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Preface

Since the creation of the murals of the
Chauvet Cave, painting has had a promi-
nent place in the history of art. With the
social, cultural as well as historical devel-
opments of different regions around the
world, the raison d'étre of painting has
evolved through its interactions with other
fields of knowledge and academic subjects.
The conditions for the creation, dissemina-
tion, and consumption of art have changed
dramatically in the modern era. Amid
contemporary artistic trends, the emer-
gence of interdisciplinary and multimedia
artforms has been a response to the
changing needs of our society and culture.
With its intrinsic subversiveness, the intro-
duction of conceptual art into art institutions
has propelled a shift in the power dynamic,
which has led to a reconceiving of the role
and identity of painting. How could an artis-
tic medium with a significant history break
free from traditional culture and transform
itself into a contemporary artistic language
that responds to the times? The logic to the
historical development of painting, as well
as the changing premises of its “moderni-
ty”, warrant further explorations. With their
transregional and transcultural character,
the paintings of Christopher Ku present a
remarkable opening for us to ponder the
future of contemporary painting.

Born in Hong Kong in 1957, Ku studied
painting during his secondary school years
in Taiwan, before he went to the UK to
pursue further studies at the age of 19.
Persisted in his artistic pursuit, Ku enrolled
in Gray’s School of Art in Scotland, and he
later received a master’s degree from the
Royal College of Art in London in 1990. It
coincided with a period when painting went

through a transformation in its nature and
its role, when artists engaged with their art
against an unique cultural and historical
backdrop. In this light, the viewer sees in
Ku’s works an artist who employs painting
as a medium to respond to tumultuous
changes in society, and who creates a
transcendent realm and vision in his art.

Figurative Paintings from the Academy
Period

The four years that Ku spent at Gray’s
School of Art had a definite influence on his
artistic development; he received system-
atic training at a British fine arts academy
that laid the foundation for his sketching
and oil painting. Under the tutelage of
Sylvia Wishart, Alexandra Fraser, Joyce
Crain, and Derek Ashby, Ku came to grasp
the artist's character and a rigorous
academic mindset, as he was influenced
by these painters who had always worked
from a solid foundation in painting. The
eclectic styles that we see in Ku’s paintings
have their roots in the fundamental training
he received at Gray’s School of Art. The
young artist, however, set out to take his

RCAfE&~-1 RCA Painting—1
TREDHE Oil on Canvas, 240 x 300 cm, 1990



art further. While he was immersed in
Western European art education, he also
felt a sense of alienation in the serene envi-
ronment of Aberdeen. Living in a foreign
land, the artist was impelled by an almost
innate awareness to maintain a sceptical
attitude towards a foreign culture. As a
Chinese person who was caught in the
midst of East-West cultural conflicts, he did
not feel entitled to indulging in the beautiful
landscapes of Northern Scotland. The artist
began to observe the world from the
perspective of an “outsider” while instilling
the sense of “alienation” into his works. The
works from Ku’s figurative period feature

RCAfES-2 RCA Painting-2
HESHE Oil on Canvas, 210 x 240 cm, 1989

sarcastic imagery that illuminates our
enslavement in society, while the paintings
are silent protests against the evils of
power. The absurd subjects, solemn
colours and tragic atmosphere in his paint-
ings are particularly alarming. They reveal
a sense of crisis that reminds the viewer to
keep a distance from civilisation and reality,
and to break free from the hold that power
has on people.

It goes without saying that Ku’s artistic
style during his academy years was a stark
contrast to the somewhat conservative
British paintings of the time. It sent shock
waves across British art academies,
garnering recognition and accolades for
the artist in the academic circle. The shift-
ing imagery and metaphors in his paintings
evoke feelings of anxiety and oppression,
urging the viewer to ponder the impact of
modern civilisation and capitalism on
humanity and nature. This sense of
unease and alarm is pronounced in Ku’s
early works. From his early paintings, we
can see that Ku had a firm command of
colours and imagery during his student
years, while he transposed his critical
thinking onto the canvas. Ku’s unique
aesthetic sensitivity, coupled with his flair
for handling large-scale works, paved the
way for his subsequent move to abstract
paintings.

Bevond the YBA—An Artistic Attitude in
Parallel to the Postmodern Tide

Ku received an unconditional offer from the
Royal College of Art in 1988 and moved to
London to pursue his master’s degree.
Apart from Callum Innes, Anish Kapoor,
and Chris Ofili, the Young British Artists
(YBA) at the time, most of whom were
graduates from Goldsmiths, University of
London, and the Royal College of Arts in
the 1980s and 1990s, including Tracey
Emin, Jake, and Dinos Chapman, were
classmates or friends of Ku. The young
artists developed lasting bonds through
their academic exchanges.

The YBA were known for their “Shock Art”.



Under the banner of postmodernism, their
unconventional and rebellious works
attracted immense attention in the UK and
around the world in the 1990s. This saw the
rise of conceptual art, which was born of
the postmodernist ideology, to a place of
prominence in contemporary art. In
contrast to conceptual art and multimedia
art, painting was seen to carry the burden
of tradition, and it was attacked for being
dogmatic and stagnant. There were radical
voices declaring “Painting is dead”, as they
argued that conservative artistic mediums
should be phased out and revolutionised.
The YBA were synonymous with avant-gar-
de art and the vouge. With the emergence
of these young artists, contemporary art
evolved from a high culture that only exist-
ed in artists’ studios, art galleries and
museums into a topic widely discussed in
the mass media and among the public.
Conceptual art and issue-based art came
to define the general awareness of contem-
porary art, while London established itself
as an international art centre after Paris
and New York.

The development of “avant-garde art” was
gaining traction in the UK at the time.
Artists who sought to rebel and revolution-
ise art turned to this new creative sphere,
where they strived to subvert the conserva-
tive local culture. Ku, who was based in
London, found himself in the epicentre of
this revolution. As he was keenly aware of
the changes brought on by this artistic
movement, Ku never ceased to reflect on
contemporary culture and knowledge. As
he saw it, the rise of postmodern art was a
reaction against conservative forces and
ideology of the time. The ideology was

inclusive of voices from the fringe, bringing
to light the sensitivity of individual differ-
ences. It opened up a broader range of
artistic attitudes and inspired a deeper
acceptance of diverse values in art. Never-
theless, in the world of “contemporary art”,
“fine arts” have often been labelled as a
“bourgeois”, ‘“institutional” and “elitist”
“grand narrative”. What is overlooked is
that the aesthetic experience of fine arts
has always thrived with self-sufficiency,
collective imagination, emotion, and
sensory impact, and it possesses a unique
capacity to foster connections with the
history of art. It has also resisted the
oppression of high art in pop culture, a feat
that cannot be accomplished by political
work.

Therefore, Ku chose to walk his own path,
as he has continued to pursue painting as
his primary medium. He believes the spirit
of questioning of postmodernism and its
initial momentum have diminished over
time, and the postmodern theory of knowl-
edge is no longer sufficient to address the
complicated issues of contemporary soci-
ety. On the other hand, the destructive
“cultural industries” have left contemporary
art in a state of chaos. While one should
not dismiss the significance and contribu-
tions of postmodernism completely, Ku
recognises that the art of painting must
keep its footing amid these currents. If an
artist embraces postmodernism whole-
heartedly in their creative practice, they will
fall into the trap of the pursuit of power.
Painters should stand firm in the face of
changing trends; they should remain
devoted to their studies of painting and
refine their craft through time. It is only then



that they can revamp and reelevate their art
form in the history of art.

The Turn of Abstract Painting— An Explora-
tion of Metaphysical Spirituality

To an artist, painting can be an embodi-
ment of knowledge and legacies that have
been passed down through the genera-
tions, or it can be a burden that stifles inno-
vation. It comes down to whether an artist
has the courage to forsake dogmatism and
the resolve to break new grounds in paint-
ing. Artistic creation should not be hindered
by the choice of medium. While Ku special-
ises in oil painting, the painter does not limit
his artistic practice to any particular
medium or material. Moving beyond the
confines of figurative painting, Ku has
unearthed a boundless spiritual realm in his
abstract paintings.

In the early 1990s, the artist decided to
forgo the approach of narrative painting
that he was versed in; he let his mind run
free to an unknown land where he would
relearn the metaphysical language. From
his critique of society during his academy
period to his spiritual exploration; from his
criticism of East-West cultural conflicts to
his probe into human existence, he has
extended his artistic inquiry to an experi-
mentation with material and technique. It is
manifested in the powder coating that
mimics ancient cave paintings, the stencil-
ing that resounds with the wisdom of East-
ern folk art, the Zen-like wabi-sabi created
by the collision of water-based acrylic and
oil paint, and the floating symbols, patterns
and organic substances that lure the viewer
into a realm where the boundary between

the self and the world dissolves. From the
eclectic visual styles and techniques in his
works, we see Ku’s rigorous pursuit of
painterly texture in traditional painting, as
well as his quest to explore new possibili-
ties in art through the use of unorthodox
painting materials and techniques. Further,
it is proof that art can transcend the
conventions of art history without falling
back on political statements, and artists
need not adhere to the norms of art history
by sticking to a particular style in their
creative practices. While humans have
always drawn on knowledge to construct
their perceptions of the world, knowledge
and civilisation have given rise to prejudice
and dogmas that dominate human thought.
Moreover, our imaginations of the world
are often imprisoned by the structures and
power produced by knowledge. Material,
war and technology have been futile in
uncovering the mysteries of human life;
rather, they have led us into the depths of
mundanity. Forsaking the expression of
existing knowledge, Ku’s “creationism” is
closer to a state of “not knowing” as the
artist disregards the rules and laws
imposed by religion, politics, and history.
From this state of “not knowing”, Ku resists
the urge to explain or define any object or
phenomenon, but rethinks and experienc-
es the nature of objects and phenomena
from the aesthetic point of view.

This spiritual awakening elevates the
artist’s vision to a place of transcendence,
while Ku’s breakthrough in abstract paint-
ing takes his artistic achievements to new
heights. While exploring the realm created
by the artist, the viewer feels a mysterious
and enormous spiritual power, yet the



significance of this power is beyond one’s
grasp. As Ku exclaims, “Humanity is the
greatest mystery in the universe. The
universe reveals itself to us in its naked-
ness, while we have supplanted the mys-
tery of the universe with the mystery of
ourselves.” To his mind, the harder we try to
understand the truth, the farther we drift
away from it. Rather than trying to discern
the meaning of an artwork, it is preferable
to try to understand the artist’s thinking and
acknowledge the insignificance of humans
in the universe—if we experience his
aesthetic realm from an authentic percep-
tion, it may bring us closer to transcen-
dence.

Conclusion

The sweeping trends of “globalisation” and
“diverse values” have led many to think that
all voices have been vindicated—that there
has been a new milestone in the quest for
the “Great Unity”, the notion of “equal
rights” has become universal truth, and the
dichotomies between “high art” and “low
art”, “high culture” and “popular culture”,
and “consensus” and “dissent” are no
longer points of contention. In light of the
world’s political, social, and cultural climate
today, European and American cultures are
holding onto their power of discourse in a
more subtle and shrewd manner. At one
point, painting was almost marginalised as
an outdated art form as the power dynamic
was skewed in the art world. In the face of
public opinion and external pressures, Ku
endowed his paintings with his profound
philosophy and his faith in art, which chal-
lenged the mainstream art scene that
revolved around political statements and

social engagements. Since the 1990s, Ku'’s
extraordinary artistic career has borne
witness to the ups and downs in the art of
painting; it translates into a personal art
history that runs parallel to the postmodern
era. He is opposed to the ideological colo-
nisation by popular culture, and he has
resisted over-exposure of his works in the
commercial market over the years. After all,
the artist’'s concerns should lie in where
and how contemporary painting should fit
into the broader spectrum of art history, and
how contemporary painting can contribute
to the development of art and culture.

Ku’s work is testimony to how the spirit of
painting has prevailed through history and
how the art form has evolved through trials.
His paintings may offer some insights to
both artists and viewers—perhaps it is only
by constantly questioning the meaning of
life that humans can march forward in the
vastness of the world. Even if the answer is
beyond our reach, we must never stop pon-
dering the meaning of existence if we are to
glimpse its mystery.
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imE-1 Reverberation-1
EIRIESTEM  Mixed media on cardboard 28.2 x 17 cm 2018



@E-2 Reverberation-2
MRESEM  Mixed media on cardboard 27.8 x 17.2 cm 2018
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imE-3 Reverberation-3
HIRIESIEM  Mixed media on cardboard 28 x 17.4 cm

2018



iEE-4 Reverberation-4
MIRIEETEM  Mixed media on cardboard 28.7 x 17.2 cm 2018
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iMEZE-5 Reverberation-5
MREREM  Mixed media on cardboard 20 x 14.3 cm 2018
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mZ-6 Reverberation-6
MIRESER  Mixed media on cardboard 28.2 x 17.2 cm 2018



im%EZE-7 Reverberation-7
MIRESIEM  Mixed media on cardboard 28.5 x 17.2 cm 2018
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J@Z-8 Reverberation-8
MIRESES  Mixed media on cardboard 29 x 17.3 cm 2018



ME-9 Reverberation-9
BIRESTEX  Mixed media on cardboard 28.2 x 177 cm 2018
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3@E-10 Reverberation-10
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 91 x 122 cm 2022



3@E-16 Reverberation-16
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 91 x 121.5 cm 2021
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3@E-11 Reverberation-11
HEESIEN Mixed media on canvas 121.5 x 91 cm 2022



@E-24 Reverberation-24
HEESIEM Mixed media on canvas 122 x 91cm 2021
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J@E-23 Reverberation-23
HEESIEM Mixed media on canvas

122 x 91.5 cm 2021

25



26

@E-22 Reverberation-22
TEESEM Mixed media on canvas 183 x 121.5 cm 2011




i@E-21 Reverberation-21
HEESIEM  Mixed media on canvas 99.5 x 150 cm 2011
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FERE - 9EA5-1 Critical Existentialism Series + Semiotic Series—1
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 108 x 82 cm  2008-2022



@E-12 Reverberation-12
HEESIEM Mixed media on canvas 121.5 x 91 cm 2022
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J@E-14 Reverberation-14
TWHEESEM Mixed media on canvas

159.5 x 134 cm

2022



JB%-13 Reverberation-13
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 153 x 153 cm 2012
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3EZ-20 Reverberation—-20
MEESIEM Mixed media on canvas 213 x 305 cm  2002-2021
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imE-15 Reverberation-15
WEESIEM  Mixed media on canvas

153 x 153 cm 201
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3@Z-17 Reverberation-17
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 121 x 91cm 2021



iEZ-18 Reverberation-18
TEESIEM Mixed media on canvas

121 x 91 cm 2021
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{EZ-19 Reverberation-19
WEESIEM Mixed media on canvas 121 x 91cm 2021



-25 Reverberation-25

HEESIEM Mixed media on canvas 53 x 38 cm 2020
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Humans exist in a complex and multifaceted world that evolves with time. There is not
a single theory that applies to reality on a perpetual basis. Consumerism and cultural
policies of countries are changeable, and they have developed in tandem with con-
temporary culture. The emergence of postmodern art did not undermine the power of
countries and the market. Rather, capitalists and those in positions of authority
extended this power to the political sphere, making strategic changes to their
nations’ cultural policies.

When national cultural institutions, art galleries, museums and collectors “incorporat—
ed” postmodern art, which represented the quest “resist incorporation” in its incep-
tion, into their collections. This act has translated into the “incorporation” of the
mass of postmodern art believers. As a result, postmodern culture, which set out to
oppose authority, turned into an instrument for various countries in their soft power
rivalry. What was once a fringe culture became the mainstream. At present, Europe
and the US have once again assumed the power of discourse in the art world, while
other regions follow the models of Western contemporary art development.

Consequently, Ku realised that postmodern art exists only to legitimise the hegemony
of Western culture, and this form of legitimacy has further strengthened the accep-
tance of this cultural hegemony. Capitalism broke its own deadlock by propelling
itself to the next phase of development by “taming” postmodern art; it utilised the
characteristics of postmodern culture to enhance itself, and to develop “popular cul-
ture” as we know it today. The critical nature of postmodern art has become futile,
since its excessive marketisation has been normalised.
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EEHEE-1 Semantic Construction—1
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 60.5 x 60.5 cm 2022
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EEHEIE-2  Semantic Construction-2
WEESIEM Mixed media on canvas 40 x 40 cm 2022
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EEMEE -3 Semantic Construction-3
TEESEM Mixed media on canvas 40 x 40 cm 2022
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EEHEE-4 Semantic Construction-4
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 40 x 40 cm 2022



EEHEIE-5 Semantic Construction-5
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 40 x 40 cm 2022
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EESZE -6 Semantic Construction-6
TWHEESEM Mixed media on canvas 40 x 40 cm 2022
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EEMEE-7 Semantic Construction-7
TEESEM Mixed media on canvas 40 x 40 cm 2022
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EEHEIE-8  Semantic Construction-8
TWEESEM Mixed media on canvas

104 x 80 cm 2021
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HE

EFHEIE-9 Semantic Construction-9
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 43 x 43 cm 2021
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EEMEE 10 Semantic Construction—10
HEESIEN Mixed media on canvas 43 x 43 cm 2021
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EEHEB-11 Semantic Construction—11
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 38 x 40 cm 2021
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EEMEE-12 Semantic Construction—12
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 38 x 40 cm 2021
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EEHEE 13 Semantic Construction—13
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 36 x 36 cm 2021



EEIE 14 Semantic Construction—14
HEESIEM Mixed media on canvas 36 x 36 cm 2021
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:EZHEE-15 Semantic Construction-15
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 95 x 91 cm 2021
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iEZ1E1%-16 Semantic Construction-16
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 36 x 36 cm 2021
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EEEIE 17 Semantic Construction—17
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 95 x 97 cm 2022
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43 %%5)-1 Line Series—1
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 243 x 304 cm 2021
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SEEHEIE 18 Semantic Construction—18
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 96 x 96 cm 2022



42%%5)-2 Line Series-2
WEESIEM  Mixed media on canvas

243 x 304 cm 2021
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42 £5|-3 Line Series—-3
TEESIEM  Mixed media on canvas 243 x 304 cm 2021



42 Z5|-6 Line Series—-6
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 243 x 304 cm 2021
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42 Z5|-5 Line Series-5
HEESIEM  Mixed media on canvas 243 x 304 cm 2021
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42Z5|-4 Line Series-4
HEESEM Mixed media on canvas 243 x 304 cm 2021
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EEEE 19 Semantic Construction—-19
TWEHESEM Mixed media on canvas 60 x 50 cm 2022



EEEE-21 Semantic Construction—21
TEESEM Mixed media on canvas 60 x 50 cm 2022
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EEHEE-24 Semantic Construction—24
2F¥ - EEEH  Mixed media on Table 104 x 75 x 31cm 2021
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FEEMIE-20 Semantic Construction—-20
TWEESEM Mixed media on canvas 60 x 50 cm 2022



EEEE-_25 Semantic Construction—-25

MEESIEM  Mixed media on canvas

100 x 90 cm 2022
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EEIE-_23 Semantic Construction-23
HEESIEM Mixed media on canvas 121 x 91cm 2022



EEHEIE-22 Semantic Construction—22
HEESEN Mixed media on canvas 121 x 76 cm 2022
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RE S IBIE—26
EESEM

Semantic Construction-26

Mixed media on canvas

100 x 90 cm
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EEEE-27 Semantic Construction—-27

HEESEM Mixed media on canvas

100 x 90 cm 2022
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Artist’s Note

In an age of accelerated changes, the
declaration that “Painting is dead” signi-
fies that modernism, which emphasises
the narrativity of art, has crumbled after
being the subject of persistent criticism
under postmodernism over the past
decades. Designations  such  as
“‘post-war”, “post-80s”, and “post-90s”
appear to categorise the shifts in individu-
als’ consciousness and mindsets based
on their age through the times. For
instance, Jurgen Habermas attempts to
analyse the turmoil of the 20th century,
while reexamining possible directions for
the future and paradigms for reform. The-
odor W. Adorno advocated art as a cata-
lyst to the critique of capitalism and mod-
ernism. Jean Baudrillard expounded on
the impact of media and big data culture
on humanity and society. In his book
Retrotopia, Zygmunt Bauman contends
that “a better future” is merely an illusion.
Writer Albert Camus questioned civilisa-
tion in the liminal space between despair
and hope. Franz Kafka narrated the
bizarreness of existence in absurd
expressions. Other reflections including
Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothing-
ness, and Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities...
These writers and philosophers foresaw
the coming of an unknown epoch, and
their thinking predicted a new era of
modernity and its outcasts.

Scholars, writers and artists are critics
of their times. Francis Bacon, Alberto
Giacometti, and Lucian Freud were
leading artists whose subjects and cre—
ative expressions signalled the end of a
subverted era.

Since the fall of religious art in the 17th
century, cultural dissemination has
been an ongoing phenomenon in soci—
ety. Postmodernism destroyed all
established cultures and civilisations; it
halted humanity’s desire for, and pur-
suit of, cultures and civilisations.

The millennials and the Gen Z may not
have a deep understanding of modern—
ism and anti-modernism, and they live
in a time of uncertainty, nihilism, and
emptiness. Roland Barthes and Susan
Sontag have perhaps had a more direct
impact on the new generation, or per—
haps we have fulfilled some of the
prophecies from the past—but their
theoretical standpoint is not without
controversies.

H=EE The Yellow Curtain

#EHE Oil on Canvas, 150 x 180 cm, 1988

HERAR REABZEMECEERERS 8E

Acquired by the Art & Heritage Collections, Robert Gordon University, UK

Human civilisation has progressed
through conflicts and oppositions. We
have seen many reincarnations of art
movements throughout history: the
Renaissance gave rise to Baroque art
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because of the critique of Mannerism;
Romanticism drifted away from theoc—
racy and moved towards humanistic
thinking, and Impressionism cast a new
light on the meaning of reality in classi-
cal art. Throughout the modernisation
of the East, we followed Western tra—
jectories, and did not dare to stray from
it. The cultural fragmentation created
by postmodernism has led to the crum-
bling of faith; individuals exist like
“rootless” entities in the ruins and
without a spiritual anchor. We have
become accustomed to the way our
spirits are buried in an ideological
wasteland in the Western world, and no
one wants to confront this matter
head-on. This brings us to a watershed
moment of history: living in a state of
shattered knowledge, we must break
away from dependency, abandon cyni-
cism in favour of creation, and refute
subordination in order to achieve
autonomy. This is how we could recon—
struct the cultural foundation of our-
selves, and it is the only way for us to
break free from the ruins of turbulent
times.

Ideology no longer is the focus in the
post—postmodern age. From the antig—
uities to modern times, and between
Eastern and Western cultures, the exis—
tential consciousness of humans has
always been an individual experience
that transcends time and borders. My
work is akin to reincarnation; it looks
back at everything that has happened,
without any contention. The spectre of
post—-postmodernism is alive in its

death; it floats like a decentralised
entity, weightless and free, as it comes
to life in the existential consciousness
of post—-postmodernism. It evokes the
“Painting of Reverberation”, which is
the theme of this solo exhibition .

Christopher Ku 2022



[R%¥ 2% Painting of a Landscape, Oil on canvas faE;#HE, 90 x 120 cm, 1990
EE 2 KRBT B Acquired by the Royal College of Art, UK
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EME Oil on Canvas, 150 x 180 cm, 1987

HEERAR KEARZBMRXCEERE RS 555

Acquired by the Art & Heritage Collections, Robert Gordon University, UK

RCAfEf-3 RCA Painting-3
#EHE Oil on Canvas, 210 x 240 cm, 1989



A Conversation with Christopher Ku

Q: In your exhibition, “Painting of Reverber-
ation”, | see that powder coating features in
many of your paintings. It is a relatively rare
material to be used in oil painting. How did
you arrive to this experimental style?

A: When we make art, we are no longer
limited by the choice of medium or material,
and it can be anything from photography,
video, mixed media, gunpowder, excre-
ment, hair, to insects and animals... In this
sense, material is no longer the focus in
contemporary art. The key question is
whether the content of the work and the
chosen materials come together to create a
new visual context, with a focus on the
echoes and contrast between the work and
history or the culture it is situated in. In this
exhibition, the powder | use is not a tradi-
tional medium from the East or West, but it
opens up a dialogue between traditional
xuan paper and canvas. This shows that an
artist does not necessarily have to look for
breakthroughs from working with Western
art installation or Eastern ink painting. |
hope to use my powder paintings to explore
the possibilities of application of cave paint-
ing in contemporary art, without limiting
myself to any regional culture. This experi-
ment with a new material is proof that artis-
tic thinking can traverse ancient and
modern cultures of the East and West, just
as ink painting and oil painting have existed
throughout history and are still relevant
today.

Q: But it seems like you are interested in
more than just the application of materials.
In what ways has your work been inspired
by Chinese folk arts such as Eastern

stencil, paper cutting, and the Double
Happiness pattern in terms of imagery and
technique? Do you believe folk art has a
place in high art?

A: The themes of ancient cave paintings
revolved around the living environments of
people at the time, while contemporary art
reflects our perceptions of the world today.
Art is no longer bound to the ideology of its
time, while we see expressions of contem-
porary issues through the language of art.
That is to say that creative inspiration can
be drawn from a variety of subjects of the
humanities, such as history, sociology,
science, philosophy, and psychology. In
the past, Chinese paper cutting influenced
Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse; Japa-
nese imagery inspired the works of the
impressionists such as Vincent van Gogh
and Claude Monet’s water lily series, and
Eastern calligraphy influenced artists such
as Cy Twombly and Franz Kline. Eastern
culture was a source of inspiration for mod-
ernism. Do Chinese artists cherish these
long-standing cultures?

In China, paper cutting, stenciling, and
other crafts are often narrowly defined as
folk traditions, but | believe that culture
represents the disposition of a region and
its people. If we situate Chinese folk arts in
high art, | believe these regional cultures
can be refined through this artistic conver-
gence. Although the ideas of “elegance”
and “kitsch” may seem dialectically
opposed to each other, the juxtaposition of
these two conflicting elements adds to a
painting’s intrigue. The development of
aesthetics is often driven by grand ideas,
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yet the great works of art from different eras
and cultures have tended to depart from
conventional aesthetics.

Q: Conflicting and contradicting elements
feature prominently in different guises in
your paintings. Many viewers are intrigued
and perplexed by the recurrent notations
and symbols in your work. These symbols
are commonly seen in our daily lives, yet
they seem to take on a different meaning in
your art.

A: Symbols are created by the reduction of
meaning, and they are disseminated
through human communication. The foun-
dation of our communication is built on the
rules and structures of systems of symbols
and our collective understanding of them.
Therefore, our lives are bound to the use of
symbols, as they make more effective
expressions of ideas than images in real
life. This is especially true when we are
dealing with physical systems such as bus
stops, washrooms, and other public
venues, as well as knowledge systems
including mathematics, physics, and chem-
istry. Codes, signs, and symbols direct us
to where we want to go. Otherwise, we will
be lost in situations and knowledge that lie
beyond our grasp.

However, symbols are not comprehensive
representations of things. There are gaps
between phenomenon and reality, partial
and total, theory and experience in our
society, economic operations, and value
systems, which result in paradoxes, contra-
dictions, and dilemmas. It is the hidden
meanings and myths surrounding these

codes and signs that fascinate me. In the
embedding of codes into artistic contexts
and their representations, the absolute
correlation between symbols and their
counterparts is disrupted. In reality, graph-
ics whose meanings are not defined by
general consensus are ineffectual for com-
munication; yet, in art, these forms could
evoke a sense of aesthetic beauty. In the
past, | attempted to decipher the conven-
tional uses and functions of symbols and
transform them into aesthetic elements. In
combing through the ambiguity of symbols
in different circumstances, we reflect on
the definition of things.

While we rely on symbols to understand
the world, we are also unconsciously
imprisoned by the power that symbols
have over us. It is as violent as pointing a
gun at someone from behind their back.
But is it necessary for us to construct our
understanding of the world according to
the rules of these systems? Perhaps artis-
tic thought is the only alternative for us. For
instance, the cross is associated with the
crucifixion of Jesus in the New Testament
of the Bible, but the cross in my paintings
has no direct connection to religious
themes, and its meaning deviates from the
general understanding and consensus
about the symbol. The misplaced symbols
in my paintings point to the unknown.
When people are unable to relate to these
paradoxes and contradictions intuitively,
they fall into a state of uncertainty. Hence,
the viewers have to discard their precon-
ceptions of aesthetics, which is key to
opening a new door to wisdom.



Q: Perhaps what is beyond our horizon is
more crucial. Looking at your recent works,
| see that tangible shapes that used to
feature in your paintings, such as chemical
symbols, insects, Double Happiness, and
tree roots have gradually disappeared,
creating a visual impact that feels more
enigmatic, unrestrained, and Zen-like.
What is this transformation we are looking
at?

A: As with the development of a person,
some things begin to change as a person
grows. In the early days, | took realism as a
starting point. Chemical symbols, insects
and Double Happiness capture the process
of disassociating from form and substance,
and it is an approach or an attitude that one
adopts in developing a deeper understand-
ing of things. But what eludes most people
is that just because there are things that we
cannot see, it does not mean they do not
exist. In fact, the things we do not see are
more profound than what we can see, and
they may have a greater impact on the
development of human civilisation. A case
in point: water can be broken down into
chemical elements, but if you really think
about it, the mystery of water lies far
beyond the definitions of chemical
elements.

These symbols have faded out from my
recent works because when we try to
understand life and the meaning of exis-
tence, we often rely on existing knowledge
to unravel the mysteries of the universe.
Our lives are happenstances like those of
artificially bred cattle and sheep, which do
not understand their existence from the

source of their feed and the fence around
them. We cannot comprehend the reason
for existence by debating the validity of
religion, just as we cannot find any answer
about the unknown if we look for it from
excess knowledge. It is only by refuting all
existing knowledge and hypotheses, and
through the process of acceptance and
negation of things, that we can examine an
unknown and objective consciousness
from the vantage points of subjective
systems.

Q: Your series, “Semantic Construction”,
appears to gravitate more heavily towards
the random and the abstract in “unearthing
the unknown”. Is it also an attempt to
replace the symbols in your art?

A: In the creative process, an overt empha-
sis on precision and control will have a
negative impact on the work. We may as
well let go and allow accidents to take
place, and reexamine the existence of
beauty. These are things that cannot be
achieved with rigid and controlled brush-
work. Unlike controlled brushstrokes, each
layer of water-based acrylic and oil paint is
applied with the technique of pouring, flow-
ing, or scraping to create spontaneous
traces. It is important to differentiate unex-
pected visual effects from mindless paint-
ing or scribbling. My creativity and judge-
ment lies in where | decide if a painting is
completed when | scrutinise the morphing
shades of dryness and wetness—whether
to make a splash using a different kind of
paint, or to make another scrape, or to tilt
the canvas to the side to let the paint flow.
All these judgements are made based on
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aesthetic considerations. | use my own
aesthetic judgement to play with these
unmediated effects, but this kind of thinking
and control does not happen during the
“painting” process. Rather, it comes from a
form of probability control. Probability
arises from incompleteness of information.
The more valid information there is, the
higher the probability of an event occur-
ring—up to the point where it becomes
“‘inevitable”. In eliminating this inevitability, |
enter a new creative space where | gradu-
ally develop rules and formulas that are
intrinsic to this ambiguity. Randomness and
certainty are not contradictory in this
context, but they have different roles and
functions in different settings.

The chaos in the paintings is not entirely
random. It is the margins of the canvas that
lead us to see these effects as accidental.
There is a greater source of power behind
this spontaneous manifestation of beauty. It
is a force that runs through my artistic
styles from different periods.

Q: There are more significant changes to
your style from your academy years to your
recent works than that of any artist in art
history that we know of. Are you concerned
that these stylistic shifts might make it
difficult for viewers to grasp the essence of
“Christopher Ku”?

A: Aesthetics is an inexplicable perception,
and the depth of an artist’s understanding
of aesthetics is demonstrated in their paint-
ings. God does not play dice, while humans
often find God when rolling a dice. | roll dice
on the canvas. In the greater scheme of the

universe, whenever a creative style crysta-
lises, it becomes a narrowly defined repre-
sentation. The poet Adonis once said, “I
am not yet Adonis, | am becoming Adonis.”
A person dies as soon as they can clearly
define who they are. | am not contented
with the success of any individual style, so
whenever | have pushed an artistic style to
its limit, | want to roll the dice again. | want
to go beyond the realm | have created and
look for answers in other territories, in a
quest to break from existing definitions.
Like Sisyphus in Greek mythology who
pushes the boulder up the mountain over
and over again, | subvert myself and
embrace my free will in a new light through
these changes to my style. It is akin to the
scientific search for the order of things:
each creative style is a transformation of
different measurements, and each
approach can only be used for probing into
one aspect of nature.

Different aspects may be references for
one another, but there is no single
perspective that points to an absolute
answer. It also resembles a game in which
a player wins for having the right skills, but
the winner does not always take it all in the
real world. In the end, a painting is mean-
ingless; it only speaks to the desires of
collectors and viewers. Only the artist is
aware of the abyss of the creative process
from which wisdom stems. The changes in
my art may lead me to further explore the
contours of knowledge and arrive at a
deeper understanding of life, which is an
inevitable process of human evolution.
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