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Foreword

Clouds of Ink, Pools of Colour is a comprehensive spread of Hou
Beiren’s landscape paintings in the splashed ink style. His painted
panoramas are filled with playful and elegiac meditations on the
theme of the Chinese landscape expressed in luminescent swirls
of colour and cascades of ink, a theme to which he has returned
numerous times over recent decades as he has sought to map out
a new pictorial cartography.

This catalogue includes recent donations of Hou Beiren’s
paintings to HKU’s University Museum and Art Gallery, which is
especially resonant, as Hou spent several formative years in Hong
Kong in the early 1950s before departing for America. Today, he
lives in Palo Alto in northern California, where at the age of 103
he continues to paint in his beloved Old Apricot Villa, his home
and studio for over 50 years.

The origins and sources behind Hou Beiren’s splashed ink work
lie in the ink landscape painting of the Tang (618-907) and
Southern Song (1127-1279) dynasties. Subsequently eclipsed by
literati painting in China after the fourteenth century, splashed
ink continued in the Zen influenced Japanese ink wash painting
of the Muromachi Period (1333-1578). This tradition was revived
and renewed in the 1950s by the great twentieth-century master
of Chinese painting Zhang Dagian (1899-1983), who saw parallels
with the Abstract Expressionist and action painting then dominant
in the Western avant garde. Zhang and Hou were close friends,
and in recent decades Hou has tirelessly developed his form of
splashed ink landscape painting into a uniquely personal practise.

We wish to express our gratitude to the Hou Beiren Art Museum
in Kunshan, China, for their collaboration, and to the Changshu
Cross-Strait Academy, as well as to the Hong Kong University
Museum Society for their generous support. Lastly, we are deeply
grateful to Hou Beiren for his enthusiasm and assistance in
bringing together this project in Hong Kong; a city he recalls with
great fondness.

Dr Florian Knothe

Director

University Museum and Art Gallery,
The University of Hong Kong
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Hou Beiren’s Life in Ink

(73| PN LYIE--PNES

From the age of five when Hou Beiren began to copy rubbings
and images of flowers, painting has remained a constant and
unifying thread throughout his life. Born in Liaoning province
in 1917, he has been witness to several of mid-twentieth century
China’s determining events and experiences—Japanese invasion;
civil war; communist takeover and post-1949 exodus and exile.
These and subsequent events in mainland China eliminated or
severely disrupted the direct transmission and continuity of
pre-modern cultural traditions. As a result, from the 1950s, the
continuities of Chinese traditional culture were to be found
outside mainland China in Taiwan, Hong Kong and among

overseas Chinese like Hou Beiren.

In the early to mid-twentieth century, Chinese ink painting came
to be termed ‘national painting’ (guohua) or Chinese painting
(zhongguo hua) to distinguish it from Western forms of painting
(xihua), and to describe the ink painting tradition inherited from
imperial China with its long-defined styles and subject matters of
figure, landscape, flower-and-bird and so on. One of the particular
fascinations of ink painting is that it is not a unified inheritance,
but rather a multiplicity of practises and methods, lineages and
schools, idioms and styles. Debate around the role and nature

of China’s guohua painting grew in response to the perceived
challenge of Western art. Even the term ‘art’ (meishu) was itself
an early twentieth-century neologism developed in response to
Western art.’ This differentiation between Chinese and Western
was reinforced in mainland art schools and academies where
there were separate departments for guohua and xihua. Toward
the end of the twentieth and into the twenty-first century, ink
painting has developed and reacted in new ways in response to
the globalisation and hybridisation of contemporary Chinese art.

1. Yang et al. 2010: 35.

Dr Kevin McLoughlin
Independent Curator
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New terms and classifications have been applied to ink painting
including ‘ink art” (shuimo yishu) and ‘experimental ink painting’
(shiyan shuimo) to describe the use of traditional materials in
combination with the conceptual, postmodern, abstract and
multi-media artmaking forms and strategies of Western and
global contemporary art that are no longer adequately defined
or described by guohua categories. The still evolving boundaries
of ink painting have expanded remarkably and innovatively into
areas that can challenge simple or inherited definitions, though
ink painting has yet to fully supersede and shake off the earlier
category of guohua and its part in the dichotomy of Chinese and
Western. The issues and complexities of artistic classification,

as well as of cultural identity, have been compounded by
transnational Chinese artists living outside China who are able to
choose from an open-ended range of cultural references, media
and materials, and also find themselves negotiating multi-faceted
and overlapping expressions of Chinese and globalised artistic
identities in which any established definition of what constitutes
Chinese painting has been radically expanded, posing significant
challenges for both artists and audiences.” On the other hand, it
has been observed that a “substantial portion of art production
today in China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and overseas is not ‘new’
but ‘traditional™ and that “it both perpetuates and aims gradually,
gently, to modernize.”” This essay looks at the events of Hou
Beiren’s life, and examines his splashed ink landscape painting

in light of the mid-twentieth century revival of this mode of
painting.

Study in Japan and Return to China

In 1939-40, Hou Beiren received a scholarship to study at Japan’s
Kyushu Imperial University (Kyushu Daigaku) where he majored
in sociology.4 Despite the Japanese military occupation of large
areas of China during the Sino-Japanese War (1937-45), thousands
of Chinese students continued to study in Japan, as “geographic

S8

. For a more extensive and in-depth discussion of the histories and usages of
these key terms, see Chan 2013. See also Hearn & Wu 2013 and Yang et al.
2010: 35.

. Silbergeld 2009: 130.

N

. In a 1986 interview, Hou states that he studied at Japan’s Kyushu University in
Kyoto from 1936-39, going on to say that his studies were related to the links
between Chinese and Japanese culture. See Yu 1986: 59. The dating of events
in Hou’s, particularly his early life, varies among published interviews.
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6. Liu-Farrer 2011: 23.
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proximity and cultural affinity made Japan an accessible
destination for student migration.”” Many students came, as in
Hou’s case, from Manchuria or from other Japanese occupied
regions of China. Though confrontations with Japan, such as the
1937 Marco Polo Bridge Incident, had seen thousands of Chinese
students return to China, Japan continued to remain a popular
destination for Chinese students up until the end of the war in
1945, when diplomatic relations between the two countries were
severed.” After graduating in 1943, Hou returned to China, taking
up a post in Chonggqing as a researcher on Japanese affairs at the
Chonggqing Institute of International Studies, where he specialised
in translating works from Japanese.7 The wartime Chongqing
experienced by Hou was a fascinating and cosmopolitan place,
seat of the Nationalist government and temporary national
capital since 1937, with over 20 foreign missions and embassies,
and populated by numerous “foreign advisers, diplomats, military
officers, reporters, intellectuals and special agents” from Allied
and Western powers.8 In a newspaper interview from the early
1960s, Hou notes that he “served with the Chinese government
in Chungking and Nanking where he held a legislative post
equivalent to a senator.”” While in Chongging he met with

the acclaimed and innovative painter Fu Baoshi (1904-65), and
exhibited with him in early 1943." Numerous artists were based
in Chongging at the time, including Xu Beihong (1895-1953), Zao
Wou-ki (Zhao Wuji, 1920-2013), Huang Junbi (1898-1991) and

Ai Zhongxin (1915-2003)." In 1945, Hou took up a post at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Waijiao bu), from which he resigned
later in that year following the end of the Sino-Japanese War.

In September of 1945 he then became editor at Reincarnation
(Zaisheng), a Guomindang-affiliated journal based in Shanghai
which claimed that “national revival was its direction, and it

5. Liu-Farrer 2011: 20. Liaoning province was known as Fengtian province
(# K ) when Hou Beiren was born there and renamed Liaoning in 1929.

6. Liu-Farrer 2011: 23.
7. Hou Beiren meishuguan 2014, vol. 2: 233. Yu 1986: 59.

8. Chang and Zhou 2017: 580. See also Mitter 2013: 173-196 for an excellent
description of the experience of life in wartime Chongqing.

9. Hou Beiren meishuguan 2017: 158.

10. Possibly in a group exhibition held at the Jialing Art Club (Jialing Meishu hui).
See Chung 2011: 216 and Johnson 2016: 8.

11. Sullivan 1959: 97-98.
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9. Hou Beiren meishuguan 2017: 158.
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proposed detailed and systematic plans of national revival for
readers’ deliberation.” Following the Japanese surrender in
August 1945, the Guomindang government decided to relocate
from its temporary capital in Chongqing back to Nanjing in May
of 1946. While in Chongqing, Hou appears to have had some
involvement in the January 10, 1946 Conference for Political
Dialogue, which involved representatives of the Guomindang,
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the China Democratic
League. In late 1946, Hou also was involved in the drafting of the
revised 5 May 1936 Constitution Draft, and served in the role of
legislator until his resignation in 1947, whereupon he returned
to Beijing with his wife Zhang Yunqin, whom he had married in
1946.” In one account, Hou states that he resigned from politics
in order to move to Beijing to become a full-time artist, later
commenting that “he was not too much interested in politics”
and although he managed to sell works there, he later described
making a living as an artist in Beijing quite challenging.14

Exile in Hong Kong

In 1945, following four years of Japanese occupation, Hong Kong’s
population stood at 600,000, but by 1955 was to reach 2.5 million,
continuing to expand until by 1962 it had reached 3.6 million,
with at least a third of the population being made up of refugees
who were arriving in the Colony at the rate of as many as 10,000
per month, most of whom were effectively destitute.” Movement
across the China-Hong Kong border between 1945 and 1950 had
been unrestricted in both directions. Many, but by no means

all of the refugees crossing the border into the Colony were
remnants of Jiang Jieshi’s (1887-1975) nationalist army.17 In the
aftermath of the communist victory in 1949, and the founding

of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in October of that year,
the influx of refugees arriving in the British Colony swelled
enormously. Along with countless others, Hou Beiren and his wife
joined the exodus to Hong Kong and Taiwan.

12. Zheng 2012: 228. The journal was founded in May 1932 and continued until
1949.

13. Shu and Xu 2013: 186.
14. Yu 1986: 59.

15. Davis 1998: 137. Tsang 2004: 167. For a more detailed overview of the impact
of the enormous numbers of refugees on the infrastructure of Hong Kong,
see Peterson 2008: 171-195.

16. Tsang 2004: 181.
17. Roberts 2016: 38.
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Hou Beiren in Hong Kong with (left to right) Lu Guangsheng, member of the
Hong Kong National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference, Wu Xianzi and Kang Youwei’s disciple Lu Yuan, 1956
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While in Hong Kong, Hou met and associated with a painter
from Hangzhou named Zheng Shiqiao (1894-), about whom little
is recorded.” Hou was also an author, and in 1954 he published

a novel in Hong Kong entitled Homeland Springtime (Guguo de
chuntian) under the pseudonym Duanmu Qing.19 In addition, Hou
edited or contributed to several other publications dealing with
art and culture during this period, later describing life in Hong

18. Zheng is recorded as having produced landscapes in the conservative classical
style of the Four Wangs group of early Qing dynasty painters.
See Yu 1991: 1384.

190, B AR L EAER . 1R ed. JURSCEREEE 2. Bl JUREE R
[ 43, 1954. The use of a minguo date in 1950s Hong Kong is of course
unambiguously nationalist. Nothing is recorded of Hou Beiren’s links with
or role within the Guomindang while he was in Hong Kong. For an excellent
overview of both the internal politics of the Colony regarding both the CCP
and Guomindang, and the wider geopolitics of the Cold War during this
period, see Tsang 1997: 294-317.
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Hong Kong Memories
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Hong Kong Memories
80 x 72 cm
Ink on paper
2019

Gift of Hou Beiren
HKU.Ca.2019.2460

HBRERE

80 x 72 JH K

IR AEAS

2019

fFedb A2
HKU.Ca.2019.2460



Frost on Autumn Mountain
142 x 74 cm

Ink and colour on paper

2018

Gift of Hou Beiren
HKU.P.2019.2459

FEY KL
142 x 748K
BRI
2018

(PN
HKU.P2019.2459

Rafts on the Spring River
69 X 45 cm

Ink and colour on paper
2018

Gift of Hou Beiren
HKU.P.2019.2456

FILEZ B

69 x 45H K
AL AR A

2018

CE PN ]
HKU.P.2019.2456
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Autumn Mountain Covered in Red

74.3 x 143.8 cm

Ink and colour on paper
2016

Gift of Hou Beiren
HKU.P.2019.2458

QLR ]

74.3 x 143.8 JEK
R AOARA

2016

[=]PN-y
HKU.P2019.2458

Zen and the Sound of Pines
102.3 x 67.7 cm

Ink and colour on paper

2014

Gift of Hou Beiren
HKU.P2019.2457

A RER Y S
102.3 x 67.7 JEK
A A

2014

(=N
HKU.P2019.2457
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Hanshan Walking Slowly, Seeking Poetic Inspiration

137 x 58 cm
Ink on paper
2002

FEg S IR
137 x 58JE K

IK =R AR

2002

Mountain Rain

76 x 140 cm
Ink on paper
2002

1y TR

76 x 140 JE K
TR R AR A
2002
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Mount Emei’s Three Peaks

72 x 143 cm
Ink and watercolour on paper
1994

Ul R = TH
72 x 143 JH K
RO AR A
1994
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Picturing Yu Qian’s Poetic Concept

93 x 88 cm
Ink and watercolour on paper
1993

Faker 2
93 x 88JH K
B ARA
1993
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Picturing Bai Juyi’s Poetic Concept
189 x 49 cm

Ink and watercolour on paper
1992

H a5 s B R
189 x 49 JH K
R AR

1992
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Picturing Fan Chengda’s Poetic Concept

137 x 70 cm
Ink and watercolour on paper
1990

N TN =Y |
137 x 70 JE K
R AR

1990
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Lake Tai Sunset

45 x 53 cm
Ink and watercolour on paper
1989

K 4 1

45 x 53JHK
[Furi¥N
1989
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Returning to One’s Native
Place with a Staff

96 X 63 cm

Ink and watercolour on paper
1988

HHR L%

96 x 63 JH K
W AR
1988
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Mountain Lake’s Autumn Colours

104 x 49 cm
Ink and watercolour on paper
1981

T

104 x 49 JH K
R EARA
1981
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Picturing Weng
Juan’s Poetic
Concept

97 x 60 cm

Ink and watercolour
on paper

1981

HEFZHE
97 x 60 JH K
B AR A
1981



In a Bamboo Grove
Listening to a Spring

113 x 60 cm

Ink and watercolour on paper
1979

P bk 38 S5 1
113 x 60JE K
LRI
1979

Picturing Yellow
Mountain with a
Walking Staff

84 x 59 cm

Ink and watercolour
on paper

1970

1 SRR [
84 x 59JH K
LRI
1970
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