. Hermit (fig. 56, dated
V  ZDV UHJDUGHG E\ &KRX DV KHU ³VHOI-SRUWUDLW´202 and best described the
status of her recovery ± self sustainable state of mind recovering from the loss

200
201
202

&KRX³7KH7LPHLQ:KLFK,ZDV%RUQ´ 28.
Michael Yang, e-mail message to author, October 2, 2012.
--, Chinese Painting by Irene Chou, 106.
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and absence of her husband. According to her own words,
³,QWhe picture, I seem to be in an elevated position, elevated in its literal
sense. After my husband had died and my children gone abroad. I lived
alone on the sixth floor of an old building in which there was no elevator.
Every time I returned home, I had to negotiate many fights of steps, as
though climbing a high mountain, before I got to my own apartment. After
opening the door with keys, I would then take a little rest, draw a long
breath, sip some tea and listen to the music. I was completely free and
coXOGH[SHULHQFHWKHSOHDVXUHDQGVHUHQLW\DKHUPLWHQMR\HG´203
Apart from the washes at the bottom and the upper part, the large area in
between is left empty. In the center of the image, a long and bold curvilinear
stroke tips at the top and gets wider and lighter as it strikes down. The deft
touch of the tip is subtly connected with the land-like structure in the upper
right. The layers of washes and ink on top created a land-like structure by some
branching out roots-like patterns where an inky dotted sphere sits besides an
orange plant. $V&KRXLQWKHDERYHGHVFULSWLRQH[SODLQHGWKH³,´LQWKHSDLQWLQJ
LV³HOHYDWHG´LWLVOLNHO\WKDWWKHGRWWHGVSKHUHUHSUHVHQWVKHU

At the bottom

left lies a bigger inky sphere with roots-like patterns swirling, spreading out.
The similar spherical and inky structure echoes with the small sphere on the
upper right corner. Their major difference is the employment of roots-like
patterns and dots respectively.

Innovation for expression
Ever since Chou started to use painting as inner expression, she never
stopped exploring how best to express her inner world. It is clear that Chou
developed her own visual language and signatures which kept evolving until
the last stage of her life. The signatures mentioned so far are roots-like patterns
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and her own style of lines and spheres. She also invented the ³LPSDFWVWUXFWXUDO
VWURNH´EORE-splashes and queyuen cun. In the following, each of these will be
summarized or discussed in detail, including the way they evolved and their
meaning for Chou.

Roots-like patterns
As mentioned previously, the roots-like patterns first appeared as a
complex structure in the sketching of trees in the 1960s, such as those in The
Tree (fig. 34), Tree 1 (fig. 57) and Tree 2 (fig. 58). In particular the work with
an unknown title (fig. 35) creates an intricately landscape constructed by
numerous layers of roots-like patterns. The roots-like patterns often became
delicate and well-structured forming into different shapes in the 1970s.They
were used to encase spheres or shaped into a form of an eye as in Fusion (fig.
52). In explaining the reason of her favoring the painting of trees, Chou
elaborated that,
³7KHGHDWKRIP\KXVEDQGDQGEHVWIULHQGZDVDWUHPHQGRXV hit to me in
the 1970s. I frequently had severe headache, thus X-rays is used for the
diagnosis of doctor. When I looked at those X-rays images, those were
like vital images of tree branches in all kinds of gestures that is life ± my
OLIH´204
Hence, the delicate roots-like patterns [the density and complexity are
much more like roots rather than branches] is triggered by the image of her
own blood vessels and nerves that had an intimacy with herself. In the 1980s,
the delicate roots-like patterns became a free flowing structure such as shown
in Self Portrait (fig. 59, dated 1984) and Mid-winter ± Spring II (fig. 60, dated
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1980s). In Infinity Landscape III (fig. 61, dated 1987), the roots-like patterns
sometimes extended from a bold stroke (fig. 61a), and sometimes were hidden
under the ink layer (fig. 61b). Chou once expressed that the meticulous
roots-OLNHSDWWHUQV³ZHUHLQIXOODFFRUGZLWKP\GUHDP-like fantasy and rhythm,
JDYH PH D FHUWDLQ DPRXQW RI VDWLVIDFWLRQ´ 205 . The abstract qualities and
satisfaction she attained were consistent with the optimum effect she achieved
by piled ink in the 1970s.

The roots-like patterns underwent a significant simplified evolution in the
late 1990s. They evolved from roots-OLNHWRµEUDQFK-OLNH¶VXJJHVWLQJDVHQVHRI
growth or sprouting. It appears as an independent red sprout in the Silk
Painting I (fig. 62, dated 1998) and it also appears in the string of blue sprouts
in The Universe Lies Within I (fig. 63, dated 1996).206 Moreover, the patterns
suggest a plant-like structure in My Heart is the Universe III (fig. 64, dated
2002) and Life is a Many Splendoured Thing No.02 (fig. 65, dated 2006). The
red and green flat circles are often added with a tail-like feature on the top
where some branches-like patterns spread. When this head-tail motif is colored
red, it is cherry-like. The spheres encased by the roots-like patterns
occasionally appeared in the 2000s. Life as a Many Splendoured Thing #5 (fig.
66), e[KLELWHG LQ &KRX¶V ODVW VROR H[KLELWLRQ LQ , is an example in which
she preserved her excellence and delicacy in skills, but in a more simplified
and pictorial form. The roots-like patterns are presented in a clear extension of
path, unlike the infinite and mysterious mood evoked in the work with an
unknown title (fig. 35). The roots-like patterns evolved from a mysteriously

205

&KRX³7KH7LPHLQ:KLFK,ZDV%RUQ´ 26.
Similar observation can be seen in Butcher, ³The Universe is My Heart; My Heart is the
Universe´
206

77

complex and knotted structure to a more abstract simpler pictorial form.

Lines
7KHXVHRIOLQHVFDQEHVHHQDVHYLGHQFHRI&KRX¶VVHULRXVVHDUFKIRUKHU
own style. The series of Enigma Variations I, II, III, and IV (fig. 45, 46, 47 and
48) best demonstrates her endeavor in this aspect. Later, the lines do not
dominate the whole painting, but are integrated with other of her motifs, such
as the roots-OLNHSDWWHUQVDQGWKH³LPSDFWVWUXFWXUDOVWURNH´7KLVLQWHJUDWLRQLV
seen in Movement I (fig. 67, GDWHGV &KRXFODLPHGWKH³LPSDFWVWUXFWXUDO
VWURNH´DV³DQDWWHPSWWRH[SUHVVWKHUK\WKPDQGPHORG\RIP\KHDUW´207 She
explained that,
³7KHZRUNZDVFRPSOHWHGE\ILUVWXVLQJWKHLPSDFWVWUXFWXUDOVWURNH«WR
arrive at the required rhythm, followed by giving manifestation to the
OLQHV,KDGFRQFHLYHGDQGILQDOO\E\FDSWXULQJDGHVLUDEOHPHORG\´208
In terms of composition, the lines subtly merge and extend from the ink
VSODVKHV RI WKH ³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´ LQWR D VZLUO WKDW HQGV XS ZLWK
roots-like patterns (fig. 67a) which is also a merge of spontaneity and delicate
rendering. Later, the lines are more liberated in that they stretch out into
different directions. For example, in Life is but a Dream IV (fig. 68, dated 2000)
and The Universe is My Mind 6 (fig. 69, dated 2002), the lines are much more
colorful in red, green and gold while the arrangement is not orderly but
diversified. The lines, as Chou explained in her two line works Zhong I & II,
are an inner abstract expression of total concentration209; they generate a sense
of movement, rhythm and melody. The multi-direction of lines creates a
stronger sense of dynamic in her later work when the lines are more
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free-flowing. The Universe is My Mind 1 (fig. 70, dated 2002) appears as an
upside-down image of Composition IV (fig. 44), a line work Chou did in the
1970s. The former is reminiscent of the latter in terms of the use of lines.
&KRX¶VODWHUZRUNVRIWHQGLVSOD\HGWUDFHVRIKHUHDUOLHUSDLQWLQJVEXWUHQGHUHG
in a total different sense. It is noted that the lines in The Universe is My Mind 1
do not cross from one paper edge to another, rather they ease at the edge of a
calligraphic curve stroke. What is novel and obvious here is the placement of
the circles suggests a freer sense compared with Composition IV as some of
them are half bound, and some of them are not bound by lines. Unlike
Composition IV, there is only a pointed circle lands on the top line and are
presented without boundaries.

Spheres/circles
Spherical shapes evolve throughout the oeuvre of Chou, from the intricate
to the simplified. In the 1970s, the spheres were mostly intertwined by
complicated layers of roots-like patterns, such as the spheres in Remembering
of Mr. Lui (fig. 49), My Inner World I (fig. 50), and Concentration 004 (fig. 56).
Later in the 1980s, the spheres have a shift of rendering by dots. In 4:30 A.M.
(fig. 71, dated 1980s) and First of the Sun (fig. 72, dated 1991) as examples,
the spheres are rendered by plentiful dots so creating the suggestion of a light
source on its surface. The spheres appeared to be more colorful, red, orange,
green, and purple etc, compared to the ones in 1970s. Chou once said of the
dotted spheres,
³,XVHWKHILQHVW&KLQHVHEUXVKRQHZRXOGXVHIRUUHJXODUVFULSWLQVPDOO
characters when I do the dots, putting each dot on one at a time. They are
hard on my eyes. As you know I suffer from double vision and I am also
getting cataracts on my eyes. I need to concentrate so hard. When I do
79

those dots, I practically forget myself as if my whole being has gone into
WKHVHVSKHUHV´210
Chou also expressed that she wanted to convey the thought of total
concentration, but had not successfully found a way.211 Eventually she created
WKHGRWWHGVSKHUHVWRUHSUHVHQWWKH³FRQGHQVDWLRQRIVHUHQLW\LQKHDUW´212 Chou
transformed the dotted spheres into plain circles, without highlights or
gradation of tones in the mid-1990s. The plain circles were commonly adopted
LQ &KRX¶V ODWH SDLQWLQJV JUHHQ DQG UHG DUH WKH PRVW FRPPRQ FRORUV 2WKHU
colors such as yellow and blue also appear in The Universe Lies Within II (fig.
73, dated 1997) and gold in My Heart is the Universe I (fig. 74, dated 2002).
The sphere developed to its simplest form, - a plane. To explain the shift, Chou
said,
³,DPXVLQJVROLGFRORUHGGLVFVDORWPore than the spheres now partly to
conserve my eyesight but partly because I feel that since my painting is
DEVWUDFWDQ\ZD\ZK\PDNHWKHVHVSKHUHVWKUHHGLPHQVLRQDO´213
7KH OLEHUDWLRQ RI WKH VSKHUHV¶ GHWDLOV LOOXVWUDWHV WKH IRFXV RQ WKH HVVHQFH RI
inner abstraction in her art. Chou expressed that,
³« 7KHUHIRUH SHUVSHFWLYH LQ WKH VHQVH RI PDNLQJ WKH WZR GLPHQVLRQDO
surface look three dimensional is not my concern. I am more concerned
with depicting the fourth dimension, which we know is time of course, but
I am also attempting to depict the fifth, the sixth, and other dimensions
ZKHUH WKHUH UHDOO\ LV QR YLVXDO HTXLYDOHQW « , DP FRQFHUQHG ZLWK
SRUWUD\LQJ GHSWK LQ P\ SDLQWLQJ « ,W LV V\PEROLF GHSWK WKH GLIIHUHQW
layers of life and living, the kind of depth frRPRQH¶VKHDUWDQGPLQG´214

7KH³GHSWK´RIWKHSDLQWLQJLVQRWERXQGE\WKHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDVLWKDVQR
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visual resemblance. Thus, for Chou the simplest form of spheres still hold their
abstract expression that she mentioned in an interview in 1999 in which she
VDLGWKDWVSKHUHVUHSUHVHQWHGKHU³LQQHUVHOI´215

Impact structural stroke
7KH³LPSDFWVWUXFWXUDOVWURNH´>DWHFKQLTXHRIUHQGHULQJLQNVSODVKHVRQD
ZHW VXUIDFH@ ILUVW HPHUJHG LQ &KRX¶V SDLQWLQJV LQ WKH PLG-1970s, in a playful
and spontaneous way. It appeared soon after her initial work with piled ink.
7KH³LPSDFWVWUXFWXUDOVWURNH´ZDVXVHGE\&KRXDVPRUHRIDOHLVXUHDFWLYLW\
than the piled ink paintings which were an expression of her grief. The two
paintings entitled Impact (fig. 75 and 76) were exhibited in the One Art Group
annual show in 1977. The two images demonstrate the primary use of the
³LPSDFWVWUXFWXUDOVWURNH´%RWKRIWKHPDUHdominated by a circular pattern of
ink splashes, rendered by a bold semi-circular stroke on the watery painting
surface. The explosive effect is achieved by overlapping different layers and
gradations of ink inducing a sense of variation and movement. The attempted
effect in Impact (fig. 76) resembles WKH WHFKQLTXHV RI /XL¶V =HQ SDLQWLQJV on
watery surface, such as Zen #T-94 (fig. 77 and 77a, dated 1970) and Zen #T-95
(fig. 78, dated 1970). The bubbling effects at the bottom of Impact evoke a
great sense of similarity to /XL¶VZen #T-94. Both of them attain rich layers of
ink tones ranging from fainted washes to concentrated ink.

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, Chou painted a number of works
H[SORULQJ WKH ³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´ 0RVW RI WKHVH ZRUNV ZHUH IRU WKH
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purpose of leisure or practices. Chou consistently tested the effect by
repeatedly painting ZLWK VLPLODU FRPSRVLWLRQ DQG FRORU %RWK XVHV RI ³LPSDFW
VWUXFWXUDOVWURNH´LQ Impact 1 (fig. 79, dated 1981) and Impact (fig. 80, undated)
were still immature, yet having a vigorous and energetic scattered ink drops
effect against the yellow pigment. The two images resemble each other, even
the voids in between the yellow are similar. The ink splashes expand from the
concentrated dark ink in the middle; the attempt on Impact has a more
saturated effect. Nevertheless, both patterns of ink spots are random that go in
different directions. The horizontal broad brush in Impact 1 gives a firm ground
for the explosion while Impact is landed with ink washes only so the sense is
lighter and floating. Another series of images having very similar composition
and attempt is Impact I (fig. 81), Impact II (fig. 82), and Impact III (fig. 83). A
circular void is constantly left at the bottom of each painting encompassed by
ink splashes that occupy three quarters of the paper. However, the three images
evoke different dynamics. For example, Impact I created a directed force to the
upper right corner while Impact II evokes an overall splashing mood. Untitled
(fig. 84) also has a similar composition, but it distinctively shows three layers
of rising ink splashes. The three layers are distinguished by two implied curves.
The highest of the three layers has less ink density and implies an upward force
in its creation.

&KRX¶V FRQVLGHUDEOH HQGHDYRUV WR H[SHULPHQW WKH HIIHFWV RI WKH ³LPSDFW
VWUXFWXUDOVWURNH´DUHHYLGHQFHGLQKHUFonstant attempts exhibited in her works.
Chou was exploring sense of movement and the visual effects of ink uses with
different degrees of water. She would wet parts of the paper, dip a broad brush
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in damp ink and splash the ink over the paper. The effects would be achieved
by bouncing or hitting the brush against an area of the paper, her wrist or other
certain objects.216 It is a practice full of variations as the effect achieved is
extremely diverse when ink gets in touch with the paper by the different
degrees of force and direction. She might also cover an area she did not want to
EHDIIHFWHG SO $VKHUWHFKQLTXHPDWXUHG&KRXFRXOGPDVWHUWKH³LPSDFW
VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´ LQ D GHOLEHUDWH IORZ 6KH DSSOLHG LW ZLWK DQ LGHD LQ PLQG
Once the painting process started, she would splash, dip and scattered the ink
in a spontaneous way according to her inner feeling. She explained:
³>7KH µLPSDFW¶ PRWLI@ %HDULQJ D FORVH UHVHPEODQFH WR WKH DQFLHQW
technique of splash-ink, the impact structural stroke was not executed
in conformity to an original plan, nor did it take shape step by step; it
was, instead, motivated by a preconceived idea which was later directed
by the emotion, which in turn manifested itself, at a rapid rate, on the
SDSHU´217
It was only until 1982 WKDW &KRX UHDOL]HG WKH ³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´
ZDV D WH[WXUDO HIIHFW DQG VKH VWDUWHG WR DVN KHUVHOI WKH TXHVWLRQ RI ³KRZ WR
LQWHJUDWHLWLQKHUSDLQWLQJV´218 7KXVVKHLQFRUSRUDWHGWKH³LPSDFWVWUXFWXUDO
VWURNH´ZLWKRWKHUPRWLIVLQWKHV7KHUHDUe examples such as Birth (fig.
85, dated 1983), and the series of Movement I, II, and III (fig. 68, 87, and 88,
dated 1980s). In Movement II (fig. 86), there is a watery, red pattern of a
diamond-like shape against a sea of ink splashes. The ink splatters form
different paths and directions. For instance the splashes in the upper right are
denser and more concentrated, having a multiple craze-like effect while they
are sparser and scattered in the upper left with an explosive effect towards the
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right and above. The image generates a dynamic outburst scene with an
atmospheric feel. $V &KRX SXWV LW WKH SDLQWLQJV DUH DERXW KHU ³RZQ LGHDV´
LQFOXGLQJ KHU ³KRSH DQG HPRWLRQDO IDQWDVLHV´ 7KH ³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´
intensifies and enhances the impact.219 Similarly, two red patches condense in
the middle surrounded by ink splashes and dots in Movement III (fig. 87). The
splashes of ink have no single direction, but flow in various paths. In areas with
more water application, the ink spots dissolve and overlap, causing an illusion
of having multiple shadows that create a sense of dynamic movement. The
splashes could be divided into different sets done in order, the purposeful
direction of each contribute to the unity of the painting.

Genesis (fig. 88, dated 1980s) is a larger and more sophisticated work in
that it depicts seven teardrop-like patterns surrounded by the massive use of the
³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´ VXJJHVWLQJ D FRPSHOOLQJ VFHQH ZKLFK LQGXFHV D
strong sense of vitality and explosion. It evokes an atmospheric feel to describe
WKH³EHJLQQLQJRIWKHHDUWK´220 Actually, Chou controlled the technique to an
extent in that she kept a thin border following the shape of every teardrop-like
pattern, so to make each one stand out in the dominating flow of dynamic ink
splashes. Chou generated explosive, forward forces of ink by manipulating the
brush and strike. The effects can be scrutinized in any part of the close ups. For
example, the lower right corner with the red and orange dotted spheres in pair
with the teardrop-like patterns (fig. 88a). The closest layer of ink splashes
which surround and develop from the blank borders explode in all kinds of
ways on a much more watery surface compared with the further layer of
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splashes on the left of the red sphere. Part of it has a downward intention
bleeding into the moist scattered dots developed from the left while other part
of the ink splashes have an upward movement. With this small part captured,
the matured mastery of the technique is well-illustrated by the contrasts
between wet and dry, sparse and dense, upward and downward movement,
spontaneity and deliberation. It was only achieved by many experiments and
practices, as Chou in 1987 admitted,
³,PSDFWVWUXFWXUDOVWURNHLVFRPSDUDWLYHO\GLIILFXOWWRFRQWURO,WWRRN me
DOPRVWWHQ\HDUVWRJHWWKHVHQVHRIFRQWURODQGPDQLSXODWLRQ´221
Tsang Mun Wah who was the framer for Chou once witnessed the process of
KHUDSSO\LQJWKH³LPSDFWVWUXFWXUDOVWURNH´LQWKHODWHV+HUHPHPEHUVKHU
exhaustion after the demonstration.222 This indicated the demand of energy
DQG IRUFH LQ H[HFXWLQJ WKH G\QDPLF HIIHFWV DV ZHOO DV &KRX¶V GHYRWLRQ DQG
LQYROYHPHQW LQ WKH SDLQWLQJ SURFHVV &KRX VDLG WKH WHFKQLTXH ZDV ³to hit the
LQNRQWKHZDWHU\SDSHUVXUIDFHIRUFHIXOO\´223 She also described,
³:KHQ WKH VSLULWV ZHUH KLJK DQG WKH UK\WKP ZDV DSSURSULDWH
unexpectedly good results [of Impact structural stroke] would be
SURGXFHG $IWHU WKH HPRWLRQ ZDV JLYHQ IXOO H[SUHVVLRQ DIWHU D GD\¶V
work, I would enjoy immense pleasure. The impact structural stroke,
which produced immediate effects when the process of painting was
still going on, was very abstract and highly rhythmic in its appearance
DQGLQQHUIRUP´224
The impressive signature not only creates a very rhythmical, dynamic and
forceful effect generating a strong visual impact, but it can also serve as an
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HPRWLRQDO RXWOHW IRU &KRX 2I DOO &KRX¶V WHFKQLTXHV WKH ³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO
VWURNH´LVVRPHWLPHVDGRSWHGE\RWKHUDUWLVWVDVZHOO)RUH[DPSOHLWLVRIWHQ
employed by Chan Shing Kau (1952 ± ) who in a local television programme
Shuimo zhuanqi (ֽᕠႚ࡛ The Legend of Ink Painting)225 demonstrated a
few techniques which included his so called ³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´ by
hitting a cylinder and spraying water on the paper surface from a sprinkling can.
The technique often appears in his series of Mountain, River, Dream. The
bottom part of Meng de shenghua II (ኄऱࣙဎ II Revelation of Dream II ) (fig.
89, dated 2006) by Chan strongly resembles the method which creates an
explosive force from below the grey-tone. It creates a contrast with the rest of
the static image. The ink splashes do not motivate and integrate the other
elements in the picture; rather it seems to be a layer added on top. Another
artist Ha Bik Chuen (ጘੈ 1925 ± 2009) rendered similar technique of ink
splashes. The Wonderful Universe (fig. 90, dated 2003) is likely an attempt of
the effect of ink splashes to create a dynamic and vital background. The ink
splashes were made all over the paper when it was wet, however, they were
evenly scattered without a strong sense of a specific direction. With no contrast
of wet and dry, dense and sparse, the painting of Ha does not create the great
VHQVHRIPRYHPHQWRUG\QDPLVPDVWKRVHIRXQGLQ&KRX¶VZRUNV(YHQWKRXJK
DQDUWLVWPLJKWKDYHKLVKHUH[FOXVLYHUHDVRQIRUWKHWHFKQLTXH&KRX¶VFRQVWDQW
exploration of the technique was to achieve an atmospheric feel. The visual
evidence shows that Chou used the knowledge of application of water, ink and
force and her effective control of it to guide and merge the ink flow in different
tracks with a directive purpose.
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Blob-splashes226
The ink blob-splash is another visual signature of Chou that she developed
in the 1980s227 as displayed in Infinity Landscape II (fig. 91). However, it only
appeared frequently in her works after she suffered her stroke228 around the
mid-1990s. The technique is to thrash the brush with a high concentration of
ink on the paper.229 As a matter of fact, bold calligraphic strokes are not
SDUWLFXODUO\ QHZ LQ &KRX¶V ZRUNV 7KH\ ZHUH HYLGHQW LQ Hermit (fig. 57),
Soliloquy (fig. 92) and A Sunday Afternoon (fig. 93) in the 1980s. The ink
blob-splash is distinct because of the emotional release accompanied by the
application of ink strokes with vigorous force. The action involves explosive
vigor and excitement. The effect is different from making a more restrained
sweeping stroke. According to Chou,
³0\ERWWOHGXSHPRWLRQVDUHUHOHDVHGLQWKHVHWKLFNLQNEORE-splashes.
When I thrash my brush onto the paper to make that blob-splash, ink
splattering everywhere, onto my face, my hands, and on the walls, all
P\HPRWLRQVDUHIOXVKHGRXWRIP\V\VWHPDWWKDWLQVWDQW´230
7KH ZDOOV DQG IXUQLWXUH DW &KRX¶V SODFH SO   ZHUH WKH EHVW SURRI IRU KHU
description of blob-VSODVKHV DV WKH\ ZHUH DOO µGHFRUDWHG¶ E\ P\ULDG RI LQN RU
color splatters. The description also illustrates what techniques meant to her ±
as a way to express her inner emotions. She claimed that,
³, FDQ DVVXUH \RX WKDW , FRXOG QRW KDYH SDLQWHG VXFK H[SORVLYH
blob-splashes if I did not have emotions that need to find expression.
After I have done these thick ink blob-splash many times, it becomes
yet another technique in my repertoire. I am so grateful that I have such
an outlet. It restores my emotional balance. After all, I am only human.
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I can bear only so much pain. When I thrash own my brush like this, the
UHOLHIRISDLQLVLQVWDQWDQHRXV´231

The uses of thick ink blob-splashes, for examples, are found in My First
Australian Landscape (fig. 94, dated 1995), The Universe V (fig. 95, dated
1997) and Life is a Many Splendoured Thing No.02 (fig. 66, dated 2006). In the
2000s, there are red and green blob-splashes, such as some of the works in the
series of Life is a Many Splendoured Thing (fig. 96, 97 and 98).

Queyue cun232 (vortex-like pattern)233
The queyue cun is a vortex-like pattern created by layers of colorful, short
and dense curve brushstrokes in a repetitively circular motion which appears to
radiate in a three dimensional effect towards a person viewing the painting.
This creates a feeling of being absorbed into the painting. This motif primarily
had been developed since the early 1990s, such as in The Creation Trilogy [a
series of three]. One of them (fig. 99) depicts a vortex with blue, purple and
black broad calligraphic strokes with some more delicate circular stokes in the
middle of the vortex. Another painting (fig. 100) using thin malachite curve
lines on top of the bold sweeping strokes can be regarded as the prototype of
queyue cun. However, it was not until Vortex (fig. 101) and Yin Yang (fig. 102,
dated 1991) shown in the exhibition of AUW:RUNVRI7HQ)HPDOH$ULVWVµ that
the clear hint of a colorful vortex-like pattern is illustrated.

The dominant vortex in the middle of Vortex (fig. 101) is structured by the
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bold and forceful strokes sweeping across the paper surface. Short strokes in
yellow, red and blue are stressed on the left side of the vortex, and expand
towards the other small vortex where a dotted sphere floats inside. A more
completed form of the motif is shown in Yin Yang (fig. 102). A vortex-like
pattern located on the left is rendered by colorful short strokes which is
comparatively more angular and layered than the right vortex which has
circular calligraphic strokes. The vortex-like space is fully developed in the late
1990s, as illustrated in paintings such as Thunder and Lightning (fig. 103,
dated 1998), Life is but a Dream II (fig. 104, dated 1999), Mind of the Cosmo
(fig. 105, dated 2006). It is a much more intense and vivid circular motif in
terms of layers and colors compared with the previous trials. The concentration
of the colorful short strokes demand considerable time to produce and is
achieved by many layers of topping up.234

$OLFLD3XQ&KRX¶VELRJUDSKHUUHFDOOHGWKHPRPHQWLQDQLQWHUYLHZZKHQ
Chou asked her to suggest a name for the motif ± she named it queyue cun າ
ᥬ࿊ [literally means excited, animated] because Chou expressed that the
PRWLIUHSUHVHQWVD³MR\IXOPLQG´235 It generates a sense of the dynamic with
colors and density. As a late motif of Chou, the application of vivid colors is
dramatically contrasted with other of her motifs that are mostly evolved from
ink (or with very limited rendering of colors). However, as mentioned above,
there was a tendency of Chou to use more colors for her motifs in her later
works such as the roots-like patterns, lines and spheres in particular. In an
article written in 2002 by Lorena Butcher, who was a close friend of Chou,
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reported that Chou once said:
³&RORU LV D ZRQGHUIXO WKLQJ for humans and life. Recently, I found that
there is a need in my inner world that I have to use color in order to be
FRQWHQGHG´236
If we still remember the need of the artist to use black to express herself in
the 1970s, the shift of a need to use more and more colors in the 1990s and
VLVUHYHDOLQJDQGV\PEROLFLQXQGHUVWDQGLQJ&KRX¶VVWate of mind in her
later years.

Using technique as a way to express
(DFK RI &KRX¶V PRWLIV PHDQV VRPHWKLQJ SDUWLFXODU LQ UHJDUG WR KHU
abstract expression. Artistic achievement requires technique, but in the case of
Chou ± it seems that it is the actual act of using the techniques that allow her
the intense release of emotion and expression of self. She reminisced as follow
in 1980s,
³,Q  « D VWULQJ RI SUREOHPV KDSSHQHG WR PH LQFOXGLQJ WKH EDG
health of my husband; the faulty marriage; the not-so-well condition of
my health; the education of my children etc. It was my need to use black
WRH[SUHVVP\VHOI´237
7KH³GDUN´SDLQWLQJVLQWKLVSHULRGDUHVLJQLILFDQWDQG&KRXGHVFULEHV
³3LOHGLQNSDLQWLQJ>³GDUN´SDLQWLQJLQV@LVPXFKPRUHWKDQDSDWFK
of dark ink; it requires a systematic display of structured layers, fullness
DQGGHSWK,WZDVP\PRVWVDWLVI\LQJPRGHRIH[SUHVVLRQ´238
She explained that it is a tool for her to express herself,
³7HFKQLTXHLVYHU\LPSRUWDQW,WKDVHYHU\WKLQJWRGRZLWKKRZ well one
can express oneself. I do feel that as far as technique is concerned I
have reached the stage where I can express myself more fluently than
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HYHU EHIRUH 0D\EH WKDW¶V ZK\ WKH LPDJHV DUH JHWWLQJ PRUH DQG PRUH
³PH´ %XW , FDQQRW VD\ WKDW , KDYH UHDFhed the stage that expressing
myself has become very easy nor can I say I am totally satisfied with
how I express myself. I feel that I possess the technique to express
P\VHOIQRZ´239
$V&KRXVWDWHGWHFKQLTXHLVVRFORVHO\UHODWHGWRRQH¶VH[SUHVVLRQWKDWit does
not stand for its own value. Thus, Chou regarded all her experimentation and
exploration of techniques were a search for a better way to express herself.
This attitude can be compared with other painters, who are very innovative in
techniques, such as Liu Guosong (Ꮵഏ࣪ 1932 ± ).

/LX LV D 7DLZDQ EDVHG UHQRZQHG DUWLVW RI ³0RGHUQ ,QN 3DLQWLQJ´ ZKR
settled down in Hong Kong in the early 1970s. In his teaching, Liu encourages
his students to innovate and experiment with new techniques. Both Chou and
Liu FUHDWHGSDLQWLQJVUHJDUGLQJµXQLYHUVH¶/LXLVZHOO-known for his painting
of astronomical phenomenon such as Eclipse (fig. 106, dated 1971). Chou also
created a painting entitled The Eclipse (fig. 107, dated 1980s). While these two
paintings have the same theme, the reason and the way they illustrate the
eclipse are dramatically different. The comparison below attempts to
demonstrate the different attitudes towards using techniques.

Chou created The Eclipse (fig. 107) because she was influenced by what
she read about eclipse description in literature and photographic books.240 Liu
FUHDWHG D VHULHV RI ³VSDFH SDLQWLQJV´ LQ ODWH V DQG HDUO\ V 7KHse
paintings were inspired by the American astronaut who landed on the moon in
1969, /LX¶VSDLQWLQJVLQFOXGe Eclipse (fig. 106), the series of Which is earth?,
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Metamorphosis of the Moon, and the series of Metamorphosis of the Sun. Liu
was stimulated by the astronomical achievement in human history shared by
most people in the world at that time. His works have a focus on the depiction
of the astronomical phenomenon in a representational way. Chou was not
exactly triggered by a particular incident, but had an utmost thought and tried
to use all kinds of ways to express her thoughts and feelings towards eclipse.
Unless one is aware of the title The Eclipse, it is hard to associate the image
with solar eclipse.

,Q&KRX¶VSDLQWLQJVKHDSSOLHGLQNRYHUKDOIRIWKHSDLQWLQJYDJXHURXQG
patterns merged with the washes below, with a focal light falling on the area.
Two broad dry strokes draw the attention to the four colorful spheres
underneath, from left to right, black, dark violet, cool red and light orange on a
shaded horizontal line. The left stroke forcefully covers part of the dark violet
sphere while the other escapes and is isolated by the broad slab. Chou did not
aim at depicting the scene of a total, an annular, or a partial eclipse, but the
feeling of excitement when she imagined a solar eclipse. In contrast, Liu is
rather direct and explicit in representing the phenomenon. He obviously
separated the composition of Eclipse into a vast curve land and a blue space,
putting the full moon with a ring around in the middle, five various stages of
lunar eclipse extend from both sides as mirror images. The land in an arc is
rendered by angular shapes and washes with his well-known fibre technique of
pulling out the coarse fibers on the paper surface, so creating white fabric lines
scattered to illustrate the texture and structure of land. The techniques of the
two artists tend to serve different purpose. Chou depicted an image full of
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imagination while Liu clearly captures the process of lunar eclipse above the
vast hemispheric land.

/LXLQWKHVFRQWLQXHGDQRWKHUVHULHVRI³VSDFHSDLQWLQJV´LQUHVSRQVH
to the astronomical advancements of China, such as the successful launch of
³6KHQ]KRX 9´ DQG ³6KHQ]KRX 9,´ 241 With the straightforward title and
collage of Launch (fig. 108, dated 2005) and Announcement (fig. 109, dated
2005), it is difficult to miss the depiction of rocket and astronauts respectively.
Both of the works are constructed with an arc indicating the land and circular
SDWWHUQV V\PEROL]LQJ SODQHWV 7KH FRPSRVLWLRQ UHVHPEOHV KLV HDUOLHU ³VSDFH
paintings, such as Metamorphosis of the Sun, No.9 (fig. 110, dated 1971). In
these paintings Liu is even more direct with particular collaged images.
Announcement includes four elements from bottom to top which are the arc, a
small circle, a much larger circle and a photograph of two astronauts in the
FDELQ RI ³6KHQ]KRX 9,´ UHSRUWLQJ EDFN WR HDUWK 7KH DUF DQG WZR FLUFOHV DUH
said to symbolize earth, moon and sun.242 By placing the photograph above all
these planets indicated the high regard in which Liu held the space flight. He
kept his signature of angular shapes patterns and fibre technique in depicting
the land, with a more subtle use of color. The message of the painting is more
inclined to narrative even though it overall creates a strong visual impact.

Apart from the fibre rubbing technique, Liu has many other well-known
WHFKQLTXHV VXFK DV ³ZDWHU UXEELQJ´ WHFKQLTXH +H H[SHULPHQWV DQG GHYHORSV
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novel techniques to depict the textures of mountains, water, and land
throughout his artistic career. He innovates with special handmade paper
HQWLWOHG ³/LX *XRVRQJ SDSHU´ Liu emphasizes or gives high priority to
techniques. The Taiwanese art historian Wang Hsiu-+VLXQJ VD\V WKDW /XL¶V
DUWLVWLFFDUHHUFDQEHUHJDUGHGDV³VWULYLQJKLVWRU\RILQYHQWLQJDQGLQQRYDWLQJ
QHZWHFKQLTXHV´243

/LX VWUHVVHV WKH SULQFLSOH RI ³ILUVW EH GLIIHUHQW DQG WKHQ UHILQH´244 He
encourages his students to experiment and invent special techniques, to be
³unique from the QRUP´ EHIRUH ³SUDFWLFH LW UHSHDWHGO\ XQWLO LW EHFRPHV
JRRG´245 One of his subverted advocacies is to discard the Chinese brush and
the use of the central brush, which is the core tool and value of traditional
Chinese painting respectively. It is quite obvious that according to Liu, being
different is the key to creation, as a cause and the motivation of a creation
process. This contrasts ZLWK/XL¶VDGYRFDF\WKDWEHLQJGLIIHUHQWLVWKHRXWFRPH
RI DQ DUWLVW¶V VLQFHULW\ LQ D FUHDWLRQ SURFHVV 0RUHRYHU /XL FOHDUO\
distinguished the difference of having painting concepts from having
techniques. Techniques does not necessary imply concepts. He further
elaborated that having techniques is better than a display of techniques.246

The symphony of expression and innovation
The earnest attitude of Chou is demonstrated by her persistent
experiments with her techniques which evolved and gradually become very
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familiar to her. They were integrated into her works in all kind of ways.
Painting and art played such a crucial role in the life of Chou that she once
H[SUHVVHG WKDW ³, DP P\ DUW P\ SDLQWLQJV DUH PH´247 She developed her
strong interests in meditation and Buddhism in the late-1980s and these
influenced her profoundly after her stroke in December 1991. She immigrated
to Brisbane, Australia where her son practiced as a doctor in 1992. She could
not walk well and mostly relied on the wheelchair. Such tremendous change in
her health condition affected her creation. She created some small pieces right
after her stroke, however, she was ashamed of mentioning them as they were
not good ones.248

Chou led a simple and tranquil life without television and computer. She
acquired a radio in the 1980s. In Brisbane, she had a habit of practicing
meditation early every morning for between one and a half and three hours.
Chou said making herself concentrated was the useful thing before she began
to paint and meditation would help her to achieve this.249 Meditation was
leisure for Chou in the 1960s. In the late 1980s, an artist friend Zhao Haitien
LQWURGXFHGKHUWRD%HLMLQJTLJRQJPDVWHUZKRPDQDJHGWRHDVH&KRX¶VVHYHUH
back pain.250 According to Zhao, the key to practicing qigong are hong (़
emptiness) and song (ᠾ relaxation). 251 Even though the experience was
exclusive to Chou and other practitioners, the basic idea of it is to regulate
RQH¶V EUHDWKLQJ DQG UHOD[ RQH¶V ERG\ &KRX FRQFHQWUDWHG DQG DLPHG DW
DFKLHYLQJWKH³VWDWHRIWKRXJKWOHVVQHVV´WKDWVKHDGPLWWHGZDVGLIILFXOWRUHYHQ
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--³%LRJUDSKLFDO6NHWFKRI&KRX´unpaged.
Zhao Hai Tien, interview by author, Hong Kong, February 21, 2013.
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impossible to attain.252 6WLOOVKHKDGDVSLULWXDOH[SHULHQFHSUDFWLFLQJ³,ZRXOG
feel a certain life-IRUFHZKLFKLVVRRYHUZKHOPLQJO\SRZHUIXO´&KRXGHVFULEHG
that qigong KDGGHHSHQHGKHUH[SRVXUH³DQGVRPXFKlarger than life itself that
LWPXVWEHFRQQHFWHGZLWKWKH$FWRI&UHDWLRQ´253

In 1999, Chou moved to the southern suburbs of Brisbane from the north
suburbs and part of the reason was because her Buddhist friends were living
there254$W&KRX¶VSODFHRQHcould see both a statue of Buddha and a cross.255
She had been a Catholic since the 1960s, yet it was not a conflict for her to
learn Buddhism. She could be picked up by either Roman Catholic or Buddhist
friends going to church or temple during weekends. By eliminating the
boundary between religions, she encouraged her Catholic son to read sutras and
she could recite some of the sutras.256

Her interest in different religions

helped her in enriching her philosophical knowledge, therefore inspiring her
painting.257

Apart from the colorful queyue cun which evolved in the late 1990s, the
FRORU FKDQJH RI RWKHU PRWLIV DOVR FRQWULEXWHG WR WKH VKLIW LQ &KRX¶V DUW (YHQ
though ink was still part of her work, color became an element that might
occupy large areas in the background of her later works. There was always a
medley of all kinds of her motifs, usually more than three. One of the best
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examples is a work currently displayed in the ADC building in Brisbane,
Australia (the title is unknown to the author)258 (fig. 111, dated 2001). This
painting was chosen for the cover of The Biography of Chou.

The image is a combination of ink blob-splash, queyue cun, evolved
roots-OLNHSDWWHUQV³LPSDFWVWUXFWXUDOVWURNH´SODLQFLUFOHVGRWVDQGKHUVW\OH
of lines. The bold, vital ink blob-splash located at the lower right stresses the
weight of the image. The diagonal rays of dark green extend rapidly towards its
lower left corner. The head of the expressive splash points to the small houses
in red silhouette located on a green horizontal line. The ink pigments also
VSUHDG WR WKH OHIW DQG PHUJH ZLWK WKH ³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´ DERYH 7KH
latter creates dynamic ink splashes around the single, red branches-like pattern
in a circular green stroke. The circular golden lines merge and interact with the
ink splashes from above. The ink splashes spread out in all direction, forming a
loose circular pattern that corresponds with the other two spheres on the right
in the yellowish background. The three circular patterns generate a parabola in
the painting. A sphere with a red periphery is filled with many tiny dots
scattered in its center where three branches-like patterns unite with each other
in a row. Next to it, the round shape of a colorful and vortex-like pattern
creates a sense of depth falling on the thick blob-splash. In the lower right
corner of the latter lies three discs lifting on a green horizontal line where
above them, uplifted ink, plain circle with a flower-like pattern is placed on the
red horizontal line that touches the red seal. These plain circles could be

258

It is currently displayed with another painting in the ADC building, 215 Adelaide Street
Brisbane, Queensland, Australia. No captions were found in the building. However, the other
painting is included and entitled Here is My Heart III (fig. 112) in --, The Universe is My Heart;
My Heart is the Universe, 92.
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UHJDUGHG DV D GLVWDQW UHIOHFWLRQ RI WKH SODLQ FLUFOHV RQ WKH OHIW RI WKH ³LPSDFW
VWUXFWXUDOVWURNH´PRWLIZKHUHWKH\DUHUDLVHGDERYHDEDUHO\VHHQLQNOLQH7KH
elements stand independently, but, subtly link up with the rest and hold a
balance. Considering the emotional experience of Chou in applying the
techniques, each of the motifs are unique to her. Both the blob-splash and the
³LPSDFW VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´ DUH LQGLFDWLYH RI KHU HPRWLRQDO UHOHDVH ZKLOH WKH
more refined motifs such as the lines and the vortex-like pattern mean total
concentration and joyfulness respectively. The mixture of the motifs is like a
symphony of the inner self of Chou that forms by diverse elements as an
integral whole.

Here is My Heart III (fig. 112, dated 2001), Meditations (fig. 113, dated
2003) and In Celebration of Being 80 (fig. 114, dated 2004) are other examples
that show a medley of clear motifs. The medley of the motifs are not
conflicting but balancing with each other. It is not necessary that every one of
&KRX¶V PRWLIV DUH LQFOXGHG LQ WKH LPDJH EXW HYHU\ PRWLI UHSUHVHQWV &KRX
herself.

The bold use of green and red is another significant move of Chou and
WKLVLVEHVWGHPRQVWUDWHGLQKHUODVWVRORH[KLELWLRQ³/LIHLVDPDQ\VSOHQGoured
thing ± ,UHQH &KRX´ LQ  DW WKH 6DFUHG +HDUW &HQWUH 5XQFRUQ %ULVEDQH
2QHRI&KRX¶VPRVWUHSUHVHQWDWLYHZRUNVLVLife is a Many Splendoured Thing
No.08 (fig. 115, dated 2006) which she painted at the age of 82. It is a large
work of 100cm x 211cm. Chou separated the canvas into two almost equal
sections and filled the right section with red. A circle with green and red dots is
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surrounded by the red, an ink blob-splash forcefully thrashes onto the canvas, a
bold calligraphic stroke spreads all over the surface. Its kinetic energy creates
rhythm by thrashing the intense and overlapping twists and turns. One special
thing in this work is that Chou had added some very personal touches. Below
the dotted green sphere, she collaged a photo in a round shape which is an
LPDJH RI &KRX¶V PRWKHU 7KH IRXU-line Chinese adage inscription reads from
WKHOHIWWRWKHULJKW³The sunlight is bright; parents' love is great; gentlemen's
forbearance is strong; a person who lacks moral cultivation is arrogant´.259
The second line of the inscription hints at her immense gratitude to her parents.
She also stamped her seal Zhou [her surname] at the opposite diagonal corner
RIKHUPRWKHU¶VLPDJH,QWKHRWKHUVHFWLRQRIWKHFDQYDVWKHUHDUHWKUHHVPDOO
plain circles and one bigger, in green and red. Green is the literal meaning of
WKHVHFRQGFKDUDFWHURI&KRX¶V&KLQHVHQDPH± lu ጸ.

&KRX¶V JUDWHIXOQHVV LQ KHU VHQLRU \HDUV WR KHU SDUHQWV HVSHFLDOO\ KHU
mother was interesting as Chou and her mother had a tense and often
unsatisfactory relationship. In The Biography of Chou, she reminisces about
KHU SDUHQWV¶ TXDUUHOV RYHU GLIIHUHQW LVVXHV LQYROYLQJ WKH WZR GDXJKWHUV (DFK
parent spoiled a different daughter. 260 Thus, the family established a gap
between two groups ± Chou and her father versus her mother and younger
sister.261 Even so, Chou, hoped that her mother would cultivate her writings as
a distraction from the sadness caused by her husband. It was a dilemma and
conflict between love and hate. The memories Chou had of her parents were
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The four-OLQH&KLQHVHDGDJHLQVFULSWLRQUHDGVIURPWKHOHIWWRWKHULJKW³֜ၺ٠Օ ئ׀
Օ ܩၦՕ ՛ԳՕ´
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Yixin and Yijie, Dan qing chonger, 30.
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still vivid at the age of 77. After so many years, Chou made a tribute to her
PRWKHULQWKHSDLQWLQJWKDWKLQWVDW&KRX¶VWKHQDWWLWXGHWROLIH&KRXVDLG
³,DPIUHHUEHFDXVHP\ZRUOGKDVEHFRPHELJJHUDQGPRUHVSDFLRXV,DP
no long [longer] restUDLQHG LQ WKH ³PH´ ZRUOG EXW KDYH FRPH LQWR WKH
³XQLYHUVH´ZRUOG´262
Having discussed the artistic evolution of Chou, it demonstrates that her
FRQFHSWV RI DUW SURIRXQGO\ FRUUHVSRQG ZLWK /XL¶V DQG her art manifested the
cores of Ink Painting ± inner expression and innovation. Chou was innovative
in a sense that she truly unfolded her innermost expressions and temperament.
Her paintings reflect this and are unique to her. She gradually established her
own distinguished motifs and techniques that are remarkable among other
contemporaries. Throughout her artistic evolution, Chou did not compromise
HYHQWKRXJKWKHUHZHUHSHRSOHZKRGLVOLNHGKHU³GDUN´SDLQWLQJV6KHGLGQRW
compromise her paintings even though they were initially rejected in Brisbane.
Chou explored her own visual language and established motifs unique to her,
each of them representing and revealing her inner self. Her innovation in
content and technique was remarkable and this makes her a prominent and
contributive painter in the Ink Painting Movement.
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Chapter IV
Chou as a Case Study of Ink Painting
Chou is acclaimed as a renowned Ink painter, without an explanation of
how and why. The unique style of her art deterred Lau Kin Wai from including
her in his common visual model of analyzing Ink painters.263 This chapter
argues the direction of defining the common features of Ink Painting should
emphasize concepts rather than styles. Comparison between Chou and her
contemporaries will be drawn, namely Wucius Wong, Hon Chi Fun and
Laurence Tam to elucidate the concepts they shared and their varied individual
artistic qualities. If Chou was a prominent painter in the Ink Painting
0RYHPHQWZK\KDVKHUVW\OHQRWEHHQLQFOXGHGLQ/DX¶VPRGHO":KDWLVWKH
indication behind his categorization?

Common visual models of Lau
Lau stated that it was impossible to have a model that fits every painter of
the Ink Painting Movement264, he particularly excluded three of them, Chou,
Lui Shou Kwan and Liu Guosong in his analysis for different reasons.
Apparently, /DX¶V PRGHOs targeted mainly landscape painting which was a
dominant subject among Ink painters. In his analysis of these paintings, Lau
found five features commonly adopted by painters of this group: paint distant
rather than close up; paint forest rather than tree; paint landscape rather than
figure; emphasize on dots rather than lines with clear structure; merge graphic
design concepts into ink painting.265 In case of Chou, Lau admitted that her
paintings were difficult to classify. Her paintings do not correspond to the
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LDX³Xianggang shuimohua yundong yanjiu´5-2.
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common visual models; and if Chou was included in the models, her work
would counter them.266

Lau also stated that the painters who participated in Ink Painting
Movement, unlike the tendency that a School had, did not have the intention to
build a consensus of the style, but on uniqueness of individuality.267 He also
believed that a Movement should have some collective goals and values to
pursue as a group268 and his model focuses on formal similarities between Ink
painters. I concur that there were shared goals and pursuits among participants
involved in the movement. %DVHGRQWKHH[DPLQDWLRQRI/XL¶VDGYRFDF\RQ,QN
Painting, the argument here tends to suggest that the pursuit was not about
visual similarities, but on concepts for creation. These concepts may not be
readily apparent just by looking at the artworks. The Ink painters sought
individuality with the ambition of creating a new trend of Chinese painting
while a common visual model might serve as a reference for a systemic formal
analysis of the Movement. Lui certainly did not incline towards imitation or
visual similarities. His vision of Ink Painting was a diversified and dynamic
category found on a pursuit of self liberation and innovation based on sincerity
and honesty of the artists.

&KRX¶V XQLTXH DQG GLVWLQFWLYH VW\OH RI DUW PDGH KHU D VLJQLILFDQW ,QN
painter. Chou never ceased experimentation, both in terms of thoughts and
skills throughout her artistic life. She was not limited by using only the media
with which she felt familiar. When she was in Brisbane, even though she had
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physical constraint limited by her stroke, she would ask her family or friends to
get painting materials for her without any criteria. She used to buy materials
before having any ideas of how to use them. She did not set a boundary of what
to use, she even used the poster color that her grandchildren used. She had been
using a wide range of materials such as rice paper, hemp paper, satin, silk,
canvas, board, ming paper269, and all kinds of pigments. It is therefore not
surprising to know that she completed a series of board and satin painting in
her mid-seventies270, or attempted canvas again in her early eighties.

Self expression in response to gen and shi
To recapitulate, Chou attained a release of inner emotions through the
SDLQWLQJSURFHVV'HVSLWHKDYLQJDQLGHDLQPLQGZKHQVKHDSSOLHGWKH³LPSDFW
VWUXFWXUDO VWURNH´ VKH QHLWKHU IROORZHG VWHSV QRU KDG D SDUWLFXODU SODQ EXW
responded to her painting flow. 271 For Chou, the creative process was a
spontaneous release of emotions without much rational thinking. The
comparison between Chou and Wucius Wong pinpoint their different emphasis
on emotion and rationality respectively in the creation process. Wong is a
crucial contributor to Ink Painting Movement, not only as an artist but as a
ZULWHU :RQJ¶V VW\OH RI SDLQWLQJ DV QRWHG E\ /DX resonates with his listed
common visual models the most272 ZKLOH&KRX¶VVW\OHZDVFHUWDLQO\GLIIHUHQW
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Ming paper is a kind of paper Chinese burns for their ancestors.
Butcher, ³The Universe is My Heart; My Heart is the Universe´ 17. Chou started the series
of board painting because the color seeped through the silk when she was painting on the board
table; the satin series began Chou realized that the satin does not match with the board
mounting, so she worked on it.
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Refer to --, Chinese Painting by Irene Chou, 28. Another example recalled by Sandra
Walters in an interview by author: A Sunday Afternoon (fig. 93) was at first upside down when
Chou employed the broad stroke, but then she reversed the painting and completed it. This
example showed that Chou might not have a fixed idea in mind, but rather flexible depended
on the effects and creation process.
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IURP WKRVH LQFOXGHG E\ /DX¶V PRGHO +RZHYHU LW LV WKH RSLQLRQ WKDW WKH WZR
artists are consistent in terms of some key concepts of art which profoundly
HFKRZLWK/XL¶VWHDFKLQJ

/LNH &KRX :RQJ RIWHQ DGGUHVVHV WKH LVVXH RI µVHOI¶ The searching of
µVHOI¶ IRU :RQJ LV QRW DERXW OLEHUDWLRQ RI HPRWLRQ DV KH FODLPV KH GRHV QRW
prefer a strong expression of emotion, such as being depressive and explosive,
as this is too far away from his character.273 When he describes the period
between 1975 and 1984 [the time he taught at the Department of Design of the
Hong Kong Polytechnic] he reflected and said,
³'XULQJWKLVWLPH,ZDVIRFXVHGRQWU\LQJWREHWWHUXQGHUVWDQGP\VHOIE\
tracing back to my Eastern origins. And I had many questions to answer:
Who am I? What have I in common with other people and in what ways
DP,GLIIHUHQWIURPWKHP"«´
Both artists achieved their state of shi and attempted to revolutionize ink
painting by searching and responding to their own gen. Because of his thought
of not having sufficient knowledge of Chinese painting, Wong had studied with
Lui as a private student in 1958 for two years. He copied works of many
masters such as Dong Yuan (ᇀᄭ active ca. 937 - 976), Wu Daozi and Bada
Shenren WR DWWDLQ &KLQHVH EUXVKZRUN WHFKQLTXH XQGHU /XL¶V JXLGDQFH274 He
admired Chinese ancient masters, such as Northern Song painter Fan Kuan (ૃ
ᐈ active ca. 1023 - 1031) whose monumental shanshui paintings are
well-respected.275 In contrast to Chou, Wong had direct exposure in the West
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as he had been to the United States to study art between 1961 and 1965 and
LPPLJUDWHGWKHUHEHWZHHQDQG+HFOHDUO\H[SUHVVHVWKDWWKH³IRXU
FRUQHUVWRQHV´ LQ KLV DUW DUH OLterature, design, the Chinese aesthetic and
tradition, Western modernism. 276 Wong particularly admires design as he
thinks this rationale is lacking in Chinese culture. He studied at The Columbus
College of Art and Design in Ohio. The design classes developed his
³UHDVRQLQJ VNLOOV´ DQG ³ODWHUDO WKLQNLQJ´ 277 Basic forms such as squares,
triangles and rectangles as well as implied horizontal, vertical and diagonal
OLQHV DUH DOZD\V IRXQG LQ :RQJ¶V SDLQWLQJV LQGLFDWLQJ KLV V\VWHPLF DOORFDWLRQ
and analytical organization of geometric forms. Wong said,
³My theorization has a lot to do with systematic thinking and very little
to do with emotion and intuition. This is because I prefer to tackle the
principles in precise and concrete terms with maximum objectivity and
mLQLPXPDPELJXLW\´278
Most of his paintings, from establishing ideas to accomplishment, from
draft to enlargement of draft are careful manipulation and seldom involves
improvisation.279 Cloud Harmony No.1 (fig. 116, dated 1978) demonstrates
how Wong depicts traditional style landscape with a clear hint of rational visual
thinking. It is an image of blending a mountain landscape in a structure of grids.
It equally divides the painting surface into two vertical and four horizontal
segments, forming eight identical squares. The static geometric patterns of
grids are largely influenced by the systemic design approach from the West,
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giving a sense of rigidity and solidness of the mountains. Wong once expressed
that the great concentration applied to best painting led himself to being
immersed into the painting - ³,DPPRXQWDLQVPRXQWDLQVDUHPH´280 The mist
and clouds in between the mountains suggest mobility contrasting the
solemnity of the moutains. In an interview by a local important writer and
scholar Leung Ping Kwan (also known as Yesi, Ոཎ) (1949 ± 2013) in 2009,
:RQJ GHVFULEHG ³, SDLQW PRXQWDLQs EHFDXVH RI FORXG DQG ZDWHU´281 Their
fluidity enables them not to belong to a particular space at a particular time. He
associated such features to his feeling of identity especially in the years before
the handover of Hong Kong in 1997.282

Despite the very distinctive visual presentation, both Chou and Wong paid
considerable attention to their inner expression in their creativity. It is
noticeable that the two artists had different temperaments; they grew up in
different backgrounds and had different encounters with the influences of
western modernism. Certainly, the state of shi was achieved in different ways
because of these variables.

Alternatives in media
Oil and acrylic on canvas are often used by Wucius Wong as well. Lui
encouraged his students to explore other media in order to better know the
uniqueness of different media. By doing so, an artist could also find the media
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that is best for him/her which can be watercolor, oil, or something else. Wong,
encouraged by Lui [in the 1960s], continued his experiment with the use of
watercolors and Chinese ink on absorbent paper in his own way.283 It is not
surprising that in the art development of Wong and Chou, media other than ink
was usually adopted. The core of Ink Painting rests on the concept of being
innovative under the state of shi without clear-cut restriction on media even
though shuimo LVWKHPDLQIRFXVLQ/XL¶VWHDFKLQJ

Hon Chi-fun284, who is also a painter looking exploring his inner self is a
useful example to elaborate the condition. He has a wide exposure in America,
South America and Europe. He has a strong tie with Chinese values. His
numerous works are oil, acrylic on canvas or prints or serigraphy, however, his
FRQFHSWV RI DUW DGKHUH WR /XL¶V LQ VHDUFKLQJ KLV RZQ µVHOI¶ +H VWDUWHG KLV
artistic path by sketching, later he reflected that these works were just exercises,
EXWGLGQRWUHIOHFW³KLP´285 Hon gradually realized abstract thoughts such as
aspirations and ideas can be included in paintings, and that by including them
in his painting he could even release his depressive emotions.286 Painting, as
KHGHVFULEHVLVDZD\WR³UHVFXH´KLP287 +RQFRQVLGHUVKLVDUWD³GHOLYHU\´
³'HOLYHU\´LVDVDFUHGRIIHURIRQH¶VXWPRVWVHOIDQGSDVVLRQ´288
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The circle is a constant signature of Hon, a dramatically different
representation to &KRX¶V FLUFOHV EXW ERWK RI WKHP IRFXV RQ WKH DEVWUDFW
PHDQLQJV7KHFLUFOHLQ+RQ¶VZRUNVHYROYHGLQGLIIHUHQWVWDJHVIn the 1960s,
Hon integrated the Chinese character ( ݺliterally me) into his circles, within,
above, below or else289, such as A Profound Message (fig. 117, dated 1968).
$OWKRXJKKHFODLPHGWKDWWKHFKDUDFWHURI³PH´PLJKWQRWHTXDOWRKLPDVDQ
DXWKRUKHDGPLWWHGWKDW³PH´DVDEDVLFXQLWof things. In his mature paintings
of circles, they blend subtly with light and color. Hon regards his works are ³all
YHU\SHUVRQDO´290 and the FLUFOHWRKLPLVKLV³LFRQ´
³7KH FLUFOH LV PH P\ IRUP RI H[LVWHQFH WKH WKLQJ , ZRUVKLS ,W
embodies the contemporary environment and space. It is the perfection
,¶PDIWHU´291
+RQ¶VZRUNVDOVRGHPRQVWUDWHH[SHUWLVHLQVSUD\-guns and serigraphy. His
serigraphs such as Frozen Blue (fig. 118, dated 1971) and Beyond Space (fig.
119, dated 1978) are very precise works WKDW WKH DUWLVW ILQLVKHG E\ ³RQO\ RQH
VLQJOH GHFLVLYH SDVV´ LQ WKH SULQWLQJ SURFHVV292 Despite different media, Hon
DQG&KRX¶VLGHDVRIDUWKDYHPDQ\VLPLODULWLHVLQWHUPVRIWKHFRQFHQWUDWLRQLQ
process, dedication to art as an exploration and expression of inner self, and
unification with the works.

Consistency with Lui
Another painter Laurence Tam who was the first President of the In Tao
Art Association in 1968 was also profoundly inspired by Lui. In an interview
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conducted in 2012, at the age of 79, Tam vividly talked about the teachings and
visions of Lui. He recalled the times the members of the In Tao Art Association
gathered every Sunday to paint in the art room of Kowloon Wah Yan College.
They observed each other and rejected to paint what the other painted. Thus,
each of the members has his/her own style.293 The career of Tam focused more
on art education and curatorial profession. Nevertheless, the influence of Lui
can be seen in the 7DP¶V art teaching at Kowloon Wah Yan College in the
mid-1960s to early 1970s. He abandoned the conventional way of imitation to
learn Chinese painting, rather he taught dots, lines and planes by Chinese brush
DQGLQNIRFXVLQJVWXGHQWV¶FUHDWLYLW\LQGLYLGXDOLW\DQGLQQRYDWLRQ

These artists inspired by Lui were not aware of themselves as Ink painters
at the time when the concept of Ink Painting itself was still evolving.294 Their
emphasis on innovation and their different styles prove that Lui did not intend
to form a School, but rather to advocate creation should explore all kind of
possibilities.295 The memories of the artists indicate that they were all grateful
to Lui because of his provoking thoughts and stimulation. Wong stated that,
³, DP LQGHEWHG WR 0DVWHU /XL IRU KLV LOOXPLQDWLRQ RI FRQFHSWV DQG
methods of various schools, his deep knowledge of traditional theories,
his broad vision and open-mindedness, and his searching spirit.
Particularly, his emphasis on the unique qualities of the Chinese
painting media, and his insistence on originality and individual freedom
iQDUWLVWLFFUHDWLRQPDGHDQLQGHOLEOHLPSUHVVLRQRQPH´296
6LPLODUO\+RQH[SUHVVHGWKDWKHOHDUQWPXFKIURP/XL¶VYLHZVRQ³FODVVLF
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Hong Kong Ink Painting Exhibition 2006, ed. Shing Kau Chan (Hong Kong: Hong Kong
Modern Chinese Ink Painting Association, 2006), unpaged.
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PDVWHUVRQKLPVHOIDQGKLVWKHRULHV´297 0RUHLPSRUWDQWO\KHGHVFULEHV/XL¶V
art concepts in an interview by Phoebe Wong. The quote is not only a
GHVFULSWLRQRI/XL¶VDGYRFDF\EXWDOVRWKHSXUVXLWRI+RQKLPVHOI298 Hon said,
³/XL DGYRFDWHG VHOI H[SUHVVLRQ VR KH HPSKDVL]HG DUWLVWLF H[SUHVVLRQ
and creation about self. However, this expression of self is not only
about emotional or spiritual, but also as a development and
HVWDEOLVKPHQWRILQQHUVHOIDVDQLQWHJUDOZKROHRIDSHUVRQ´299
Chou also expressed that Lui had a profound influence on her attitude.300
)URPWKHVHUHFROOHFWLRQVDERXW/XLWKHWKRXJKWVHPEHGGHGLQWKHDUWLVWV¶mind
DUH WKH FRQFHSWV RI ³RULJLQDOLW\´ ³LQGLYLGXDO IUHHGRP´ ³VHOI H[SUHVVLRQ´ DQG
³DWWLWXGH´,WLQGLFDWHVWKHLQIOXHQFHRI/XLas an initiator and educator of Ink
Painting, a thought provoking concept in his time to counter the imitation
practice of the /LQJQDQ6FKRRO/XL¶VDGYRFDF\ZDVZLGHVSUHDGZKHWKHUWRKLV
course students, private students or painter friends. This advocacy can also be
found among the members of the In Tao Association and the One Art Group
ZKLFKZHUHIRUPHGE\/XL¶VH[WUDPXUDOFRXUse students. As well as Chou and
Laurence Tam, there were many other members of the two art groups who were
active members showing the philosophy of Ink Painting such as Ng Yiu-chung
(ܦᤌ࢘ 1935 ± ), Cheng Wai-kwok (ᔤፂഏ 1920 ± ).

/XL¶V LQLWLDWLYH VHUYHG DV VWLPXODWLRQ WR WKH DUWLVWV RI +RQJ .RQJ RI KLV
time. It does not mean that he advocated the definite direction of the artists, but
he advocated a way to think and perceive Ink Painting and art in general. The

297

+RQ³0\2ZQ6WRU\ WUDQVODWHGYHUVLRQ ´
Chi Fun Hon, Interview: Hon Chi Fun (Series 2), DVD, interview by Phoebe Wong (Hong
Kong: Asia Art Archive, 2004).
299
Ibid.
300
&KRX³7KH7LPHLQ:KLFK,ZDV%RUQ´
298
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core reason of advocating Ink Painting was to counter the imitation
apprenticeship of the Lingnan School. Thus it has a strong emphasis on
innovation and inner expression. The Ink Painting recognizes that each artist is
unique and that their expression of the inner self will therefore be unique. This
is a belief generally shared by the artists, even though it may not be easy to
H[DPLQHRQH¶VLQQHUH[SUHVVLRQ&KRX:RQJDQG+RQPHUJH&KLQHVHWUDGLWLRQ
and western influences in order to attain their own state of shi while the
innovative techniques in their art are ways to express themselves. The
consistent attitude is the common feature of Ink painters, rather than visual
similarities or techniques. The Ink Painting is supposed to be a category
accommodating all kind of styles.
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Conclusion
This thesis not only analyzes the distinctive artistic style of Irene Chou as
an artist, but also her philosophy of art which reflects /XL¶V DGYRFDF\ Rf Ink
Painting. :KHQ&KRX¶V half century of artistic development is considered, it is
evident that there was a dramatic stylistic shift from her early imitative painting
such as Fox (fig. 16) and her late works such as the one currently displayed in
the ADC building (fig. 111). Although Chou started to paint by chance, she
became a pioneer of executing the concepts of Ink Painting. It appeared that
&KRX¶V GHVLUH WR FRQWLQXH SDLQWLQJ ZDV ODUJHO\ SURPSWHG E\ KHU VDWLVIDFWLRQ
that she had at last found a way to express herself.

In 1966&KRXEHFDPH/XL¶VVWXGHQW It was then she adopted a detached
attitude towards imitation and gave up the Lingnan style. She was encouraged
by Lui to seek her inner self expression with honesty and sincerity. Each of the
motifs she developed in her art contributed to her expression of inner self.
&UHDWLYLW\ ZDV WKH VWURQJHVW GULYH LQ &KRX¶V OLIH 6KH QHYHU FHDVHG KHU
creations even when facing adverse circumstances, such as her health condition.
At the age of 68, Chou immigrated to Brisbane, Australia after a stroke and
re-established her artistic career. It was extremely hard at the beginning as she
was not active or known in the Australian art scene. None of her paintings were
sold in the first exhibition at Philip Bacon Galleries, which was one of the most
prestigious galleries in Brisbane. 301 She did not compromise even in this
situation to produce what may have been more saleable works. Chou expressed
how important creativity meant to her in the preface of her biography when she
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Lorena Butcher, interview by author, Brisbane, Queensland, August 31, 2012.
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was 77,
³,ZRXOGOLNHWROive forever only if I still have the artistic ability to create
P\RZQDUW´302

&KRX GHVFULEHG HYHU\WKLQJ VKH H[SHULHQFHG DV ³IORDWLQJ FORXGV´ VXFK DV
happiness, anger, sadness, conflict in relationships and hardship in the war. She
regarded these as transiHQW 7KHVH WUDQVLHQW ³FORXGV´ ZHUH LQ FRQWUDVW WR KHU
UHJDUG IRU KHU SDLQWLQJV ZKLFK VKH FRQVLGHUHG DV HWHUQDO 6KH VDLG ³WKHUH LV
only one thing that stays in my heart and captivates my forever love ± that is
P\SDLQWLQJ´303 It is apparent that art was her life. In an interview with Hilary
Binks, Chou agreed that her painting originated as an expression of her
emotion.304 The urge to express herself was largely related to her life incidents,
such as the separation with her parents, the tension with her mother, the intense
relationship with her husband and his traumatic death. She expressed that,
³« %XW , IHHO WKDW WKHUH LV QR QHHG IRU ODQGVFDSH SDLQWLQJ « 7KH PRVW
important thing is that we have a heart. The heart can be big. My
expression of this is through DEVWUDFWSDLQWLQJ´305
&KRX¶VSDLQWLQJVRIMy Inner World and Trial and Tribulation were exhibited
under the category of ³0RXQWDLQDQG:DWHU± WKH,PPXWDEOH/DQGVFDSH´ ՞ፖ
ֽΚਁةऱଅན) LQ WKH H[KLELWLRQ HQWLWOHG ³Hong Kong Cityscapes ± Ink
Painting in Transition´LQ.306 ,WLVQRWHGWKDWHYHQWKHFRQWHQWRI&KRX¶V
art includes traces of natural substances such as the roots-like patterns - it is not
about landscape, but her inner self.
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Irene Chou, preface to Dan qing chonger, by Yixin and Yijie, unpaged.
Ibid.
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%LQNV³7KH8QLYHUVH:LWKLQ´
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%LQNV³7KH8QLYHUVH:LWKLQ´
306
Mei Lin Lai, ³6RPH7KRXJKWVRQ/RRNLQJDW³Hong Kong Cityscapes - Ink Painting in
Transition´LQHong Kong Visual Arts Yearbook 2003, ed. Harold Mok and Kurt Chan (Hong
Kong: Department of Fine Arts, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2004), 172.
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Chou achieved her state of shi as a Chinese brought up in early twentieth
Shanghai and an educated woman living in Hong Kong in the 1960s. Chou
focused on taking care of her family. At this time, she was always reported as
³(YDQ<DQJ¶VZLIH´LQDUWLFOHVFRQFHUQLQJKHU She then evolved as a modern
Chinese female and an international artist. Her achievement as an artist was
also closely related to the much larger context of Hong Kong in the post-1949
era. One of the aims of this thesis is to use Chou as a case study to better
XQGHUVWDQG /XL¶V concept of Ink Painting. As far as Chou¶V DUW LV FRQFHUQHG
there are still some interesting issues not addressed by this thesis such as the
sexual expression and gender issue in her art307, also her market concern as a
professional artist308.

,W LV LQGLVSXWDEOH WKDW /XL¶V WHDFKLQJ LQIOXHQFHG &KRX DV DQ DUWLVW /XL¶V
advocacy of Ink Painting had widely stimulated the artists in Hong Kong in the
1960s and 1970s. Ink Painting evolved as a concept in response to the Chinese
tradition and western influences in Hong Kong in the mid-twentieth century. It
is worth noticing that Ink Painting is a fluid concept. Lui¶V DGYRFDF\ FUHDWHG
countless possibilities depending on different gen, state of shi and inner
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7KHVHLVVXHVKDYHEHHQPHQWLRQHGLQVRPHDUWLFOHVVXFKDV)UHG+RQJ³ Chouxiang
zaixing lijie zaixin - kan Zhou Luyun de hua (ࢼွ ݮڇᇞ ֨ڇ- ࡌጸႆऱ
$SSUHFLDWLQJ,UHQH&KRX¶V3DLQWLQJ ,´Ming Pao Monthly 39, no. 2 (2004): 88. In an interview
ZLWK/RUHQD%XWFKHUE\DXWKRUVKHDOVRSRLQWHGRXWWKHLVVXHRIVH[LQ&KRX¶VSDLQWLQJV. As a
PDWWHURIIDFW&KRXQHYHUGHQLHGDQGDGPLWWHGKHUVHOI³GHSLFWLQJVH[LQD&KLQHVHZD\´LQ
%LQNV³7KH8QLYHUVH:LWKLQ,UHQH&KRX´6KHDOVRsaid sex was just like the contrast
concept of yin and yang which were part of the universe in Butcher, ³The Universe is My Heart;
My Heart is the Universe´ 18.
308
After moving to Brisbane, Australia, Chou had to think of different ways to re-establish her
artistic career. Michael Yang recalled that Chou even took her paintings to the shopping malls
to see if there were any shops interested in her works. When she came home without much
success, she asked her son Yang whether she should alter her style to fit the market. Michael
Yang, interview by author, Brisbane, Queensland, 26 August, 2012. This incident reflects
Chou¶s struggle between her will and the potential market. This is also a struggle of many
other professional painters. Throughout the thesis, the best/ most representational paintings of
Chou¶s were chosen for discussion.
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expression of individuals. Through the exploration of the Ink Painting, this
thesis provides an alternative to the common visual models suggested by Lau
Kin Wai to categorize Ink painters.

In the 1960s, Hong Kong was a fertile artistic environment compared to
mainland China and Taiwan where there was less creative freedom because of
political and social considerations. Both Laurence Tam and Wucius Wong
agreed that the soil of Hong Kong was beneficial for the development of Ink
Painting. Taiwan did have a GHYHORSPHQWRI³PRGHUQLQNSDLQWLQJ´DGYRFDWHG
by Liu Guosong, but he came to Hong Kong to further develop his artistic and
teaching career in 1971. 7KH IUHHGRP DYDLODEOH LQ +RQJ .RQJ DOORZHG /XL¶V
advocacy of Ink Painting to influence local artist such as Chou, Laurence Tam
and Wucius Wong.

,Q/XL¶VRZQZULWLQJKHIUHTXHQWO\XVHGWKHWZRWHUPV³LQNSDLQWLQJ´DQG
³PRGHUQ &KLQHVH SDLQWLQJ´ EXW UDUHO\ LI QRW WRWDOO\ QRQH XVHG ³1HZ ,QN
3DLQWLQJ´7KHUHDUHRWKHULVVXHVQRWDEOHWREHDGGUHVVHGE\WKHWKHVLV What
DUHWKHGLIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQWKH,QN3DLQWLQJDGYRFDWHGE\/XLDQG³PRGHUQLQN
SDLQWLQJ´" +Rw did Hong Kong¶V GHYHORSPHQW RI ink painting in the second
half of the twentieth century influence the development of ink painting in
mainland China? What is the position of Hong Kong in the global context of
ink painting development?

Chou was a significant artist of the Ink Painting Movement in Hong Kong
in the 1960s ± V7KHVRFLDOFRQWH[WRI&KRX¶VOLIHSURYLGHVLQVLJKWVDVWR
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how upbringing and life incidents can influence artistic opportunities and
creativity. The concept of Ink Painting provided the initial stimulus to her
expression of her inner self and her subsequent evolution as an artist. The
development of her motifs and stylistic innovation and technique were her own.
/XL¶V DGYRFDF\ RSHQHG WKH GRRU IRU KHU 6KH ZDONHG WKURXJK LW VHW KHU own
path, and became an independent female artist. Chou acknowledged that her
painting was an expression of herself. Her painting was also the most vital
HOHPHQWRIKHUOLIH6KHVDLG³,DPP\DUWP\SDLQWLQJVDUHPH´309 The thesis
attempts to position Chou into the wider context of Hong Kong art history by
proposing her art as a case study for the Ink Painting.310 It is felt that further
research is needed to assign her to her rightful place in Hong Kong art history.


309

Chou, ³,UHQHLQ+HU2ZQ:RUGV´.
The case study of Irene Chou can be discussed in the much larger context of Chinese
painting. The thesis focuses on the Hong Kong context to stress the relationship between Chou
and Ink Painting. However, in order to see an even more comprehensive picture of Chinese
painting, the significance of the advocacy of Ink Painting and the categorization of Chou in the
Chinese context are subjects to further investigate.
310
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fig. 1 Heartbeat ca. 1980s
Reprinted from: Chiristie¶s Asian 20th Century Art Day Sale (2012)
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fig. 2 Breakthrough ca. 1979
Reprinted from: One Art Group 1979
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fig. 30 Ho Chung Wah Composition (2) N.D.

151





fig. 31 Anonymous

fig. 33 Anonymous
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fig. 31 Anonymous
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fig. 34 The Tree 1960s
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fig. 35 a work with unknown title N.D.
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fig. 36 Longevity 1960s
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fig. 38 Luohan 1960s
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fig. 39 The Hand 1960s
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fig. 51a My Inner World II 1976
Collected by Hong Kong Museum of Art
Photo taken by author

fig. 51b My Inner World II (detail) 1976
This small blank heap is omitted by most catalogs
Photo taken by author
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fig. 53 Break Through I ca. 1979
Collected by Hong Kong Museum of Art
Photo taken by author
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Collected by Hong Kong Museum of Art
Photo taken by author
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fig. 104 Life is but a Dream II 1999

fig. 105 Mind of the Cosmo 2006
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fig. 106 Liu Guosong Eclipse 1971
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fig. 109 Liu Guosong Announcement 2005
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fig. 110 Liu Guosong Metamorphosis of the Sun, No.9 1971
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fig. 111 Currently displayed in the ADC building in Brisbane, Australia
(The title is unknown to the author) 2001
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pl. 1 Chou and her friend in front of her red bunk bed 1980s



pl. 3 5HGIULGJHDQGIDQDW&KRX¶V
place in Hong Kong ca. 1986
Photo taken by Michael Yang

pl. 2 Red door at Chou¶s place in
Hong Kong ca. 1986
Photo taken by Michael Yang
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pl. 4 Circular shapes Chou used to cover the areas she did not want to be affected
2000s
Photo taken by Michael Yang


pl. 5 Myriad of ink and color splatters on the walls and IXUQLWXUHDW&KRX¶VSODFH in
Australia 2000s
Photo taken by Michael Yang
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