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It was at the university’s figure painting class some ten years ago that |
became fascinated by the Chinese gongbi (fine-brush) painting. |1 was
attracted to the works of late Ming dynasty master Chen Hongshou
(1598-1652) and began to explore the styles and techniques of classical figure
painting. After graduation, | produced works that mainly involved using



traditional styles to describe contemporary subject matters. Through the
combination of old and new elements and their interaction, | hoped to create a
new and unexpected interpretation. My primary concern, however, remained
to be that of the Chinese tradition as | tried to modify or revitalize this forgotten
ancient painting style.

During the creative process, | constantly developed new concepts and which
had made me understand the intricate relationship between the narrative and
descriptive functions of painting as well as the selection of ideas and method of
expression. The development of my painting, therefore, had changed from
the concerns for artistic vocabulary or expression to the exploration of different
ideas and inclusion of cultural significance.

The concept of this exhibition stemmed from my homage to antiquity. In
recent years, | became interested in traditional works of art and artifacts. As |
learnt their connoisseurship, | began to realize the many interchangeable
elements shared by both Chinese craft and painting. Besides their own works,
ancient painters lived in an artistic environment surrounded by fine or
functional works of art. Their studio, furniture, utilities or ornaments were all
part of a harmonious and compatible aesthetic system. | used to study
painting through reference books and early works, and somehow neglected
the importance of ordinary and everyday crafts. Through the concept of using
ancient works of art, this exhibition attempted to bridge the past to the present,
thus finding a dialogue and new visual language between them. The Ceramic
Series is the first step in that direction.

The other part of the exhibition comprised of works that concern the ancient
literati and literary expression. The life of the literati was preoccupied by the
usage, creation and appreciation of words. The beauty of words lied in their
ability to not only describe matters but also derive meanings beyond. There
could also be further possibilities when words were put against paintings. For
example, when a poem was inserted with new illustration, its meaning could be
expanded; or when a painting was suited with an old inscription, it could
generate fresh meanings. Both were feasible options that could create
interesting and alternative results.

The title An Alternative Antiquity thus perfectly represented my new works.
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A version of this essay was published in the Exhibition Catalogue,
Wilson Shieh: An Alternative Antiquity, Hong Kong: Grotto Fine Art, 2001, 49.
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