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It is a great honour and privilege to curate A Tribute to
Lui Shou-kwan at Ink Asia this year. The Ink Society
showcased a tribute to Liu Kuo-sung last year; the
current show celebrates another great master. Lui
Shou-kwan (1919-1975) was a foremost figure in the
creation of contemporary ink painting. One of Hong
Kong's preeminent mid-twentieth century artists, it was
Lui's pioneering vision that initiated the city's New Ink
movement. As an ink artist, Lui distinguished himself
from his contemporaries with his highly original and
unique visual language, which was a result of his
lifelong exploration and profound understanding of
Chinese ink traditions, Daoism, Zen Buddhism, as well
as Western abstract expressionism.

A Tribute to Lui Shou-kwan features 14 paintings from
the late 1950s onwards. The works are on loan from
private collectors in Hong Kong. Just as our exhibition
last year, each collector was invited to share his or her
thoughts on Lui and the paintings s/he has collected.
Their contributions and personal anecdotes, which they
have generously agreed to have published here, offer
us another dimension by which to appreciate Lui's art
and legacy.

The exhibited works present a cross-section of Lui's
mature oeuvre, which falls broadly into three types:
representational, semi-abstract and abstract. In the first
category, Aberdeen (1963), Big Wave Bay (1965) and
Sampans in Causeway Bay (1968) depict Hong Kong's
lively maritime life. Drawing from nature for inspiration,
Lui focused on sketching from life and capturing scenes
of Hong Kong — his home after he immigrated from
Guangzhou in 1948 at the age of 29 — throughout the
1950s and 1960s, from the coastline and cityscape, to
the fishing villages and outlying islands. The differences
in appearances of these three paintings reveal his
versatility and appetite for experimentation. For
instance, Aberdeen is painted in the ink tradition, while
Big Way Bay reflects Lui's interest in the landscapes
of Turner and his impressions of light, colour and
atmosphere.

In addition to learning from nature, Lui believed in
analysing and copying classical Chinese masterpieces,
absorbing their essence to nourish his art. As Leung
Kui Ting, a former student of Lui's and a noted artist
himself, writes in his tribute: "[Lui] often said that if
one encountered a lack of artistic inspiration, one
could try copying (/linmo) a traditional painting, or
sketching from life." The importance of learning from
tradition is revealed in Lui's "study paintings", a group
of works painted in the styles and forms of different
ancient masters. As a dedicated educator, Lui created
these pieces with the purpose of illustrating certain
principles about traditional painting theory to his
students. The landscape Shoushan (1972) is such an
example. Composed of lines and dots, Lui explains in
the accompanying inscription that these are the two
main components of Chinese painting. The work was
painted towards the end of his life, indicating that even
during the pinnacle of his creative output when he was
producing his iconic "Zen" series, he never abandoned
tradition.

While grounded in tradition, Lui fervently believed in
creating one's own style and artistic language. This
individualism is evident in his semi-abstract and abstract
landscapes, as demonstrated in High Noon (1956),
Solitary Boat (1962) and Abstract Landscape (1963).
Set beneath a gleaming midday sun surrounded by rays,
the semi-abstract landscape portrayed in High Noon is
rendered in a bold and expressive colour palette rarely
seen in Chinese ink painting. Lui later transformed natural
forms into powerful calligraphic brushstrokes, as shown in
Abstract Landscape. Although devoid of any reference to
nature, the black ink strokes accented by streaks of vivid
blue against the unpainted surface remarkably suggest a
mountain range surrounded by water.

Lui's breakthroughs in abstraction culminated in his
renowned aforementioned Zen paintings, which he
developed from the late 1960s. Employing different
effects of ink on paper to forge two distinct styles known
as "dry" and "wet", the Zen paintings are a visual essay
on Lui's personal path towards enlightenment that
centres around the lotus flower — a symbol of purity and
Buddhahood. Lui captured this elusive and contemplative
state in varying ways, as illustrated in the six distinct
Zen works exhibited here. The over-two-metre-tall Zen
(1970) (page 28) is made up of wet and dry styles where
mightily applied fluid, broad washes of ink are fused
with dense, dry brushwork. Above the layers of turbulent
chaos hovers a red butterfly-like gesture in an expanse
of white space, evoking the belief of metamorphosis and
rebirth. By contrast, the more restrained Zen (page 30),
executed in the same year, displays a red flame-like dot
framed within a striking composition of sharp and angular
lines painted with dark ink washes. As remarked by one
collector in his tribute (page 31): "The artist's brave brush
strokes and minimal use of colour and tone embody a
deep abstraction, expressing bold statements whilst also
imparting a sense of stillness and peace. For me, the
works are timeless, as relevant today as when they were
created."

Lui played a seminal role, both as practitioner and
educator, in shaping a new language of ink painting
during his lifetime. Although his death came prematurely
at the age of 56, he left an enormous impact on
the development of Chinese art. As his centenary
approaches in 2019, there has been renewed recognition
in his life and work, in the form of exhibitions at premier
museums. In March 2018, the National Art Museum
of China, Beijing, staged his solo exhibition; Oxford
University's Ashmolean Museum will present a show
and symposium dedicated to him later this year. The Ink
Society is honoured to be a part of these endeavours to
commemorate his extraordinary legacy. | end with Lui's
words of advice inscribed on Gladioli (1970), which, like
his paintings, resonate as much today as they did when
they were rendered: "Without the solid foundation laid
down today, there will never be any enlightenment in the
future. Indeed, it took the ancients extensive travels to
achieve wonders under their painting brush. But perhaps
it is not at all impossible to engage in personal cultivation
by painting gladioli blooming indoors for the sake of
demonstration. Beware lest your painting be misguided
by what | have failed to do."
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