




Jie, the rebuilt Southern Song Imperial street, I sat and read Su’s poems. My coffee 

arrived with a dragon on a sea of foam—an auspicious sign I thought, for a yang water 

dragon on a trip to China. 

        

I first visited the temples in the hills above Hangzhou, led by  my guide, Jenny  Tong. The 

next morning I wandered about in the area near my hotel and found myself on Renhe 

Road in front of the house where Lu Xun had briefly lived. Later, I spent the evening 

looking out on West Lake from Orioles Singing to Willows, watching the boats on the 

lake ferrying their tourists while the hills turned to a wash of ink. A boatman passed by as 

his working day ended, singing to himself. An oriole in human form, I thought. The 

absurdly beautiful lake with its screen of faint hills was too beautiful to be true, and too 

beautiful not to be true. Earlier I had shopped for silk on Hefang Lu. South of the street 

were lanes of reconstructed nineteenth century buildings with dark, elaborately carved 

wooden facades, and white-washed horse’s head walls rising above the rooflines. I 

thought of how often Hangzhou had been wrecked, and how often it had been restored. 

Were the beautifully rebuilt lanes and buildings past or present? I thought too of the 

weather-beaten columns at Jingci Temple—all that survived the Cultural Revolution. The 

day before, I had wandered among the devout in the newly reconstructed ancient temple’s 

grounds, where the Lotus Sutra Bell is struck one hundred and eight times to bring in the 

new year. Simultaneously past and present, the site itself seemed to be ringing with “the 

parallel phenomena of spiritual preservation and material destruction.”479 
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Lu Xun railed against West Lake and its “ten-sight disease,” believing that it had turned 

China into “a cultural landscape of stasis.” In his eyes, internal turmoil and even foreign 

invasions had failed to bring fundamental change, were just  “a brief commotion.” He 

thought that, “What is distressing is not the ruins, but the fact that the old traditions are 

being patched up  over the ruins. We want wreckers who will bring about reforms.”480 

Would he have been happy with the wreckage and the reforms of the Cultural 

Revolution? Death to the four Olds: Old Customs, Old Culture, Old Habits, and Old 

Ideas. But the old buildings, the ancient temples had reappeared, as though the more 

recent past had never been. The wrecked past had evaporated, though everyone had a 

story to tell about being sent to the countryside. Wrecked, rebuilt, the past displaces the 

past at West Lake, which I suppose is how it imagines itself, at once changeless but 

layered in history’s silt.

The text for my painting, once settled, seemed to call for a painting in two parts. The first, 

larger, painting is nothing other than a wistful description, gathered from poems by Pain 

Not Bread, one of which described Beijing, the Forbidden City  and the construction of 

the Great Wall; another which imagined Chang’an, with its white-headed crows as an 

invading barbarian army. Unhooked from their contexts, floating like leaves, I could 

stitch them together to imagine a city I’d actually seen, which was designed to be a site of 

imagining. 

But the description, or imagining, comes to an end—with the word, “but,” and the 

meaning pivots. The text continues in a second panel, one which, through judicious 

working and reworking of the text, I could array in a painting exactly half as wide as the 

first. What follows is a warning of sorts, which is a warning to myself, that all this 

imagined beauty is virtual, a mirage. And this allowed a painting divided against itself, 

but unified by colour, light and space.
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b: Translating Brush and Ink 

Perhaps the painting demonstrates that calligraphy cannot be translated into Western 

painting, with its heavier and slower oil paints and canvas. The painting was in fact made 

through the projection of a text that had been typeset, and so the outcome is not at all like 

Su’s flowing, blossoming hand. There is no possibility then of letters being linked 

through painterly  gesture, so that the painter’s qi would flow throughout the piece. To 

speak of “writing” at all would erroneous.

It was only  possible to take up a few qualities of Su Shi and Huang Tingjian’s calligraphy 

in the painting: there are always limits to a person’s ability and limits to a medium. But in 

what it could absorb, the painting provides evidence of how the Cold Food scroll and the 

Zhang Datong scroll were seen. At certain points in the Cold Food scroll, the ink almost 

clots rather than flows, in a manner Sturman describes as “inchoate pools of ink.”481  At 

these points, the clotted ink seemed for a moment like a glimpse of Jackson Pollock’s 

untransformed blots and drips of paint, and this provided a gateway  to oil paint with its 

much heavier weight and viscosity. But this is likely  a misreading of Su’s calligraphy, 

since this kind of clotting was and is frowned on. Mi Fu in particular prided himself on 

being able to control the flow of ink by never being too fast or too slow with the brush. 

But Su, like Song Ke in the early Ming, now and then allowed the brush to slow, 

depositing too much ink at that point. Perhaps Su and Song were both flawed in their 

calligraphy—perhaps, but Su as he often said, did not abide by rules. “My own 

calligraphy may not be very good, but  it expresses new meaning, and does not follow in 

the footsteps of the ancients.”482  I wondered whether this apparent flaw was not 

deliberate, but I knew too that this was to see Su’s work through a Western optic, in much 

the same way that Donald Judd saw Pollock. “The dripped paint in most  of Pollock’s 

painting is dripped paint. It’s that sensation, completely immediate and specific.”483 
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Western perceptions cannot simply be projected onto Chinese objects nor can today’s 

conceptions be cast anachronistically  onto works a thousand years previous to us. Pollock 

doesn’t provide access to the Northern Song.484 But artworks are not simply consigned to 

history: the only value they can have is a value sustained in the present. “It sometimes 

strikes me,” writes Jeff Wall, the contemporary artist, “that  an image from the past 

becomes spontaneously open and possible again the moment I see it. This happened with 

the Hokusai print  which inspired the Sudden Gust of Wind too. By  the way, that’s why I 

don’t believe there is “old art” as opposed to ‘new art’; if I’m experiencing something 

now, really experiencing it, it is ‘now’ for me...”485 The use to which an historical work is 

put translates it for a new historical period; it changes, but this is how it survives as an 

artwork, rather than simply  enduring as an artefact. “Great works continue to live in the 

distant future. In the process of their posthumous life they are enriched with new 

meanings, new significance.”486 

Almost everything material had to be translated into terms I could comprehend, that I 

could put to use. Mi Fu had said that,“In calligraphy what is to be valued is the handling 

of the brush.”487 But Wang Xizhi’s or Mi Fu’s twisting, lifting, thinning, thickening touch 

would always be too distant from oil paint and canvas to provide useful models; what I 

needed instead was a “brush idea” that was not tied to ink on paper. Huang Tingjian’s 

hand in the Zhang Datong scroll was exactly that, a relatively slow-moving but strong 

hand, one that  in calligraphic terms was quite heavy, that could be imagined as capable of 

pushing oil paint around. Rather than being quick, light, and mercurial, Huang’s hand 

was consistent, even deliberate; the brush was not constantly twisting in its orientation or 

lifting off the paper surface, as it does in Wang or Mi. 

Fu Shen’s dissertation was invaluable to me, and in particular, two observations that 

made it  clear why I had been drawn to Huang’s scroll and why it could be a useful model 

for contemporary Western painting. The first was his quotation of Huang’s view of Wen 

Tong’s painting and calligraphy, which I discussed earlier on the convertibility  of the arts. 
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“When Wen Hu-chou [Wen Tong] paints bamboo and trees, his brushwork is simply 

wonderful, but his calligraphy doesn’t match up to his painting: if he could use his 

painting method to write calligraphy, then no one could match him.”488 The second is his 

own observation that, “His [Huang’s] calligraphy possessed a strongly  pictorial quality 

and his feeling for the qualities of pure design were those of a painter extended to 

calligraphy.”489 Obviously in these passages neither Huang nor Fu Shen were thinking of 

contemporary  Western painting, but these could almost be taken as instructions on how 

calligraphy could be transmuted into painting. 

Huang explicitly opens the door to painting rather than writing calligraphy. Taken 

seriously and extended into a world much wider than Huang could have imagined, it 

suggests that calligraphy could be made through Western painting’s means, in oil and 

canvas, with heavy brushes, glazes, coloured pigments. Fu Shen’s own use of concepts 

like “pictorial quality” and “pure design” shows an awareness of possibilities from 

outside the Chinese tradition. This insight made me realize that analogous visual qualities 

could be found in the Western tradition and its particular understanding of what was 

required by  a picture.490 But of course, this means that  in practice, in an actual work, 

calligraphy would be confronted by a very  different “concept of the picture”, as Ian 

Wallace and Jeff Wall call it.491

The pictorial drama of Baroque painting—more exactly, its drama of pronounced 

contrasts of light and darkness—is one element of this different concept of the picture. 

(A second is painting in a thin film, like Frederico Barocci, which allows these illusions 

of light  and darkness.) In Rembrandt’s Night Watch, figures are lit by  seemingly natural 

accidents of light. Light in that painting does not correspond to any hierarchy  of social 

importance; it falls in shafts as though through a tattered roof, sometimes occluding 

important figures or spotlighting the less significant. In del Sarto’s Madonna of the 

Harpies a knee, picked out by light, seems to become a subject of the painting. In a 

similar way, light in The Declining Year does not direct the eye to the most significant 
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passages in the text: darkness envelopes words and phrases because the light falls in 

patches, like accidents of light in a natural world, independent of human wishes. 

I could translate space, but not colour, such a crucial element of that very different 

concept of the picture, enormous in the Western tradition, but absent in classical 

calligraphy. Even the paintings of the Song and Yuan literati were more than muted by the 

standards of the West—though the Daoist and Buddhist  murals, like temple interiors, 

were bold to the point  of being garish.492 But strong colour was not part of the pingdan 

ideal of the “bland’ or “flavourless.” Even the more daring contemporary calligraphers, 

like Wang Dongling, do not work in colour. If China exerted an influence on me in terms 

of colour, it was contemporary  China, not  the Song: The Declining Year’s purple field 

with its scatterings of orange is from a silk scarf I saw in a shop in Hefang Lu, not far 

from West Lake, but did not buy.493

c: Translating Space

I might never have understood calligraphy at  all, or found a way to take up something of 

that practice, if I had not read in Jean-Francois Billeter that, “Western writing has never 

been conceived in terms of three-dimensional bodily forms…In China, the nature of 

calligraphic space has always been the same as that of pictorial space.”494  Space in 

China’s visual culture was not the same as space in the West, but Billeter’s observation 

made clearer what linkages could exist between calligraphy and Western painting, in spite 

of all the apparent differences. 

The three-dimensionality  of writing is especially pronounced in cursive script, and most 

powerfully  in the tradition that follows from Wang Xizhi. In that tradition, calligraphy is 

a kinesthetic record of the calligrapher’s hand moving in space. Brice Marden’s Cold 

Mountain paintings took up  this twisting, lifting, rotating “brush idea” and interpreted it 

through Jackson Pollock’s ceaselessly  moving line that is always looping into skeins that 

produce space.
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                               http://www.portlandart.net/archives/2007/05/stillness_into.html

           Brice Marden, Cold Mountain 6 (Bridge) , 1989-91, oil on linen, 
    108” x 144”, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.

 I did not follow Marden’s lead—in part because his paintings had already absorbed those 

particular lessons. But it is also that I am not a gestural painter, and so I needed some 

other way  forward that suited the visual and material means I’d built up  over the years. 

(The idea that artists can choose what to do is a myth. What we refer to glibly as “a way 

of working” is really a deeply rooted identity, built up over years, and anchored in our 

perceptual apparatus, our physiology, our unconscious patterns of thought and feeling. It 

cannot easily be shifted, and constrains what is possible. Su Shi once said that trying to  

change one’s calligraphy  was “like trying to row a boat against the current. One can 

exhaust one’s strength to the utmost, but the boat never leaves its old place.”495) 

Marden was able to follow the example of calligraphers like Wang and Huaisu because 

his work is abstract. The gestural possibilities largely vanish if the painting of texts is the 

issue, and this also means that the illusion of space becomes much more difficult to 

produce. By comparison with Chinese characters, the letters of the Western alphabet 

appear flat, and they are not imagined as existing in space. If F. W. Mote is correct, then 

the gestural possibilities in calligraphy follow from the freedom calligraphers have in 

adjusting in the relationship of parts, the angles and thickness of brushmarks, the 

verticality  or horizontality  of a character.496 But the Western tradition of painting is rich 

with a very different history of space.

It was difficult to overcome the flattening effect of typeset letters, but through trial and 

many errors in earlier paintings, I found that this could be overcome by treating each 

letter separately, giving it  its own “weather.” Blurring one letter more than its neighbour 
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would make it appear to be slightly further away, as though atmospheric perspective was 

beginning to act on it. A letter left relatively clear would appear to be closer. By treating 

every  letter individually, a shifting, fluctuating space resulted, related to that of Cubism 

where the surface of the painting is divided into a series of shuttling planes. 

The pictorial drama of dark and light is also a drama of space—as the paintings of 

Caravaggio and Rembrandt show. The sequence of my  own paintings is a slow dawning 

of light and space; both become more pronounced as I grew more confident in putting to 

use certain perceptual structures of Western painting. In The Declining Year, certain 

patches of letters fall into darkness as though into a well, while others emerge into light 

and seem to be much closer to the surface. The orange squares with their grey letters 

seem to float on a surface of fluctuating depth, like lily pads on a pond of purple lake.

d: Translating Time

Scrolls unroll the time encoded in calligraphy, in a manner which is antithetical to 

Western painting with its “always on” structure. One cannot be translated into the other. 

My goal had always been to make Western paintings that responded to the pressure of an 

immersion in the Northern Song, not works which pretended to be part of the Chinese 

tradition. In the end, though, I found certain sources in the calligraphic tradition which 

even contemporary Western paintings could draw from.

The stone stele, like Western paintings, are designed to travel in time rather than space—

they  are “time-biased” in Harold Innis’ terminology.497 It should be no surprise then that  I 

was deeply  impressed by  the inscribed stones at the Forest of Stele in Xi’an, especially 

the Yu Shi Tai by  Liang Shengqing, and the Yan Family Stele by Yan Zhenqing. There was 

something terribly poignant about these stele, something I did not sense in the works on 

paper or silk—even though Robert Harrist Jr.’s belief is that, “All writing is haunted by 

mortality.” But this is magnified in writing that addresses some distant future. Harrist 

writes of the moya, the cliff inscriptions, “When writing on the surface of the earth, the 
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contrast between the durability  of the words and the ephemeral hand of the calligrapher is 

stark indeed.”498 To visit the Forest of Stele, seeing the scratched and worn inscriptions, is 

to experience that same haunting, to feel the resonances of deep cultural time. “A love of 

metal-and-stone [inscriptions] is like turning toward the ancients, like going back into the 

[cultural] memory” said Jiang Xuanyi (1903-1977).499 In the West, the emergence of a 

multitude of new media—video projection, the internet, computer animation—have made 

painting more resonant, as though it  had been turned towards a past that the newly 

invented media never shared. In the stele, it seemed I had found a point of contact 

between calligraphy and Western painting.

I suppose Mi Fu would have thought I was egregiously mistaken; he was insistent that, 

“One cannot learn from stone engravings.”500  Sturman explains that, “stele, in general, 

undermine the self-expressive capabilities of calligraphy because the difficult process of 

transplanting the written traces to stone make it impossible to maintain the subtleties of 

the original.”501 The brush amplified the importance of the individual calligrapher; the 

stone inscriptions mitigated this. Coming from a culture that relentlessly  promotes 

individuality, I found myself far less interested in the self-expressive possibilities than in 

qualities like patterning and visual rhythm, since these require each character (or letter, in 

my case) to defer to the work as a whole.502 Perhaps this is the very faintest  intuition of 

the Confucius’ ren, humaneness.
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                                                    Yan Zhenqing, detail from the Yan Family Stele, 
              780, Forest of Stele, Xi’an

The Declining Year is much less like Mi Fu’s flowing hand, or Su Shi’s, and more allied 

to the Yu Shi Tai, and Yan Zhenqing’s Yan Family Stele, neither of which rely  on the 

flowing cursive script. The Yu Shi Tai utilizes the clerical script typical of Han dynasty 

stele, though it was written during the Tang; the Yan Family Stele was written in standard 

script. In both stele, each character seems to be self-contained, as though it could have 

been written in isolation from the others. In both an incised grid is visible which ensured 

the proper placement and size of the characters transferred to the stone. The Declining 

Year too relies on that grid, together with all the other paintings—though it was studying 

funerary  inscriptions at the Royal Ontario Museum that first suggested this way of 

controlling the placement of letters. 

That grid is crucial to the paintings, because it slows reading. The stele, like the scrolls, 

were read in vertical rows, starting on the right. But the spaces that separated characters 

in their vertical rows, and the spaces that separated characters from their neighbours 

horizontally were made equal by the grid. In The Declining Year, what confronts a viewer 

is a text; the text is only meaningful if read in vertical rows, but for someone habituated 
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to reading across horizontal rows, this is difficult. The texts are not long by the standards 

even of lyric poetry, but they are very  long for painting. (To my knowledge only the only 

longer ones are in Greg Curnoe’s Victoria Hospital, First Series, 1969, and Ron Terada’s 

Jack, from 2010 which reproduces a whole chapter of a book devoted to Jack Goldstein. ) 

It seems very difficult to read the paintings. Decoding the language takes longer, and 

seems to require holding words in memory for long periods of time, and mentally 

assembling them. It slowly dawned on me that I was engaged in the process that the 

Russian Formalist critic, Viktor Shklovsky, called “distension”, which Elizabeth Legge 

summarizes as “a technique for making texts difficult in different ways, by means of 

extending their length or intensifying the experience of their length in order to demand 

more of the reader.”503  The rhetorical delaying in language that Pain Not Bread 

sometimes engaged in is not possible in the paintings, but a different and more extreme 

version of this can take place. The texts are more difficult to take up because they are 

arranged vertically—and because they present themselves as a pattern. And so reading 

stalls—and since paintings elicit  being seen, the painting can insist once more that  it must 

be taken up  through the work of seeing. Looking and reading then seem to be both united 

and divided.

e. Composing the Texts 

The texts in my paintings are derived from Pain Not Bread’s book of poems, Introduction 

to the Introduction to Wang Wei. The Declining Year is gathered from many points in the 

book: the most crucial elements are found in the poems, “Crows” and “In the Forbidden 

City, I Went to See the Marble Staircase That Reputedly Leads to Heaven…”504

For more than a decade, the poets Roo Borson, Kim Maltman and I wrote poetry 

collaboratively, “mining” critical introductions and translators’ forewords to Wang Wei 

and the other great Tang poets, extracting from them striking words and phrases, images 

that fired our imaginations. We read these texts as points of departure in the attempt to 

find new contents—thoughts, feelings, and ways of saying which were foreign to us. We 
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sought ideas we could reverse or invert, images we could excise from their contexts.505 

New poems were ignited by tinder collected from earlier texts; often we saw, or 

imagined, linkages between words and phrases now separated from their original 

contexts. Things meant literally  became the starting point for extended metaphors; 

phrases separated by an intervening expanse of several pages were welded together. 

Word-by-word literal translations of poems were overturned, the meanings and sequences 

of phrases spilled, and new poems made from these. Behind our poems, knowledgeable 

readers could see the original Tang poems, but as though in a distorting mirror. 

“Mountains and rivers ruined by the state survive,” reads our poem, and behind it lies Du 

Fu’s great poem, “The Chancellor of Shu,” which begins, “the state is ruined, mountains 

and rivers survive.”506 

The point was to discover new meanings—unbidden or unforeseen moments of poetry.507 

We hoped to make poems that in some small way  were analogous to the dense 

allusiveness of Tang dynasty poetry. But we also wanted to dwell in a literary 

secondariness, making poems that were so clearly derived from earlier writings, and that 

displayed this, “as if perpetually stuck, in some doorway which opens out onto those 

great works.”508It was not until several years later that I realized that  what we had 

attempted was closer to the Song and its way of appropriating and redeploying earlier 

poems. 509

The paintings are mine, then—in the sense that it was I who painted them. They are not 

mine in the sense that their contents, the texts which I assembled, are derived from Pain 

Not Bread, with now and then a hint or a scrap from a Chinese poem. Pain Not Bread’s 

poems are ours in that we wrote the poems; they are not ours in the sense that words and 

phrases are often taken from other authors. The paintings extend into that long resonating 

chain of previous authors and texts. Here is the very smallest point of contact with 

Confucius’ insistence, “I do not invent. I only transmit.”
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The paintings were not made to take up some theoretical point such as the “death of the 

author” or to imply a critique of originality—nor was the Introduction to the Introduction. 

I simply wanted not to bother taking part in certain “authorial positions” because I have 

no interest in them. Pain Not Bread simply wanted to try something else, some different 

way of working; we were weary of certain understandings of lyric poetry. “To be true to 

the modern era, we must say  that art is criticism, and that art is practiced ‘critically’” 

Stephen Horne wrote quite accurately.510  But that is part of the contemporary under-

standing from which I want to dissent, by  which I do not want any longer to be 

circumscribed.

In an essay on Pain Not Bread, Alison Calder argues that those poems trouble the 

conviction that  poetry  has its roots in one individual’s experience, that “the genesis of the 

text is located at a particular point in the author’s life.”511  What I wanted, both in Pain 

Not Bread and in the paintings, was simply  a text that did not issue from one specific 

point or person. Was it  possible for a piece of writing to appear like a fog, hovering,  

issuing from no one particular place, a property  instead of the whole local atmosphere? 

The outcome in the paintings is a voice which is mine but not mine. Somehow, speaking 

in a voice which is not mine, as though from a vanished culture to which I did not belong, 

has allowed me to speak more directly  than had been possible for me before, though of 

course, this is quite indirect. I can say what I have needed to say, now that “I” am not 

speaking. (One might have to be a Ch’an monk to grasp this paradox.)

“That Pain Not Bread are working with a ‘foreign’ genre, classical Chinese poetry, is key 

to their discussion because it allows enough alienation from the Western literary tradition 

that Western conventions become visible. Classical Chinese poetry  is thus an ideal site 

for Pain Not Bread’s experimentation, as its strangeness to most Western readers allows 

exposure of the strangeness that is disguised within more familiar modes.”512 Calder may 

be right: I find this useful in thinking about such a familiar mode as painting. But the 

meaning constituted by a reader is not the same as the meaning for the maker. My own 
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reasons for this alienation or “foreignness” are more straightforward. On one hand, a 

quiet dissent from my time; on the other, that there were things we seemed unable to say 

or even to think from a position solidly  within our own culture. Years ago, Jeff Wall 

wrote that, “Estrangement experienced in the experience of the picture has become our 

orthodox form of cultural lucidity.”513  This seems right; we may have come to the point 

historically where a lack of estrangement feels like a lack of lucidity—at least in certain 

circles.

I’m not sure that I can express what motivates me in purely Western terms. I feel much 

closer to something Peter Bol wrote about  Liu Mien (?-ca.806) in the Tang, that he feared 

that “the personal search for ultimate values leads [persons] to devalue public, external 

standards.”514 If everything has become essentially individualist, if all things are taken up 

as forms of personalized consumption, then entangling my work with the work of others, 

and making this apparent, perhaps allows a glimpse of something else, some other world, 

with a different way of living, a different  structure of feeling.515  If Huang Tingjian’s 

calligraphy and Su’s are both instances of newly emerging self-consciousness, seen 

against the backdrop of the Tang’s method and order, then perhaps my  own work, routed 

through Pain Not Bread, is something like an attempt to be “restrained by method,” seen 

against the backdrop of a culture that is everywhere individualist. 

To turn the poems into an argument, which they are not: in Introduction to the 

Introduction to Wang Wei the argument is made that, “In front of this world, another 

world should be placed.”516  This vanished world—or more precisely, its aesthetic—is 

often idealized there, not because it was in fact ideal, but because it  offered something 

lacking in the contemporary world. “Friends look back and mourn the passing/ of another 

world, imagining it reached a greater,/ or compared to ours perhaps, less troubled 

height.”517  But that of course is the problem with what is idealized; somewhere there 

must be room to admit that, “the time for awe is past,/ the veneration of a way of being/ 

held up like a mirror in a kind of hopeful vanity/ towards a time that never was.”518 All of 
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this, the whole aesthetic gesture, can be dismissed, and perhaps it should be. “I suppose 

you’ll say/ that intellectuals are always patching holes in the roof/ with some still-living 

vine, that this/ is the sort  of amateurish and ineffectual thing/ one can always imagine 

them doing once it’s too late, in their thin blue sleeves,/ when the weather is already 

turning cold.”519  

2. Holes in the Roof

…I think that’s what I’m doing now—patching holes in the roof, though with perhaps 

some no-longer living vine. The aesthetic that I had inherited now is stuck together with 

bits of the Northern Song that have attached themselves, for whatever reason. I hope I 

haven’t left the impression that my immersion in the Northern Song has come to some 

neat conclusion; I don’t know if I will ever be finished with the period, its works, the 

aesthetic understanding. I’m not left with “more”, a better aesthetic which somehow 

melds the Song and the contemporary. Instead I’m left with the sense that each undercuts 

the other. I took up the Song in order to change my  own understanding of art. Looking 

back, I didn’t  really  believe that change was possible. As Su Shi said, it’s difficult to row 

very far upstream, the current of one’s own time is always so powerful… Besides, it’s not 

possible simply to assent to a different aesthetic. An aesthetic is inherited, little of it is 

volitional, since it is what we are and how we see. I’m left instead with a series of open 

questions, a bag of issues that trouble me, slight hesitations in how I work. They’re like 

clouds, always returning in different forms, multiplying endlessly…

…The Cold Food scroll is an ideal for me, in how it fuses visual art and poetry, and Su 

Shi, a beacon, in his leaning one way to balance the time…
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… I can’t read Chinese characters, and so I’ll never know, but I wonder if in this scroll, 

reading and looking are fused. Harrist says that calligraphy refuses to resolve into a 

visual or a verbal mode. But in China I never met anyone who reported feeling this 

refusal, this tension about any piece of calligraphy. If it was there, it passed unnoticed. I 

thought I was working my way towards this kind of fusion, with Wang Wei’s poem also 

in mind, but my own paintings seem to divide looking and reading. I know too that 

arranging the letters in vertical rows increases the difficulty—it’s not just  that  paintings 

elicit  looking. It seems inordinately  difficult to read the work—and if you do read it, if 

you force yourself, then the work seems to escape, because it’s no longer seen. It’s as 

though reading it was turning away from the work, though of course it isn’t. Something 

always escapes—the words, or the way of appearing. The work seems to be this 

contradiction, where each way  of taking it up is a way  of turning away from it. I’ve 

followed Greg Curnoe’s example as much as Su Shi’s. “Are you reading or just looking?” 

reads a section of his View of Victoria Hospital, First Series. Obviously he was aware of 

how his lettered paintings divided a viewer’s mind. I think I must have a divided mind, at 

home with this switching back and forth between looking and reading…

…I think we’re tilting into something similar to the literati aesthetic, now that the 

teaching of art has been swallowed whole by universities. Texts are the center of 

attention: it’s more important to be literate than visually literate. The prolonged learning 

of craft practices evaporates, everything dissolves into theory, and the acuteness of the 

visible world is diluted. But as the Analects teach, “If a craftsman wants to do good work, 

he must first sharpen his tools…”520 

…It snowed today, the drifts piled up. I looked through Su Shi’s poems, and read the ones 

filled with snow: how unbroken the mind’s concentration must be, to unfold, line by line, 
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the world of a poem. So different an experience from my paintings, with their 

dividedness. Why? What world is this that’s being made?…

…Everything dissolves into literature, which changes the relationship to the past, and 

restructures the relationship  between imagination, knowledge, and emotion. The way  in 

which material things seem to dissolve away and then can be re-imagined: sitting there, 

West Lake dissolves away into lines and phrases, then re-emerges, perfumed by its 

literary  past, “a hazy and nonspecific external world of scenes and images”—as though it 

were an image projected on a screen…

…I think the place of suffering was changed. Changed too was the role and place of 

imagination, the role and place of rationality. ”If we look at the various genres of Chinese 

art…in both form and content, all of them demonstrate this characteristic tendency to 

emphasize the spirit  and deemphasize the material”… And “time and space, cause and 

effect, and so on, are freed even more from common logic, so that the fortuitous nature of 

the thinker’s newly revealed emotion becomes more pronounced…”521

…I read Li Zehou and think of Adorno. Would they have found common ground, in their 

Marxism perhaps, or that both were exiles? I think the Northern Song aesthetic made 

more room for suffering. The Song had not suffered the Enlightenment’s narrowing of 

reason, and “enlightenment” meant an awakening to suffering and compassion. 

“Suffering remains foreign to knowledge,” wrote Adorno, “though knowledge can 

subordinate it  conceptually...Suffering conceptualized remains mute and 

inconsequential…”522
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…We divide subjective and objective; we think of feeling as subjective. But for the 

Northern Song, an expression of feeling was, in some way, “objective”… “In general, it 

is when things in the world are disturbed that they  make noise,” said Han Yu. “Stone and 

metal chimes do not sound of their own accord… Words are uttered only when someone 

has no choice but to speak…” 

…“To learn calligraphy, one must develop a sense of justice.”523  I’m dubious that an 

artwork actually reveals an artist’s character. But the idea itself is beautiful. If it  were 

true, then an artist’s work would not only be the object or event they  made; artists would 

be at  work on their own character. Is it this that allowed Huang Tingjian to speak of 

justice?…

…But that was just an ideal at most. Most calligraphy was routine or derivative or 

slavish, not close to being an ethical practice. But even an ideal is impossible now. It 

would be ridiculous to say that it’s necessary  for an artist to develop a sense of justice. 

Does this leave us better off? Is there some advantage to saying that art  has nothing to do 

with justice? I know now that this ethical ideal came from the rites and music, from the 

Confucian inheritance, from the idea that art shapes our behaviour and our inward nature. 

But our culture has nothing to do with ren and li, and even in China this aesthetic has 

been eroding for centuries. Is it even possible to learn from the past, when the whole 

present acts against it?…

…And yet this has left me with the sense that an artwork is a form of conduct. I often 

find myself thinking in terms of ren and li,  thinking that art is a li-practice, an outward 

form, that art could produce humaneness…  

176



…About the literati aesthetic, Jeff Wall captured something crucial—when he said, 

though not of the Northern Song, that it was a “utopian project of rediscovering the roots 

of creativity in a spontaneity and intersubjectivity freed from all specialization…”524

…“Be awakened by  poetry, be established by ritual, be perfected in music.” How did we 

come to separate ethics and aesthetics? …

…But it’s Li Zehou as much as Confucius who has changed my thinking. Conceptions of 

beauty are like tools—just as the invention of tools changed our human nature, so too the 

ability  to perceive beauty changed us. But the perception of beauty changes, as historical 

conditions change, as the technological organization and material wealth of a society 

change. Perhaps in the Song, the progress in social life—the proliferation of material 

goods and increased consumption—led to the sense that personal feeling had to be 

liberated from its traditional bonds. Perhaps the aesthetic was the means of this change, 

and led to people producing themselves as “more individual.” Each new perception of 

beauty changes our nature once more, tuning it to a new social atmosphere, a new way of 

life which seems to take place naturally. The aesthetic realm is not an ornament. It’s a 

way of producing ourselves…

…“Adept Kung asked about the practice of Humanity, and the Master said, ‘If a 

craftsman wants to do good work, he must first sharpen his tools…’”525

…The literati aesthetic, with its hovering, just-beyond-the-sensible flavour, its meaning 

beyond the words, its sense of the illusory quality of life together with such depth of 
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feeling. Meaning is lifted away from the medium itself. This seems like liberation to me

—and yet I continue to work away with my heavy paints, in a manner which really  is 

closer to “labour” than to the “ink play” that “leaves behind a few brushstrokes…”526

…I think that Cahill was right, that  the literati aesthetic did lead to an amateurization of 

painting.527 From Fan Kuan in the early days of the Song to Ni Zan in the Yuan, painting 

already starts to lose its visual articulation, becomes more vague and dreamy. “If we look 

at all the various genres of Chinese art, we find that, in both form and content, all of them 

demonstrate this characteristic tendency to emphasize the spirit and deemphasize the 

material.”528 This lets us dream our way into the work. The visual dilution is deliberate; it 

creates the sense of a hesitant, resonating meaning out beyond the brushmarks. But this is 

a loss to the culture as a whole, like losing the capacity of make water wheels or print 

books from wooden blocks. I think it’s similar to the “de-skilling” that began in the 

Conceptual Art of the 60s.529 This worries me. I think there are some things that can only 

be “said” visually, that can only be contested visually…

…What if this withdrawal from the medium, this voluntary de-skilling is the way the 

aesthetic expresses, or creates, the dreamy unawareness of how resistant the world is? 

“Something in reality rebuffs rational knowledge,” said Adorno about Western reason. 

Did something in reality rebuff that Chinese aesthetic? What if that aesthetic reinforced 

the “voluntarism” that Li sees as leading to Mao’s horrors—the Great Leap  Forward, the 

Cultural Revolution—as though real material change simply required a change in 

consciousness? There are things I love in that vanished aesthetic. And yet I’ve met so 

many who suffered so deeply  during Mao’s programs. Did their suffering follow from 

what I value? …
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…Perhaps meaning had to lie beyond the words, beyond the brushstrokes. Perhaps in a 

period of relatively sudden cultural over-production like the Song—or our own time—it’s 

no longer important to have one more poem, one more piece of calligraphy, one more 

painting. Perhaps it’s suffocating to feel that meaning is stuffed in the material itself. 

Perhaps it’s important to hear the artwork resonating in the others that are piling up  in the 

cultural storehouse…

…I suffer from double vision: onto this world, another world is projected. In Liam 

Gillick’s work, I see the problems of Ni Zan; in Ni Zan I see Conceptual Art’s 

“withdrawal of visuality,”530  which still is spreading. Rirkrit Tiravanija’s vacant 

retrospective: empty galleries, visitors with their written scenarios. But I understand why 

Gillick wants to open the work up, even though this means diluting it  visually. It’s 

necessary  to create the situation where “the work in the gallery  is…associative, 

discursive, and parallel to the text.” A viewer wanders, almost dreams their way into the 

work, attends to it by  not particularly  attending to it. The work “lacks consolidation”, as 

Gillick cheerfully admits.  “There are a number of keys to understanding my work: one is 

distraction.”531 Artists make ways of paying attention: this is social training in distraction. 

Perhaps it  prepares us for immaterial labour, for multi-tasking. I see it too as a tool that is 

lost, just  as Ni Zan surrendered what Fan Kuan accomplished. “Its vanguard is its own 

disappearance”, wrote Guy Debord of the Western avant-garde532…

…I think so often of Wang Wei, and tried to visit his estate in the mountains. Now 

weapons are tested there, and armoured divisions hunker down amid peaks Fan Kuan 

could have painted. That he was “mistakenly” a poet, “mistakenly” a painter—this has 

been so important to me, I almost cherish it… It offered a way past the categories in 

which I had been trained. It seemed like liberty, and let me attend simply to doing what 

was necessary. It  was a way past names. Perhaps this sounds foolish. But Zhuangzi 
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pointed out that it is necessary  to pass beyond names and categories, not to take them as 

truth…

…But how should I conduct myself? “For absolute freedom in art,” Adorno said, “always 

comes into contradiction with the perennial unfreedom of the whole…”533

3. Stone and Metal Chimes

“Stone and metal chimes do not sound of their own accord…It is the same with regard to 

men and the words they speak.” I installed the exhibition (Records of a Non-Historian), 

and when the paintings were up, I was taken aback by how quiet they seemed; this wasn’t 

what I expected. The next day, I went to the gallery to spend time with the work. I left 

feeling chastened by my own work. Later, the beginnings of an understanding started to 

fall into place: I hadn’t realized just how deeply  I have been influenced by this vanished 

aesthetic, traces, hints and flavours of which remain, even after the always-growing 

impact of global capitalism. 

It was only possible to feel this way if the idea of art as self-expression had begun to 

fade, if the work could be seen as a form of conduct. If so, then it could be, in some way, 

better than its maker, and could differ from the artist. As if Han Yu’s understanding was 

possible—that human feeling is closer to being objective than subjective, that it is shared, 

or set in motion by circumstances outside one’s self. I recalled an experience I had one 

day in the studio after I had returned from China. I began to sense strange and unsettling 

feelings I’d never experienced before, that I did not recognize. 

I think that what I saw in the gallery  was this same unsettlement. Artworks are a very 

slow form of digestion. Thoughts are fast and possible; artworks rule out  so much, and 
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take so much labour. It’s often years before changes make their appearance: it never 

occurred to me that this could happen so quickly.

I’m left feeling strangely  displaced by  own work—which is fitting, since the two works I 

admire most, and which I have examined here, were both written in exile. Perhaps it’s not 

too far-fetched to say that Northern Song China is a voluntary place of exile, though exile 

of course is never voluntary, and the Song involves a displacement in time as well as 

space. “It sometimes strikes me that an image from the past becomes spontaneously open 

and possible again,” meaning that  artworks that had been pinned to the wall of past can 

revive themselves.534  “The truth of the new is the truth of what is not already used up,” 

writes Adorno.535

It may seem strange to say  of the Northern Song that it  belongs to that which has not been 

used up. But seen from the Western tradition, its foreignness in this very different context 

of reception makes it fresh, and allows Walter Benjamin’s “hope in the past” to flourish 

in it.536 Just as an image from Hokusai became possible again, something of the Northern 

Song seems possible, which is why I find it impossible to a reach a conclusion. If, as Jeff 

Wall says, it sometimes happens that “an image from the past  becomes spontaneously 

open”, this sudden openness is the opposite of a past that has been concluded. 

Just as culture is collaboration with the dead, it is also, and always, a project without end

—an endless reinvention, an endless exploration of its precincts, an endless testing of its 

confines. What conclusions then could I reach? It would be ridiculous to say  for example 

that the Northern Song aesthetic was superior to ours. It  would be equally absurd to 

maintain the opposite: the two cultures are different projects founded on different 

principles. Nor do I believe that “components” could be extracted from the Song and 

plugged into our contemporary aesthetic to upgrade it, an aesthetic being a world or an 

atmosphere, not the sum of parts assembled into a machine. I value the Northern Song 

instead as a challenge to the present, as something that cannot be assimilated into the 
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present’s terms. That challenge presented by calligraphy to the western world’s art history 

has only recently begun. What it offers is a different model of art. 

I want  to insist, as I did in my introduction, that the artworks themselves are the basis of 

that encounter. This poses a challenge to the very  idea of a written thesis: what, for 

example, could be the thesis put forth by Simone Martini’s Saint Louis of Toulouse? That 

Chinese silks exist? That they  are beautiful? That their particular decorative surface could 

be placed within the representational scheme of a European altarpiece? There can be no 

answer which would not misrepresent the work performed by  a work of art. As Pierre 

Bourdieu argued of practice in general, it is misrepresented by logical thought, “making it 

say what goes without saying and projecting on to it an explicit thought that it excludes 

by definition.”537 The original Greek, tithenai, to place, is much closer to what an occurs 

in a work of art.538 Something is set  in place, perhaps positioned next to something else—

an encounter is produced.

It is difficult to be precise about what my paintings absorbed from the Song. A different 

emotional tenor? A different relation to language? A sensation of meaning lying beyond 

the materials? A changed relation of private and public? A different origin for subjective 

feeling?  It is much easier to say  what the paintings were unable to absorb, the many 

lessons which my medium or my own capacities rejected. The complex visuality of 

material artworks mark out the limits of what  is possible to bring across the border from 

one culture to another. This is a way  of learning, and the paintings themselves are the 

thesis put forward here, in both their capacity and their incapacity to absorb lessons from 

the Northern Song. I believe that something of the Northern Song marks the paintings 

and dislocates them, in, I hope, a manner like that of the poet, Feng Zhi (1905-1993), 

who, during the Japanese invasion of China, wrote a series of sonnets deeply  influenced 

by Rilke, the great German poet.539 Those poems are odd strange concatenations of China 

and Europe marked by a foreign quality, a voice not at  one with itself, a series of 

oppositions held in tension. 
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I cannot claim that  I have not been changed by this encounter with the Song. My work 

too has shifted and this, perhaps, means that the two aesthetics are interacting a little 

more densely than before, across this gap of cultures and centuries. Something of this 

confrontation can be put in words. In introducing the history of the reception of Chinese 

art, I wrote that  exactly what could be absorbed was impossible to foresee in advance of 

the artwork actually being made. I could never have predicted, for example, that the most 

crucial conscious lesson for me would be understanding art as a form of conduct, a lesson 

which seems to be slowly bringing me into alignment with the Neo-Confucian views that 

were developing during the Northern Song. 

I see the Northern Song now as a moment in which a decidedly individual expression was 

still explicitly tied to public, collective values—something which appears paradoxical. 

Because of this, Northern Song calligraphy  cannot simply be posed as the collectivist 

opposite to the intensely individualist promotional culture of the contemporary  art world. 

The calligraphy of Su Shi and Huang Tingjian is among the most  strikingly individual, 

even eccentric, examples of that  form. And yet both strove to make work that served 

some larger public purpose. The often intensely emotional tone of their work is both 

personal and public—but the two are not identical. Instead, in the calligraphy itself there 

seems to be something we can recognize as a very distinct individual expression, and in 

the same work, another “layer” of feeling, in which something other than individual is 

also given voice—a historical depth in the case of Huang Tingjian; the suffering of 

others, in Su Shi’s. I often wonder if the pingdan aesthetic was not some attempt to adjust 

human feeling to this new dividedness in the structure of the calligraphy, diluting the 

intensity of feeling in order to accommodate the strain.

This sense of art as conduct places an emphasis on the making of art as the making of the 

artist. “To learn calligraphy, one must develop a sense of justice,” wrote Huang Tingjian. 

I doubt this was ever true, but it  is a beautiful ideal. “Reverence becomes tedium without 
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Ritual, and caution becomes timidity. Without ritual, courage becomes recklessness, and 

truth becomes intolerance,” The Analects teach.540  Outward form, this emphasis on 

conduct, is a type of rigour, the public aspect of private feeling which keeps valuable 

qualities from decaying into private feelings that could erode the public realm.

What strikes me as crucially  important is that this emphasis on conduct does not bring to 

an end or suppress the expression of what is distinct in an individual. But it  insists that 

the role of art is not simply the expression of the self. Instead the place of art is to give 

expression to thought and feeling while also molding, channeling, and shaping them. 

This, then, twines together the private and the public realms, without making them 

identical—and perhaps offers some way past  the self-promotional individualism of our 

period. “When the Way’s lost in your country, there’s shame in wealth and renown.”541 

This is not to say that shameless self-promotion did not exist in the Northern Song, as the 

criticism of slavish writing makes obvious.

Han Yu’s view of emotions has also been crucial to me as well, providing a way of 

understanding human feeling as more than merely individual, a sense that the emotions 

are, if not precisely objective, then motivated by concrete circumstances manifested in 

the world. Obviously, human feelings can only exist  within some individual person. But 

if words are uttered only when someone has no choice but to speak, then the point of an 

expressive art is no longer the promotion of the self in any narcissistic sense. If there is 

no choice but to speak, then an obligation is placed upon both the artist  and the viewer to 

recognize this real unfreedom.  Art, then, might once again be consequential, might 

secede from the entertainment sphere which has seemingly swallowed it whole.

By then it was almost midnight. The gallery was completely silent. The guests had left; I 

fell asleep on the gallery floor. I dreamed that two cranes had flown in, and calmly glided 

about the space. As they drifted by, they greeted me and asked, “What did you learn on 

your journey to the Middle Kingdom?”  When I asked their names, they looked down 
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without answering, and continued to circle in the space. My head began to clear. “Now, I 

understand. You are the calligraphers, Su and Huang. Was it you that called out to me as 

you flew overhead in Hangzhou?” They looked back as they flew slowly out into the 

night, and their calls sounded like laughter. Suddenly I woke up. I opened the door and 

looked outside, up and down the street, but saw no trace of them.542 
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