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Figure [l 1

Figure 1— Hon Chi-fun oil painting in his family’s apartment in 1954,
shortly before moving back to Hong Kong permanently in 1956.
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A Story of Light: Hon Chi-fun

Kaitlin Chan
Assistant Curator

Hon Chi-fun, a widely recognized pioneer in the
development of 20" century Hong Kong art, cannot
be easily categorized. Although best known for his
abstract modern paintings, he also produced prints,
photographs, sculptures and calligraphy during his
half-century artistic career. A self-taught maverick
(fig. 1), he breaks the mould by mastering each
medium’s technical conditions before devising his
own processes. While Hon's work has undergone
many thematic and material shifts since he rose to
prominence in the 1960s, one can trace a fascination
with light as both a material and a subject throughout
his practice. Some manifestations of this include his
close observations of light in his early oil paintings
from the 1950s, the use of light to expose images onto
silkscreens in the 1960s, his depiction of luminescent
forms in his 1970s airbrush works, as well as his use of
light to manipulate Polaroids in the 1980s.

Through considering the different ways with which
he focuses on light in his work, one can discern his
desire to resist being labelled or historicized. While
Hon was undoubtedly informed by various dominant
art movements, including Abstract Expressionism,
Pop Art, and the New Ink Movement' in Hong

Kong, he created a unique visual language that
expresses his various and changing viewpoints and
influences, spanning multiple geographies and time
periods. His diverse oeuvre, developed over years

of experimentation and travel, addresses questions

of cultural identity through a radical approach to
materials and the discovery of new artistic techniques.
For Hon, to be a Hong Kong artist is to remain porous
and question boundaries between cultures, mediums,
and within the self.
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1. The New Ink Movement, led by Lui Shou-kwan, infused traditional Chinese
landscapes with Euro-American inspired abstraction, to create a modern
visual language for ink painting.
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Figure il 2
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Figure i 3

Figure 2— Hon in his postal inspector uniform in 1957. He joined the
Hong Kong Post Office in 1956.

Figure 3— Hon and his friends, the “Sunday Painters,” painting in Hong
Kong in front of his Volkswagen Bug in the late 1950s.
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The eldest of eight children, Hon was born in Pok Fu
Lam on Hong Kong Island in 1922, just four years
after the ceasefire of World War I. Hong Kong was
then a Crown Colony of the British Empire, and there
was not yet any formal institution or gallery dedicated
to showcasing visual arts.” In spite of this lack of art
spaces, Hon’s parents actively cultivated his interest
in culture. Lessons in traditional calligraphy, books of
Chinese paintings and his parents’ modest antiquities
collection all inspired Hon to begin his own artistic
journey. In secondary school at Wah Yan College,
Hon furthered his study of Chinese painting while
maintaining his academic scholarship by ranking at
the top of his grade, year after year.

Following the Japanese Imperial Army’s invasion

of Hong Kong in 1941, Hon’s family sought refuge

in China. Hon'’s plans to further his studies at the
University of Hong Kong were dashed, much to his
great disappointment. During the next decade, he
shuttled between Shanghai, Guangdong and Hong
Kong, working in various positions in the import/
export trade, as well as odd jobs, to support his family.
After this period of restlessness and displacement,
Hon finally settled in Hong Kong at the age of thirty-
four, in 1956. He married and found a stable job as

a postal inspector (fig. 2), but soon yearned for an
outlet for self-expression. In his own words, he “had to
release [his] inner self and live out [his] true nature.””

The early years of Hon’s artistic life, spanning the late
1950s to the mid-1960s, were characterized by heady
excitement and endless possibilities. As Hon worked
full-time for the post office, on Sundays, he and his
friends would pile into his Volkswagen Bug and set
up their easels all over the New Territories to paint
from observation (fig. 3). Hon’s inclination towards
landscape paintings, mainly in oil, was undoubtedly
tied to how the nascent Hong Kong art scene was
dominated by Euro-American-styled landscapes,
portraits and still life oil paintings.” Lacking purpose-
built exhibition spaces, local artists resorted to
exhibiting these works in the annex of St. Joseph’s

2. “AReview of the Development of the Hong Kong Museum of History
in the Past 30 Years,” special article, Hong Kong Museum of History,
Leisure and Cultural Services Department, published 2005, last
modified October 31, 2018, https:/[www.lcsd.gov.hk/CE/Museum/
History/en_US|/web/mh/publications/spa_pspecial_07_01.html.

3. Hon Chi-fun, “My Own Story,” in Space and Passion: The Art of Hon Chi-
fun (Hong Kong: Choi Yan-chi, 2000), p. 20.

4. Before Hong Kong’s tertiary art education programs were founded,
most artistic training in the colony was imported from Western
curriculums, though there were some Upportunities to study
traditional Chinese in secondary school. For further reading on Hon’s
early education in relation to his paintings, see Eva Kit Wah Man, “The
Notion of 'Orientalism' in the Modernization Movement of Chinese
Painting of Hong Kong Artists in 1960s: The Case of Hon Chi-fun,”
Filozofski vestnik XXII, no. 2 (2001) : p. 166.
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Figure & 4

Figure [ 5

Figure 4— Invitation for 4-Men Exhibition of Paintings, including Chui
Yung-sang, Hon Chi-fun, David Lam Chun-fai, and Van Lau at Chatham
Galleries, January 11 - 25, 1965.

Figure 5— Members of the Modern Literature and Art Association in
Hong Kong, at Hon'’s first solo exhibition at Chatham Galleries in 1963.
Beginning fourth from left: Quanan Shum, David Lam Chun-fai, Van Lau,
Hon Chi-fun and King Chia-lun.
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Cathedral, amongst other ad-hoc spaces. Undaunted
by a lack of infrastructural resources, Hon and his
peers were fuelled by a willingness to forge their
own possibilities, and in doing so, helped build the
foundations for Hong Kong’s art ecology.’

A keen sense of inventiveness emboldened Hon to
seek out opportunities to further his practice, and he
soon became ensconced in a small but thriving artistic
community. His newfound passion for painting led
him to portrait painting classes with the noted painter
Luis Chan (1905-1995), and he was subsequently
introduced to the influential New Ink painter Lui Shou-
kwan (1919-1975). In 1962, the old City Hall opened
the City Museum and Art Gallery® and Hon was
invited participate in the inaugural group exhibition,
Hong Kong Art Today. The next year, Hon held his

first solo exhibition at Chatham Galleries, the city’s
first art gallery (fig. 4).” Also in 1963, Hon joined the
popular Modern Literature and Art Association (fig.
5), through which he was captivated by modern and
avant-garde films, literature and visual arts from all
over the world. The concept of modernity and an urge
to create innovative, of-the-moment works influenced
him to experiment with assemblage® and fuse
calligraphy with oil painting. He painted whenever he
had a spare moment, working into the early hours of
daybreak. In 1964, he founded the Circle Art Group
with eight fellow local avant-garde artists,” who
considered the circle as a symbol for an avant-garde
synthesis of the Eastern and Western philosophies
they explored in their work."” The emergence of art
collectives and societies, in addition to the opening of
the city’s first purpose-built visual art spaces, marked
the exhilarating beginnings of Hong Kong’s art scene.

The present exhibition, A Story of Light: Hon Chi-fun,
begins at this turning point in the mid-1960s. As
Hon surrounded himself with similarly ambitious
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5. This ecology encompasses both art institutions and art education
programs, in that Hon and his peers were heavily invested in both
formal and informal art exhibitions, discussions, and publication&
Hon later taught art briefly at University of Hong Kong Department of
Extra-Mural Studies during the late 1970s.

6. In 1975, the City Hall Museum and Art Gallery became the Hong
Kong Museum of Art.

7. The gallery was opened at 103 Chatham Road in 1962 by American-
born teacher Dorothy Swan. She is credited for providing
opportunities for Hong Kong artists who may have been overlooked
by the City Hall's annual exhibition.

8. Popularized by the American artist Robert Rauschenberg, assemblage
refers to the technique of grouping together found and unrelated
objects in artworks.

9. Described in an early exhibition invitation as “a group that has no
beginning, no ending and no leader,” the Circle Art Group is explored
in further detail by the scholar and art historian Michelle Wong on pp.
45-56 of this catalogue.

10. Choi Yan-chi (artist, and wife of Hon Chi-fun), interviewed by the
author, November 23 2018, transcript, Ho Man Tin, Hong Kong.
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artists, he completely re-invented his artistic identity.
No longer content with Euro-American inspired
representational oil painting, he began incorporating
sweeping calligraphic brushstrokes, which he
described as “paint splashes, wild scribbling,” as well
as found objects, into larger compositions (fig. 6).
His experimentation with different media, including
Chinese ink, emboldened him to address his internal
contradictions between new avant-garde influences
and his self-taught method of oil painting from life.
With this change in materials, his works increased

in size towards a spectacle-scale, often measuring
over one meter tall and wide, which was unique to
the limited exhibition spaces, such as churches and
private residences, in Hong Kong at the time.

His monumental triptych Bath of Fire (1968, pp.
64-65), measuring nearly four meters in length,

is representative of Hon’s transition to developing

a personal visual language beyond dominant art
trends. Layering oil brushstrokes with silkscreened
images of his earlier works, unsent letters, personal
photographs, and poems in Chinese calligraphy, Bath
of Fire' is rendered in sharply contrasting shades

of red, green and blue. During this time, Hon was
the only Hong Kong artist focused on silkscreen
printing, a technique developed to produce identical
graphics for packaging and products. Silkscreens are
treated with a light sensitive emulsion and exposed
to concentrated sources of light in order for images
to be transferred onto a screen made of porous silk.
For Hon, silkscreen printing is cathartic. Imaging
and literally illuminating the fragments of his past
allowed him to confront and subsequently release his
former self.”” Subverting silkscreen’s association with
advertising and industry, Hon reproduces letters to
past lovers and fragments of his personal poetry to
facilitate an intimate encounter between the artist
and viewer. Hon imbued the silkscreen process, which
by its nature is industrial and iterative, with emotive
intent to produce a single original painting. By re-
appropriating methods that were popularized by
Euro-American artists,” Hon asserted his method of
artmaking as autobiographical, unconventional and
specific to his condition as an artist working outside
the cities that were then considered the epicenters of
artistic culture.”
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11. Bath of Fire was exhibited at the annual Circle Art Group group
exhibition in 1968 at City Hall Museum and Gallery, where it was then
acquired for the museum’s collection.

12. Hon, “My Own Story,” p. 24.

13. Silkscreen printing in art was popularized during the 1960s by the
American artist Andy Warhol, who was famously creating prints
depicting popular culture, comparing artmaking to the production of
consumer goods.

14. New York City, U.S.A and Paris, France.
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Figure [l 6
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Figure [ 7

Figure 6— Hon’s early 1960s paintings utilizing large brushstrokes in
Chinese ink, acrylic and oil paint, on view at City Hall.

Figure 7— Hon and famed Hong Kong based graphic designer Henry
Steiner and Mrs. Steiner in front of Bath of Fire at the City Hall Museum and
Gallery’s annual exhibition, 1968.
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As Bath of Fire marked Hon as a modern artist to be
reckoned with (fig. 7),” opportunities to broaden

his artistic horizons soon followed. A period of
international travel—Hon’s first—deepened his
engagement with materials to reflect his inner conflict
between his original passion for representational
painting and his growing interest in abstract forms.

In 1969, Hon was invited to London and Berlin to visit
exhibitions and present his works."® Traveling abroad
for the first time at age forty-six, Hon was thrilled to
experience in person the Western classical and modern
paintings he had once pored over in Hong Kong
bookshops.” Not long after, he became the first Hong
Kong recipient of a prestigious John D. Rockefeller

111 Fund fellowship™® that brought him to New York
City to study and travel for a year. Being “the most
experienced silkscreen print artist in Hong Kong,”19
he was drawn to study other methods of printmaking,
including lithography and etching, at the esteemed
Pratt Institute Graphic Center. Outside his classes he
was exhilarated by New York’s countless galleries,
museums, jazz bars and theaters. Throughout 1970,
he participated in group exhibitions and hosted a solo
exhibition of recent prints at the Willard Gallery.”
This transformative fellowship allowed Hon to take
part in international dialogues in artmaking, both as
an artist and cultural maven.

As mentioned earlier, in Hong Kong, Hon had
voraciously devoured books and magazines featuring
reproduced images of the latest art movements
emerging from an American context, including
Abstract Expressionism. Now in New York City, he
could make a pilgrimage to the Museum of Modern
Art to witness Mark Rothko’s (1903-1970) actual
works. As an artist deeply concerned with materiality
and the visible surface of his works, experiencing

art in person not only in galleries, but also in an
expanded context of the city’s active mural and
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15. An article in Orientations magazine cites celebrated artist Wucius
Wong's description of Bath of Fire as “a purgatory, where the artists
dissolves in pain and undergoes rebirth like a Phoenix.” Rene Q. Bas,
“Different Facets of the Same Nirvana: Hon Chi-fun’s artistic journey
to nothingness and everythingness,” Orientations, January 1978, p. 60.
Clipping courtesy of the artist and Asia Art Archive.

16. Peggy Printz, “Circles and Squares: A Hong Kong artist exemplifies the
contrasts of the modern city and its traditional Chinese influences,”
The Asia Magazine, May 13,1973, p. 22. Clipping courtesy of the artist
and Asia Art Archive.

17. Hon, “My Own Story,” p. 24.

18. The John D. Rockefeller IIT Fund was restructured into the Asian
Cultural Council in 1980.

19. Interview with Hon Chi-fun, artist, conducted by Shum Longtin, Hong
Kong Art History Research Project, Asia Art Archive and Hong Kong
Museum of Art, 2013, http://aaa. org.hk/en/collection/search/archive/
hong-kong-art-history-research-project-interview-3416view_as/grid/
sort/title-asc.

20. The Willard Gallery (active 1940-87) founded by Marian Willard
Johnson, was then located at 29 East 72 Street, New York.
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graffiti culture, greatly heightened his proclivities for
artistic experimentation through materials.

After completing his fellowship abroad, Hon was
determined to see more of the world before returning
home. He subsequently travelled to South America,
Europe™ and South Asia in 1972. During this time,
he and his first wife divorced, and he also retired
from his job at the Post Office.” Additionally, due to
divergent career paths and life journeys, the Circle Art
Group stopped exhibiting together. A lone traveller
shaken by the drastic changes in his life, Hon was
adrift and in search of spiritual nourishment. Visiting
the ruins of Buddhist temples, particularly those in
India, Nepal and Kashmir, sparked visions of celestial
enlightenment.

Upon returning to Hong Kong® with a fresh
perspective on the world around him, Hon turned

to a new medium and became the first local artist to
spray acrylic paint from canisters as a form of airbrush
painting (fig. 8). Inspired by both New York’s graffiti
culture and themes of Zen Buddhism pervading avant-
garde art conversations in both the U.S. and Hong
Kong, he painted ethereal spheres of light on massive
square canvases. To accommodate his sizeable works,
Hon often painted on the floor of his apartment,
arching his entire body over the work to access its
surface. Drawing upon both spirituality and eroticism,
these works involve multiple layers of meticulously
applied pigment. The airbrush’s lack of delineation
allows Hon to create objects that appear boundless
and even weightless, and his palette, including cool
shades of purple and blue (as in Chasm Forever 1971,
pp- 72-73]), enhance this impression of ethereality
and luminosity. The symbols emerging from this
body of work suggest that Hon was visualizing his
internal desires and probing at the origins of life: a
glowing orb, a yin-yang symbol, a woman’s breast,

a tiny planet. Despite the physically demanding,

not to mention chemically hazardous, experience

of airbrush painting, many of Hon’s paintings from
this period, including Secret Codes (1974, pp. 82-83)
and Up and Away (1974, pp. 84-85) emanate an aura
of hope through the motif of light and illumination.
These works, through Hon'’s inventive re-purposing
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21. Hon visited renowned British sculptor Henry Moore in England and
noted Chinese painter Zao Wu-ki in Paris that year.

22. After working for nearly two decades for the Post Office, Hon was
granted a generous pension that allowed him to devote himself to art
full-time.

23. In the first half of the 1970s, when Hon began airbrush painting,
Hong Kong artists continued to exhibit locally in the small group of
galleries, City Hall and informal settings such as residences and rental
spaces.
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Figure fiil 9

Figure 8— Hon airbrush painting in his apartment on 1B Penland Street.
A thin plastic curtain separates Hon’s studio/living room from his living
quarters. These paintings, measuring anywhere from 1 to 1.5 meters wide
and tall, often required Hon to build wooden platforms across the works to
reach the middle.

Figure 9— Hon silkscreen printing in his studio, circa 1970s.
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of materials, envision his triumph over melancholy

to reach a Zen state of acceptance and self-awareness.
Rather than characterizing his sexual desire as
separate from his spiritual self, as articulated in

the tradition of Catholic art,” Hon’s bright yet soft
airbrush paintings, inspired by his time in South Asia,
employ a radical new medium for art to suggest that a
harmonious co-mingling of one’s earthly desires and
spiritual beliefs can shed light on new possibilities for
being.

Throughout the 1970s, alongside his innovative use
of airbrush cans for painting on canvas, Hon also
furthered his experimental printmaking practice.
Responding to a sense of cultural dissonance after
having lived abroad, Hon embarked upon several
series of silkscreen prints® that sought to visualize
Daoist principles with a modern aesthetic approach.
Following his lithography studies at Pratt from his
1970 fellowship, he approached printmaking with
arenewed sense of energy. In the silkscreen print
Frozen Blue (1971, pp. 68-69), Hon depicts a sentence
from the Daoist canon that loosely translates as
“Stop at merely knowing ‘this’ and do not know the
way it is, and this is spoken of as ‘natural’.” For Hon,
these words and his composition gesture at what is
inexplicable in life. The purposeful simplicity of the
work’s composition, the bottom edge of a dark blue
circle against a light ground, is the result of endless
experimentation Hon conducted with his materials.*®
To further the perception of depth created by his
dark blue ink of choice, Hon debossed a circular
frame onto the work, and then pasted torn papers
made from water plants® around the circle’s edge,
creating a fractured edge in contrast to the defined
lines of typography. He also used a mountaineering
knife to deepen impressions in the paper, giving his
circular form an added dimensionality. As mentioned
previously, while silkscreen was prominently used to
create identical prints of two-dimensional irnagery,28
Hon saw it as a tactile, complex medium, with many
sub-processes that could each be adjusted (fig.

9). Evidenced by the Daoist text’s call to question
ideology in Frozen Blue, Hon'’s technical ingenuity
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24. Hon’s highest form of education was his secondary school degree

from Wah Yan College, which, like many public schools in Hong Kong,

is a Roman Catholic school authorized by the Chinese province of the
Society of Jesus. Many of Hon’s teachers were Catholic missionaries.

25. Hon’s series of prints from this period was later collected by the Hong
Kong Heritage Museum in the 2000s, speaking to its significance as
a representational example of Hon’s unique expression of his local
identity.

26. Hon Chi-fun, interview.

27. Known as papyrus, this material was developed in ancient Egypt to be
integrated into paper and rope.

28. Asin Andy Warhol’s New York studio, whose volume of production is
implied by its nickname “The Factory.”
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Figure [ 11

Figure il 13

Figure 10— Hon photographed with a Polaroid camera by Choi Yan-chi,
1983. Photograph courtesy of Choi Yan-chi.

Figure 11, 12, 13— Untitled Hon Chi-fun Polaroids, circa 1980s. Hong
Kong Art History Research Project, courtesy of the artist and Asia Art
Archive.
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can be attributed to his sense that no one had yet
made what he sought to make. In these 1970s prints,
Hon combines his wide-ranging influences without
diffusing their power, including his love of traditional
Chinese literature, his deep knowledge of the Daoist
canon, as well as his modern Bauhaus-inspired
graphic sensibility. Hon'’s resourcefulness, supported
by the increase of purpose-built art spaces in Hong
Kong,” propelled him towards continually finding
new ways of expressing his multi-faceted self.

In the 1980s, as Hong Kong’s broader art ecology
became more cosmopolitan and varied in its
offerings,”® Hon embarked a new artistic project as
aresult of chance encounters across disciplines. In
1983, Hon and his wife Choi Yan-chi (b. 1949)"' had
met a local distributor for Polaroid instant film, who
agreed to provide in-kind support of film for a group
exhibition of experimental instant photography

by local artists and designers (fig. 10). Alongside
acclaimed film director Ann Hui and renowned
experimental artist Danny Yung, amongst others,
Hon and Choi exhibited their scratched, collaged and
manipulated Polaroids. Featuring his beloved motif
of the circle, Hon's Polaroids depict micro universes
that distort our perception of reality. Despite familiar
traces of the everyday; a fragment of a ceiling, part of
a chair, or even the packaging of Polaroid film with
its iconic five-stripe rainbow (fig. 11, 12, 13), each
composition is so layered and transformed that its
image could easily be a scene from Hon’s imagination.
The colors of Hon'’s Polaroids also appear richer

and more saturated than what appears in our lived
experience.

To create these otherworldly Polaroid works,

Hon employed techniques that could hardly be
considered “instant.” Hon described first designing
the compositions, like he would for a silkscreen print,
and then photographing at night. In the low evening
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29. Hong Kong’s increasing cosmopolitanism' due its proximity to then
China leader Deng Xiaoping’s Special Economic Zones of trade and
commerce, brought many expatriates into the city. Expatriates, as
well as a small handful of local gallerists, steadily collected Hon’s
works. Additionally, the mid and late 1970s saw an increase in formal
art institutions and degree programs, including the renaming and
collection expansion of the City Hall Museum and Art Gallery which
became the Hong Kong Museum of Art in 1975, the opening of the
Hong Kong Arts Centre in 1977, and the establishment of the Fine Arts
Department at the University of Hong Kong in 1978.

30. The Hong Kong Academy of Performing Arts was opened in 1984,
which transformed the educational options for budding musicians
and other performing arts practitioners. The Urban Council also
opened several new performance venues, including the Hong Kong
Cultural Center in 1989.

31. Choi and Hon, who met while Choi was studying at the Art Institute of
Chicago, married in 1976. Choi is a respected installation, multimedia
and performance artist, also from Hong Kong.
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Figure [l 14

Figure [ 15

Figure 14— A large painting being transported from Hon'’s studio/
apartment in 1B Penland Street, where he lived and worked for over three
decades, until his stroke in 2000.

Figure 15— Hon's table in his 1B Penland Street studio/apartment.
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light, he would place the camera by a window pane
and open the back, thus exposing the film canister to
ambient light32 during development. Once exposed,
he peeled open the developing film to also insert
images as a collage, or draw or scratch onto its surface.
While these daring techniques only resulted in one

or two clear images out of a pack of eight, Hon’s
Polaroids photographs are undoubtedly amongst his
most revelatory works. Particularly in the series of four
images, Untitled 06, 01, 12, 09 (1983, pp. 92-93), Hon
creates painterly instant photographs that challenge
the usual expectation that cameras are merely
documentary tools. Herein, Hon has again taken
amodern® means of image production, like with
silkscreen printing, and employed light to discover
new methods of depicting his inner self.

Towards the end of the 1980s, Hon sought another
dramatic shift in his creative process. He recalls feeling
a creeping sense of uncertainty about the political
future of Hong Kong even ten years before the 1997
Handover of Hong Kong’s sovereignty from Britain

to China was slated to take place.” This looming
instability prompted introspection, in which he
questioned his fixation on unconventional materials
of Euro-American origins.” As he was preparing

for a solo exhibition at the University of Hong Kong
Museum and Art Gallery,” he decided to step back not
only from airbrush painting, but also his recurring
depictions of circles and spheres, as well as the strict
format of squares for his canvases. After nearly twenty
years, he picked up a paintbrush again, eager to re-
discover the medium he first began making art with.

In Silent and White (1988, pp. 102-103), one of the
last works Hon painted in his longtime studio (fig.
14, 15), Hon departs from his monumental canvases
in favor of a smaller, more intimate scale. Painting
gesturally with a brush in acrylic directly on the
canvas, Hon employs a more traditional painting
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32. Polaroid film is very light sensitive and is meant to be shielded during
the first moments it is ejected from the camera.
“How to get the most out of Polaroid Originals film,” Getting Started,
Polaroid Originals Support, last modified September 12, 2018, https://
support.polaroidoriginals.com/hc/en-us/articles/115012519828-How-
to-get-the-most-out-of-Polaroid-Originals-film.

33. Polaroid film was made commercially available in 1948, after its
invention and refinement from 1943-1947.
“Edwin Land and Polaroid Photography,” Chemical Landmarks,
American Chemical Society, last modified July 17, 2016, https:/[www.
acs.org/content/acs/en/education/whatischemistry/landmarks/land-
instant-photography.html.

34. Hon Chi-fun, “My Own Story,” p. 29.

35. Screen-printing, airbrush paint and Polaroid photography were all
invented in the USA and exported abroad.

36. Over and Yonder: Paintings by Hon Chi-fun, an exhibition of thirty
acrylic on canvas works, was held at the Fung Ping Shan Museum, The

University of Hong Kong from 19 January until 29 February, 1988.
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technique to reveal subtle shades of blue, white

and teal merging towards a dark central cavity. The
painting’s erotic subject matter harkens his airbrush
series, but his painting style, employing both restraint
and passion, is an intentional orientation towards

a form of artmaking with a more extensive cultural
history. As Hon prepared himself for the impact of
Hong Kong’s return to Chinese sovereignty, he felt a
need to reconsider his own artistic origins and early
encounters with painting, which included brushwork,
Chinese calligraphy and representational painting.

After his return to painting with a brush, Hon
experienced a significant personal loss that amplified
his desire to revisit his past. A month after Hon
witnessed the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre

on his television, he was devastated by the loss of

his mother. Overwhelmed by intense grief and
alienation regarding the political upheaval both in
Hong Kong and in mainland China, Hon and Choi
sought temporary refuge in Toronto, Canada in 1992.
Hon’s health, which had been adversely impacted by
his strenuous airbrush painting period, improved
considerably. His emotional wellness was also
restored, as leaving Hong Kong helped him realize
that he was free to leave the circle motif behind. This
realization spurred Hon to artistically focus on his
renewed interest in place and landscapes. In his own
words, following his time in Canada he vowed to “go
back to wherever [he] came from,”” both literally and
metaphorically. Thus, much of Hon’s mature work
from the 1990s and 2000s, after his return to Hong
Kong, expresses his pre-occupation with place and
notions of belonging.

Returning to landscape painting nearly half a

century after his humble artistic beginnings, Hon
depicts place as a densely-layered reminder of the
irreversibility of time. In Plunge and Live (1999, pp.
108-109), Hon reflects on two trips to Iguazu Falls

in Brazil (fig. 16). During his first visit, in 1972, Hon
was a recently divorced solo-traveller who accidentally
plunged into the falls and barely escaped with his life.
In 1997, Hon returned to the falls with Choi by his
side. Drawing from water-stained images of Iguazu
from his first visit, Hon’s 1999 painting features a
pasted-on color inkjet image of the fall’s crashing
foam, surrounded by concentric rectangular frames
of rushing water, rendered in striking grayscale. As
the viewing distance from the falls decreases towards
the center of the composition, Hon’s painting creates
a sensation of speeding into the water. The work’s
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37. Hon, “My Own Story,” p. 30.
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Figure [ 16
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Figure [ 17

Figure 16— Hon’s photo of Iguazu Falls, Brazil.
Figure 17— Hon watching the sunset in Hong Kong.
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combination of water damaged film photographs

and fresh brushwork depicts how Hon’s different
memories of [guazu were condensing, suggesting that
one’s relationship to a place is complicated by time.

Similarly, in A Place That Was (1999, pp. 106-107),
Hon layers inkjet prints of an older, color painting of
Tianshui* onto a grayscale acrylic painting depicting
the same location. In the center of the composition,

a white box obscures the underlying landscape. The
void, when considered in relation to the work’s title,
reflects a sense of loss. Referring to these inkjet prints
as “stills”*, Hon captures the way revisiting places
triggers vivid memories, which in our mind are often
tinged with a different hue than our present reality.
Additionally, the work’s title refers to a place that one
cannot return to, not a country, village or city, but
place (fig. 17). The marginality of a place, in that it is
not quite defined by the same boundaries as a country,
could also refer to Hong Kong's status as a special
administrative region. In both Plunge and Live and A
Place That Was, Hon employs collage to articulate the
creation of place through memory, and how the ever-
changing self responds to the same place differently.

After a harrowing stroke in 2000, Hon soldiered on
with his art. In Breaking the Cocoon (2000, pp. 110-111)
he depicts himself as a red shape bursting through

a curtain of blue-tinged darkness into a stream of
light.*” While Hon is advanced in his years, his later
work emanates dynamism and ambition consistent
with his younger self. For example, in To the Heavenly
Brim (2004, pp. 112-113), which is over 1.2 meters

tall and wide, a dazzling splash of yellow paint floats
above a misty swathe of blue and white, clinging to
the edge of a black round form. Forty years later, Hon’s
dramatic brushwork and bold palette speak across
time to his 1960s experiments with calligraphic ink.
On the outside, Hon is no longer the self-described
“angry young man” seeking to reinvent modern art

on his own terms (fig. 18 and 19). However, in the
presence of his later works, it is clear that Hon Chi-
fun’s story of light, his quest to illuminate his ever-
evolving identity as a Hong Kong artist, is an ongoing
journey of continual discovery.
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38. Tianshui is city in Gansu Province, China that Hon visited multiple
times in the 1980s.

39. Hon Chi-fun, “My Own Story,” 30.

40. Also after the turn of the millennium, Hon was also invited to host
solo exhibitions at three local institutions in 2005, 2007 and in 2013.
These exhibitions, listed chronologically, include Secret Codes: The
Art of Hon Chi-fun at the Hong Kong Museum of Art, Conceptual
Feeling Beyond Images at the City University gallery, and Hon Chi-
fun: Early landscapes on board at University Museum and Art Gallery
of the University of Hong Kong. This considerable quantity of solo
exhibitions speaks to a continued fascination with his versatile oeuvre.
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Figure [E 18

A Story of Light: Hon Chi-fun Y&y #(F : HEKE

Figure [ 19

Figure 18— Hon Chi-fun, circa 1965.
Figure 19— Hon Chi-fun in 2013.
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