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It is a great honour and privilege to curate A Tribute to Liu Kuo-
sung. Liu Kuo-sung (b.1932) is undoubtedly one of the most
important figures in the development of contemporary Chinese
ink painting. Over the course of his career spanning more
than six decades, he has worked fearlessly in shaping a new
language of ink painting. This exhibition features 12 works from
the 1960s to the 2000s. As Liu has played a seminal role as
an educator in mentoring a new generation of ink painters, the
show includes works by two of his students, Kwok Hon-Sum
(1949-2004) and Lee Chun-Yi (b. 1965), who themselves are
noted artists. Indeed, Lee Chun-Yi, who is also an art historian,
has shed light on Liu's fervent dedication to education in his
catalogue essay.

All the works in A Tribute to Liu Kuo-sung are on loan from
private collectors hailing from Hong Kong, Taiwan and the UK.
Many have followed Liu's artistic career over the decades and
some have enjoyed friendships with him. For this show, each
collector was invited to share his or her personal thoughts about
the work s/he owns. They generously agreed to have their
tributes published here.

The earliest work is Rising towards Mysterious Whiteness
(1963). Created a few years after Liu co-founded the Fifth Moon
Group in Taipei in 1956 and only a year after he abandoned
oils to solely pursue ink and paper, the work demonstrates his
synthesis of Abstract Expressionism with Chinese ink painting.
Brushed in forceful calligraphic ink strokes, it evokes the
feeling of a mountain range floating dramatically in the void.
Liu has given the abstract landscape texture and modulation
by an innovative technique for which he became known for
— crumpling and pulling off fibres from coarse cotton paper,
leaving white lines and streaks in the ink.

Liu's experimental spirit is further demonstrated in Inside?
Or Outside? (1967) and Untitled (1968), works created after
travelling around the world on a grant awarded by the John
D. Rockefeller 1l Foundation where he gained exposure to
European and American art. They each combine collage — a
technique that became an important part of Liu's practice —
with calligraphic brushstrokes. The multiple dimensions and
layers in Inside? Or Outside? set the compositional tone for his
subsequent "Space" series.

Inspired by the Apollo missions of 1969 that landed the first
man on the moon, Liu developed his acclaimed "Space"
series, reflecting his newfound artistic vision of nature and
the universe. Metamorphosis of the Moon No. 21 (1970),
New Moon (1970) and Midnight Sun (1972) are among the
earliest works in this series. The spectacular Midnight Sun,
an over five-metre-wide work comprised of seven vertical
panels, amalgamates geometric forms with traditional Chinese
brushwork to render a gentle arc of seven suns shining over
earth. The use of bold, vibrant colours was a breakthrough at
the time, as the majority of Liu's contemporaries continued to
use monochromatic ink with sparing amounts of colour. New
Moon, which depicts a crescent moon floating over earth amid
a starry sky, invites the viewer into an otherworldly realm. As
the collectors Hwee Leng Whang and Raymond Ch'ien put it,
"[the work] is the epitome of transcendental cool...it washes

away worldly weariness, and it is more effective than any
medicine against jet lag."

By the mid-70s, Liu began to return to "earth" from space,
although references to the cosmos still appear in his work. Liu's
portrayal of the precipitous, glacial cliffs in Mountain Light Blown
into Wrinkles (1985) reflects the grandeur of nature far beyond
its small size (26 centimetres in width). It is not surprising that
this painting, along with White Snow is White (1983), composed
of dense and stark rock formations, are among the favourite
works in the collection of the Master of the Water, Pine and
Stone Retreat. Liu's innovative techniques of using ink and
water can also be seen in Trees in the Mist on the Spring Hill
(1990). Composed of layered washes of ink and vivid green
tones over a textured surface, the abstract landscape captures
the vivacity of spring.

Entering the 21st century, Liu Kuo-sung has continued to build
upon his artistic language in the steadfast quest to innovate.
Since visiting Sichuan and Tibet in the early 2000s, Liu has
produced a new body of work — the "Jiuzhaigou Valley" series,
inspired by the ethereal nature of water, and the "Tibet" series,
which reflects both the hostile environment and majestic grandeur
of the Himalayas. Changhai Sea in the Four Seasons, Jiuzhaigou
Valley series No. 152 (2009) is a stunning example from the
former. Here, Liu has encapsulated the changing energies and
colours of the lake's surface over the four seasons. He achieved
this unique shimmering effect by steeping ink and colour between
two sheets of architectural tracing paper. The "Tibet" series depict
some of Liu's most dramatic landscapes, such as Glacier: Tibet
Series No. 100 (2008) and The Thawing Snow Mountains (2009).
The snowy mountain ranges, with their topography delineated by
white lines set against dark, rocky peaks, were created using his
signature fibre-plucking technique, painting and creasing both
sides of the paper.

Liu's generous and pioneering spirit is reflected in the art of
many of his students. The works of two of them, Kwok Hon-
Sum and Lee Chun-Yi, are exhibited here, although both have
gone in different directions from their teacher. Encouraged by
Liu's call to employ novel tools and techniques, Lee Chun-Yi has
forged a distinct visual language that eschews self-expression
via calligraphic brushwork. In his creative process, he carves
wooden seals and stamps their impressions with ink on paper
to compose images of landscapes, trees and flowers, as in
Falling Black Stars (2013). By contrast, Kwok Hon-Sum shifted
his focus away from traditional landscapes to semi-abstract
compositions featuring the iconography of Tibet, such as The
Supreme Wisdom (1989).

A Tribute to Liu Kuo-sung at this year's edition of Ink Asia would
not be possible without the collectors who have lent their works.
Furthermore, their tributes and personal anecdotes compliment
our appreciation for Liu's art. With works from pivotal moments
and different periods in Liu's career, the exhibition offers an
opportunity to view Liu's new visions and immense contribution
to the world of Chinese art. It seems apt to end with collector
Leo Shih's tribute, "it is easier to obtain recognition than be a
true genius. Liu Kuo-song was born to be a great master."
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