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Modern Taiwan Ink Art: Postwar Internationalism  

An-yi Pan (Cornell University) 

Nationalism and Essentialism 

In our globalized era, we make efforts to diminish differences, national 

allegiances, and emphasize similarities, tolerance and racial harmony. 

But in the first few postwar decades, countries that continued on the 

quest for nationalism and essentialism, which began in the nineteenth 

century, sought to legitimize their national origins from the distant past, 

and justify their superiority. Although nationalism and essentialism had 

become passé, an examination of postwar art history requires a return 

to the historical conditions of the time to understand the birth and 

meaning of Taiwan’s modern ink art: What was the mission of the 

participants, the gist of their theories and strategies? What kinds of 

breakthroughs did they achieve in their artwork? How did the Ink Art 

Movement dovetail with international art movements?  Such seemingly 

unrelated issues, in fact, possess intertwined cause-and-effect 

relationships. Tackling issues from these perspectives will elucidate the 

postwar Ink Art Movement in Taiwan. 

Postwar Taiwan Cultural Ambience 

Taiwan’s postwar literary atmosphere was unsettled and unpredictable, 

largely due to concurrent political instability. To control the situation, 

the Nationalist government imposed martial law in 1949, which 

dampened the free cultural ambience of the immediate postwar era. It 

is commonly believed that the Korean War and aid from the United 

States brought Euro-American economic, lifestyle, literary, and artistic 

ideas to Taiwan, which gave rise to new cultural developments.  
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Whether a cause-and-effect relationship existed between the two 

requires further investigation, but Taiwan certainly departed from 

socialist modernism and veered toward Western modernism, a 

development that indeed occurred during the martial law era and 

following the Korean War.  

Several important literary organizations appeared in Taiwan in the 

1950s. Stream-of-consciousness novels and modern poetry revealed 

the authors’ discontent with clichéd propagandistic anticommunist 

literature, while simultaneously taking a hard look at persistent 

attitudes that promoted traditional culture as a means of achieving 

reform. This resulted in a new modernist literature in Taiwan. Authors 

explored trendy, romantic styles; Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), 

Existentialism, and stream-of-consciousness ideas exerted a profound 

influence. Writers also emphasized that these forays were a lateral 

transplantation (Westernization). They wished to propagate the spirit 

and elements of new poetry since Baudelaire (1821-1867), pursuing 

sense (Ger. Verstand, sense or understanding, the state between 

rationality and emotionality) and pure poetic forms. These trends were 

also emblematic of modernist art, and declared a shift toward 

Westernization. 

Groups and Individuals 

Simultaneously, Taiwan’s art group era had also arrived: the Fifth Moon 

Art Group and Orient Art Group. Members of these two groups 

steadfastly believed in Essentialism, grounding their belief in Chinese 

culture to develop an Oriental style of modernist painting. Ink was 

naturally the most appropriate medium.  
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The Orient Painting Group was founded by students of Li Zhongsheng 

(1912-1984). The writer He Fan (1910-2002) praised the eight founders 

as the Ba Da Xiang Ma (Eight Bandits on Horseback). Li Zhongsheng 

conveyed two important ideas that proved highly influential among his 

students. He focused on a stream-of-consciousness creative process, 

and he believed that modern art was anti-science and anti-rationality, 

and that it must return to an Oriental feeling of intuition. Under Li’s 

guidance, finding an expression of the Chinese spirit became his 

students’ goal in creating avant garde art. The Fifth Moon Group of 

painters was co-founded by Liu Kuo-sung (b. 1932) and alumni of 

National Taiwan Normal University. Their original intent was to 

showcase their variations on Western art. Chuang Che (b. 1934) and Liu 

Kuo-sung himself veered away from Western art, though Chuang Che 

later used Chinese concepts in his abstract oil paintings. 

Artistic Pursuits and Internationalism 

The 1960s were a turning point in Hsiao Chin’s (b. 1935) artistic 

development, when he had largely concluded his exploration of 

Chinese calligraphic strokes and began to anchor his art in the 

philosophical tenets of Daoism and Mysticism. He subdued his colors 

and consciously relaxed his original intention, and without 

prearrangement, forms appeared in his mind and emerged through his 

hands. With free movement of his brush, he established basic forms 

upon which he further developed and completed his artwork. While ink 

was his main medium, Hsiao Chin noted that his ink art differed from 

traditional ink painting, which had relied on Chan-style accidental, 

spontaneous saturation effects of ink washes. He believed that Mind is 

the subject of creativity, and all forms are the result of the rising of 

Mind. He believed that an artist should not let his mind follow the form, 
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which is a kind of accidental effect, but should have full control of his 

brush.  

Since 1959, Li Yuan-Chia (1929-1994) had relied on dots as his source of 

creativity. His Chan-oriented dots became the emblem of existence in 

the universe, expressing Oriental ideas synthesized with Western art 

mediums to convey profound philosophical thought through abstract 

expressions. In 1963 he moved to Bologna, Italy, where he departed 

from earlier works which emphasized linear calligraphic strokes, 

focusing instead on saturated dots. He often used multiple dots 

arranged in a long format, leaving huge voids of space, and distilled 

these elements into abstract forms. Li Yuan-Chia’s preference for ink 

lines and dots in elongated formats left a strong impression on viewers 

and critics, due to their embedded Chan-inspired quiet, contemplative 

qualities. 

Punto Movement 

The internationalism of Orient Painting Group manifested in their 

participation in the international art group Punto. Hsiao Chin and Li 

Yuan-Chia were among the founding members; Huo Gang (b. 1932) 

joined in 1964. Hsiao and Li, the Italian artists Antonio Calderara (1903-

1978) and Dadamaino (Eduarda Emilia Maino, 1935-2004), and 

Japanese artist Azuma Kenjiro (b. 1926) founded the Punto 

International Art Movement in Milan in 1961. Punto members regarded 

the punto itself, meaning “dot,” as both beginning and end—to them, 

the dot was solemn, pure, positive, eternal and constructive. They 

declared their search to understand the scope of the finite within 

infinity, which was to comprehend the reality of existence and 

contemplation, the essence of their work ethic. They professed 
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discontent with the development of abstract art since the 1950s, which 

had either relied on an intuitive abstract expression or mechanical 

constructs without humanism. They believed that art was a venerable 

spiritual activity of mankind, and the purpose of creating art lay in the 

pursuit of a solemn structure and philosophical thinking; it was a 

humanistic expression of pure contemplation. A key concept in the 

Punto Movement was Chinese/Oriental philosophy, precisely the spirit 

of the Orient expounded by Li Zhongsheng.  

Liu Kuo-sung and His International Appeal 

Initially, Liu Kuo-sung did not directly participate in the center of 

Western modern art abroad as Hsiao Chin, Li Yuan-Chia and Huo Gang 

had. Liu stayed in Taiwan and developed a logic based on Chinese 

classical painting history to support his abstract creations. Among his 

most revolutionary ideas was a rejection of traditional literati painting, 

which had emphasized the brush stroke, thus giving rise to new ink 

painting devoid of traces of the brush. He used Darwinist evolutionary 

theory to propose three stages of human painting history: realism, 

impressionism and abstraction. He believed that China had transcended 

realism during the Tang dynasty and reached the zenith of 

impressionism during the Southern Song dynasty, but lamented that 

the dominance of literati painting had caused Chinese art to fall behind 

that of the West. The only way to catch up with the West, he believed, 

was to use the philosophy and atmosphere of Chan painting to 

establish abstract art. In this respect, like Li Zhongsheng, Liu Kuo-sung 

was an essentialist: “Artistic creation must rely on tradition in order for 

us to comprehend the pure and unchangeable essence of Chinese 

painting. Yet we must also rely on Western traditions to comprehend 



M+ Matters | Postwar Abstraction in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan [28 June 2014] 
www.mplusmatters.hk 

 

unchangeable humanity in world art. In addition, we must adapt the 

positive aspects of global art to nourish our own creativity.” 

Although Liu Kuo-sung devoted his effort to revolutionizing modern 

Chinese ink painting in Taiwan, through several paths and opportunities 

he was able to travel and reside overseas, and to promulgate his ideas 

about modern Chinese ink painting: he was discovered by the famed 

Chinese art historians Chu-tsing Li, who taught at University of Kansas, 

and Thomas Lawton, curator at the Freer Gallery in Washington, D.C.; 

secondly, international exhibitions, particularly the São Paulo Biennial, 

enabled Liu to gain exposure among global art scenes; thirdly, 

conservative scholars’ criticism of Liu Kuo-sung led him to leave Taiwan, 

which provided him opportunities to promulgate modern Chinese ink 

painting overseas.  

In the early postwar decades of Chinese art history studies in the 

United States, scholars had concentrated on ancient paintings. Chu-

tsing Li, however, explored the development of modern Chinese 

painting, which led him to focus on Taiwan’s artistic trends and discover 

non-traditional painters such as Liu Kuo-sung and Yu Cheng-yao (1898-

1993). Li and Lawton cooperated to organize U.S. exhibitions and write 

catalogues showcasing the development of modern Chinese painting 

from Taiwan. During those days, Liu was excoriated by conservative 

forces in Taiwan. Chu-tsing Li, with sponsorship from the Rockefeller 

Foundation, assisted Liu Kuo-sung in leaving Taiwan in 1966 to tour the 

United States and other countries for two years, which expanded Liu’s 

horizons and furthered his career. In 1969, for example, Liu was 

awarded first prize in painting at the Marietta College International Art 

Exhibition in Ohio.  
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International exhibitions allowed Liu to become a recognized artist 

abroad; the São Paulo Biennial was the most important venue through 

which Taiwan modern artists could gain international exposure. 

Taiwan’s Foreign Ministry particularly selected artists who could 

represent Taiwan modernist painting. The ambassador to Brazil 

telegraphed back to Taiwan to explain the trendy abstract 

expressionism of the time, which guided the National Museum of 

History in its selection that would resonate with this global trend. In 

1959 and 1961, Liu was selected to represent Taiwan at the São Paulo 

Biennial at the São Paulo Modern Art Museum. In 1972 he became a 

juror for selecting Taiwanese artists to participate in this biennial, 

which placed him in a position to guide the trend and further 

promulgate his abstract art ideas from Taiwan to the global scene. In 

1959 and 1961 he had represented Taiwan in the Paris Youth Art 

Biennial; in 1962 he participated in the National Museum of History’s 

exhibition Modern Chinese Painting, and a Taiwan preview of selected 

modern Chinese paintings, organized by Chu-tsing Li and Thomas 

Lawton, that would tour the United States. 

Liu’s anti-tradition stance was severely criticized by Taiwan’s 

traditionalists, and during the Martial Law Era, anyone could easily be 

accused and thrown into jail. Liu was fortunate to have the assistance 

of Chu-tsing Li, which allowed him to leave Taiwan temporarily. In 1971 

he accepted a teaching position at Hong Kong Chinese University, and 

further developed his career within the British Commonwealth. He 

became a juror in 1977 for Hong Kong contemporary art, and the same 

year was invited as one of eight Asian British Commonwealth artists to 

participate in a British Commonwealth printmaking workshop held in 

Canada. In 1985 he was invited by the French Fifth Moon Salon, from 
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which his Fifth Moon Group was derived, to exhibit his work for the first 

time at the Louvre. 

Liu’s canny organizational skills enabled him to spread the concept of 

modern Chinese ink painting. He established the Association for 

Chinese Ink Painting in Taiwan in 1968, a group still very active in 

Taiwan today. While at Chinese University of Hong Kong’s art 

department in the early 1970s, he offered Chinese modern ink painting 

classes for the first time, which attracted a large following. The effects 

are clearly evident in Hong Kong art today.  

Chan and Modern Art 

Although Chan had originated in China, it was transmitted to Japan 

during the Southern Song and became one of the main avenues of 

development in Japanese Buddhism. In the early twentieth century, the 

Japanese scholar D. T. Suzuki (Suzuki Daisetsu Teitarō, or Daisetz Suzuki, 

1870-1966) promulgated Zen in the West, which exerted profound 

influence. Western modernist painting’s shift toward Eastern 

philosophical approaches was largely due to Suzuki’s promulgation. A 

few points that Suzuki made about ink painting suffice to demonstrate 

his influence on modern art. He opposed faithful emulation of nature, 

instead urging reliance on imagination to create lively forms and 

objects: “Use the highest possible speed to transfer your inspiration to 

paper. The line should be dragged as fast as possible, and the fewer 

lines the better. Only when it is absolutely necessary should one reveal 

brushwork. One must not be hindered by thoughts. One may not erase 

or repeat. One may not amend, alter, or change the form. A painter 

should allow his brush to move unselfconsciously. If any kind of logic or 

thought emerges between the brush and the paper, it will ruin the 
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whole effect…Ink painting does not emphasize realism. Its ambition is 

to covey the spirit of objects on paper. Every stroke therefore should 

follow the pulse of life. Brushstrokes should reveal the rhythm of 

breathing vibrations. Art must be a lively presentation.” In this 

statement we discern an articulation of subconsciousness, automatic 

spontaneity and chance, all key concepts of modern painting.  

Conclusion 

With D. T. Suzuki’s approach as the starting point, we can easily see 

how Taiwanese artists followed his influential ideas. To Hsiao Chin and 

Li Yuan-Chia of the Orient Painting Group, the Punto Art Group’s 

declaration marked their pivot away from modern art derived from 

Suzuki’s ideas. They regarded the automatic chance art influenced by 

Zen (or Chan) as one of two extremes in modern art. They preferred to 

strike a middle way by focusing on the Mind as the subject to attain a 

controlled consciousness. Although Liu Kuo-sung did not explicate the 

relationship between his own art and philosophy and Suzuki’s ideas, we 

can detect that the Chan painting aesthetic was the foundation of his 

approach. Unlike Hsiao Chin and Li Yuan-Chia, who attempted to 

transcend automatic chance modern art, Liu continued to rely on an 

Oriental Chan aesthetic to promulgate abstract expressionism.                 


