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Chinese calligraphy has always been an
intimidating genre, carrying with it an academic
weight that makes it appear impossible to
grasp without a solid background in Chinese
history and literature. That was all the more
reason to visit Word Play, a contemporary
calligraphy showcase of 19 artists from diverse
backgrounds from the 1980s to the present day.
The well-curated presentation was divided into
four thematic galleries to allow for a better
appreciation of the various styles and
approaches within this vast genre. This was

not some stuffy presentation of faded scripts
and crinkly scrolls; it was as much a testament
to the relevance and relatability of Chinese
calligraphy in contemporary art as it was a
celebration of creative individuality.

The Contemporary Calligraphy section was the
first and largest gallery, containing works by
Chui Pui Chee, Fung Ming Chip, Gu Wenda, Hon
Chi-fun, Li Huasheng, Ren Tianjin and Wang
Dongling. Greeting visitors as they entered was
a pair of bold, monumental calligraphic scrolls
by Gu, Calligraphy Couplet (1986), a prime
example of the unconventional approach of the
artist, who is known for reinterpreting symbols
and ideograms. The scrolls contain characters
that appear Chinese but don't mean anything.
Gu's works prompt visitors to rethink what
calligraphy means to them if the meaningless
brushstrokes still fulfil its aesthetic criteria.

Displayed next to the couplet are three works
by Wang, a master of calligraphic painting.
Expressive and intuitive, he has long challenged
the conventions of the genre, producing works
that verge on the performative qualities of
Gutai; he challenges semantics by making the
meaning of the characters secondary to their
ephemeral, performative function. The
brushstrokes in Laozi = Dao De Jing (2024)
display not only spontaneity and passion but
also a frenzy that comes from being caught
upin arapture.
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Installation view of Word Play (Abstraction) at Alisan Fine Arts, Hong Kong.
Courtesy Alisan Fine Arts.

In the centre of the gallery stands a steel
scholar’s rock sculpture by Ren, Taihu Rock:
Eastern Garden (2024). Referencing a
monumental sculpture in the Asian Art
Museum in San Francisco, the Chinese
characters for “eastern garden” can be
deciphered on one gnarly surface, prompting
visitors to prolong their gaze and to reconsider
sculpture as a medium for calligraphy. Shirley
Yamaguchi in Running Script (2024) by Chui, the
youngest artist exhibiting, embraces
contemporary local culture by incorporating
the lyrics of an iconic Jackie Cheung song,
elevating them to the status of poetry.

Encapsulating the Chinese literati ideal of
"poetry within painting”, artists in the
Composing with Words section include Chu
Chu, Chui Tze-hung, Pat Hui, Hung Keung and
Wucius Wong. Departing from using purely
text, they embrace modernity in their practices
by incorporating artistic elements such as
colour, geometry and even Al.

For example, Hung presents his calligraphic
art digitally in See the words as Tathagata (11)
(2023), as an ephemeral piece that can be

enjoyed repeatedly at a press of a play button.
Furthermore, by inverting the characters,
which appear and disappear erratically on the
screen, and by encouraging visitors to look at
the adjacent mirror in order to read the script
properly, he has revolutionised not only the
medium for presenting calligraphy but also the
viewing process.

Fresh off the heels of his Hong Kong solo show
earlier this year at Alisan Fine Arts, Wong's
Expression in Calligraphy 30 (1999) is a
testament to his foresight and innovation.
True to his style, the artwork showcases a
classic passage from the Tao Te Ching, featuring
his instantly recognisable script overlaid on his
signature landscape grids. The diffuse softness
of the ink renders it poetic and romantic, with
an almost graphic juxtaposition of text and
scenery.

Featured in the Word as Image gallery are Gu
Gan, Kan Tai-keung, Wei Ligang and Xu Bing,
who portray landscapes using brushstrokes
from the written word, blurring the line
between painting and calligraphy. In Kan’s True
Man Meditates (2022), a lone scholar sits atop

a misty mountain looking out into the horizon.
Closer inspection reveals that the gestural
strokes that make up the mountain spell out
the characters for “mountain” and “happiness”.

Xu's Read View (Landscript) (2001) is a bold,
playful piece with a pun in its title. In using
the characters for “stone” and “tree” to depict
those things, the artist dives into a
metaphorical examination of topographical
features. Prompting visitors to “read” the
various geographical symbols, his piece is also
an investigation of spatial awareness.

The final section, Abstraction, highlights the
works of Hao Shiming, Fabienne Verdier and
John Way. With powerful echoes of various
post-war abstractionist movements, they are a
coalescence of eastern calligraphy with
western aesthetics. Here, script not only gives
way to rhythm and gesture that are amplified
by a poetic simplicity, but individual
expressions also play an important role.

French artist Verdier, who has spent 10 years
studying Chinese ink in China, is the only
non-Chinese artist and one of only three
women to feature in the exhibition. Archipel
1-9/15 (2005) encapsulates her experimentation
with abstraction. The simple yet powerful
brushstrokes illustrate well her distillation of
energy and dynamism, manifesting her beliefs
as a keen practitioner of meditation.

Word Play was an ambitious presentation - one
which sought to redefine and recategorise
Chinese calligraphy within a contemporary
context.
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Installation view of Word Play (Contemporary Calligraphy)
at Alisan Fine Arts, Hong Kong.
Courtesy Alisan Fine Arts.
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