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WHO WAS IRENE CHOU (1924 — 2011)?

Irene Chou was born in 1924 in Shanghai and lived there for
her first twenty-four years. Her parents were influenced by
the 1919 May Fourth Movement. Both parents were highly
educated, her father Zhou Lianxuan (1896 —1982) was an
amateur photographer, and an art and music lover. ‘He often
took her to cultural gatherings with his elite friends. Her
mother Jin Qichao (1901 —1950) was a calligrapher. As such,
Chou was brought up in an artistic environment.

In 1941, Chou was admitted to St. John’s University in Shanghai.

At the time it was a renowned American operated institution
with strong western influences. She graduated with an
economic major and a sociology minor. It was her family

and education background that shaped her liberal and open-
minded attitude. She married Evan Yang (1920 — 1978) in 1947.
Because of the chaos of Chinese Civil War, the couple first fled
to Taiwan, then Hong Kong in 1949.

In 1959, Chou was introduced to the second generation of
Lingnan School, Chao Shao-an (1905 —1998) by her wealthy
housewife friends. She paid serious effort to mimic Zhao'’s
paintings which were at times mistaken as Chao’s originals.
This shows Chou attained brilliant skill in using brush

and ink, which became the foundation of her later artistic
development. During the late 1950s and early 1960s, Chou
believed “art is about imitation”. When she began to study
with Lui Shou Kwan (1919 —1975) from 1966 to 1968 at Chinese
University of Hong Kong, Chou'’s artistic practice encountered
a significant twist. Lui advocated the term shuimohua that
highlighted individuality and inner expression. Inspired by
Lui, Chou began to search for her visual languages to express
herself and she gradually developed her distinguished style.

WHY WE STUDY IRENE CHOU?

Chou’s work serves as a unique case study for us to understand
the concept of Ink Painting. After her stroke in 1991, Chou
moved to Australia to live with her son. There, she continued
to paint until she passed away in 2011 in. Under the influence
of Lui, his students, including Chou, extended Chinese
painting into different subject matters, styles and techniques.
They widened the realm of Chinese painting so much so that
the boundaries of the category became vague and blurred the
features of Chinese painting.

Chou is recognized as a significant contributor to the
modernization of Chinese painting in Hong Kong in the 20th
century. Her works are widely collected by private collectors,
galleries and museums in Hong Kong and overseas.
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WHAT ARE IRENE CHOU’S MOTIFS?

Motif can be defined as an image repeatedly used by artists in
their works. The motifs in Chou's painting evolved throughout
the various stages of her life. Each of hers motifs has a
particular meaning to the artist. In the later period, many of
them involve a gesture of liberation. While recognizing the
motifs in Chou’s work is helpful to understanding Chou'’s

art and life, it is also important to appreciate her work as an
integral whole.

For example, the root-like patterns first appeared in Chou’s
work in the 1960s. They were intertwining and complicated.
Chou once explained her passion for painting trees, the
delicate roots-like patterns were triggered by the X-ray images
of her own blood vessels and nerves. They seemed to be vital
images of tree branches that represented her life. The root-
like patterns went through a notable simplified evolution

in the mid-1990s. They evolved from root-like to branch-like
suggesting a sense of sprouting or growth. It did not matter
whether they were in the form of roots or branches. They were
still a representation of her inner self.

Can you identify Chou’s other motifs? Which paintings can you find
them in? What are the meanings?
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USE OF INK K ESER RHYTHM OF LINES S ORITES

Ink has been widely used in the development of Chinese et BB > ARBYEIZ R BT I o BH A —Hk Chou was interested in the use of lines in Chinese painting i ek 2 385 v [ 5 v T P ORI B ARA BRLR o it R R AR I
art from ancient to contemporary times. One of its unique M o — BIEG AR L BEMEEER o 7J<m7ﬁuff‘ FRAHER and calligraphy. She was aware that she had to explore and FHB R EH MY ERZEE T o IR iﬁ?ﬁ’??ﬁﬁ:”ﬁ HF1EY
features is that once it has been applied, it cannot be hidden. JZ > B B BICAUKE o EM TR KRBT o /R B search for her own lines in order to express herself. Her lines REIYLISE - I EF R E T R EAG SR AR Hh B i 4 P D AR
There are many different effects of ink application: thick, wet, SAEmH > KRB — 8 LI A T o B R often create illusions of space and motion. The consistent B o FERIIRIAE G - ) TGS TE N F Eh(/ﬁij EAnENGE]
dry, over-night, and washes. Chou made many experiments ZHIERIEET) o BUKE AN o BEBHERA - AR curvature of line application illustrated her concentration 95 T o

with ink. In her dark paintings, she layered ink and created J& EC R PREGEAT M AR IS o and attention to the painting process. In her later works,

a sense of heaviness. They represent a pressure too great her lines became more free-flowing and stretched out in

to bear. Same as the other dynamic uses of ink, such as the different directions.

impact structural stroke and the blob-splashes, they were all
emotional outlets for Chou's joy and pleasure.
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Remembering Mr. Lui Genesis Experience in Meditation No. 2
GBERFERLE) CAIHEATY A \
1970s 1980s Undated PP
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Both paintings Remembering Mr. Lui (1970s)(#018) and Genesis GBI R FEE4)1970 4£R (2018) A1 CAITHFL) 1980 4% The title of the painting Experience in Meditation No. 2 (undated) R IIREER) SR (#016) RUISREIRDR T E 8LE R0 =48 1

(1980s)(#034) demonstrate a substantial use of ink. What feeling (s) (#034) #BAEFH R ELKE o F RS TR IRA ISR ° (#016)hints its connection to the meditation experience of Chou. R o BEORAATR - B LHRES - CRIFUTER » SRR 25 ORI JEA 12085 o

does the ink use in the painting invoke for you? Sit down, close your eyes, keep silent and empty your mind for Rl [ FZARRER | i —H e 2 A AR N FE RO 15 - 3
fﬂﬁ%ﬁﬁﬁﬂi/\‘gfﬁi i B o B T TR R P (3R five minutes. Then use one or more line patterns to express your SRR E AT S BRI AR AR o GEME SR WRBREETTED)

Chou said it was necessary for her to use the color black in the dark s /LG /BRI E /) emotions during the “meditative experience”. Explain in words

paintings. What kind of emotion is she expressing? (sad / happy / how your lines reflect your meditative process.(this exercise may be

grief /relax /angry /lonely / others) GBI B FR B AN970 4£R (#018) 2 5T A ST #hy EHill = 773K o difficult to achieve)

MRIRERINGET - IR G TR 2R ISR IR AR 2
According to the title of Remembering Mr. Lui (1970s) (#018), the

painting is dedicated to Chou’s late teacher Lui. If your love one died, Example of line patterns:
what color (s) would you use to express your feelings? N E SR




MOVEMENT AND BALANCE By 1 L~ THE THEME OF UNIVERSE FH

Chou had a recurring interest to explore the dynamics Universe is one of Chou’s favorite themes. Chou frequently FH R E RS £ — o FINEH 5 R HEAREL
between forces in her painting. By practicing qigong, she ETRUREAIRER > A E IR RS R AR LA D & < MURIRE - quoted the line by a Song dynasty Neo-Confucian intellectual, il (BEZRIL ;1139 — 1192) —45% > [ R T L > HOERS
had spiritual experiences in which she would feel certain BRIEAAR 28 [ R0 22 0 7 1 S22 B v R B B A 1 o LM R B Lu Jiuyuan (1139 —1192), which reads “The universe is my oo | o FIIRER MR [/ ] A1 [IEFHMAEE | HEmHAD [ R

overwhelmingly powerful life forces. Her motifs of lines, MIFF8E > AR BRI AR i - FEEE AR5 AIF H A R - mind; my mind is the universe”. Chou came to understand PR o

spheres and root-like patterns suggest motion and extension that she was “small” and “extremely insignificant” whereas the

of space. Other forceful motifs that create compelling visual universe is “something boundless and limitless”.
effect such as the impact structural stroke and the vortex-
like patterns were often used by Chou to find a balance in

her paintings.
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Heartbeat Purple Universe
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The sphere with intricate root-like patterns in Heartbeat (1980s) £ COBEY 1980 4EAR (#024) Hr » BREGTE I i il S5 102 O AR S il Appreciate and follow the lines and spheres in the painting. What T2 S0 35 3 P RO A ERBS o BB BURUE A (& °
(#024) breaks into two halves in the painting. Can you find the BN o UREETE A b TR B — {7 A AR S [ 2R 1 S B R feelings do they awaken? (chaotic / dynamic / quiet / dirty / (REL/ BYRE / e / Wk / el / Hofl) RER% RGOS 4
emergence of a complete sphere with root-like patterns in other WE > A E R > ke ST A T T B A8 © RIS R T iy mysterious / others) Do you think the name “Purple Universe” is MR A » Rk ?

paintings? What would cause the breaking? How would you figng ? appropriate? Why?

describe the movement in the painting? Do you feel a balance in

the painting?




PAINTING AS AN INNER EXPRESSION R NS

There was an increase in the use of color in Chou’s later works. Rk SRR T2 T 6% » K2 MsE] 75 B0 Bt Rk 320
She felt a need in her inner world to use color in order to feel WDERAZ o i B IR B OB B BARRY —fE 5 30 o i3 » [k
content. Painting was a way for her to express her emotions MR HE > HVFEREH -

and thoughts. She said, “I am my art, my paintings are me.”
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Life is a Many Splendoured Thing No. 05
CBEM Ay 2 )

2006

I

What complementary colors did Chou use in this painting? Look JE BRALE R R T G » LR - B RE A R
closely, make a list of what you find on the canvas. Why did she WINE o BT EE G EMedd °

include them?

CREATE YOUR OWN MOTIF

Chou spent decades experimenting and exploring various ways to
express her inner world through painting. The evolution of her motifs
gives us a hint as to the changes in her experience and state of her
mind. Try to explore and search for your own motif (s). Draw it and
describe how it expresses you in this stage of your life.
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