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The Art of Sze To

Raymond Mason

| almost began by saying, SZE TO Lap left
China in 1975 in order to study painting in France,
but, no, it would be misleading. After all, SZE TO
had shown precocious gifts when young and was
already recognized to be an accomplished artist in
Canton in the years before he left and where his
artistic career seemed already traced.

So why then did he feel the need to leave?
Well, the answer to this lies in the personality of
SZE TO himself. Tallish, handsome, with the
charm of his race, his physical advantages are
belied by the fierce intelligence which inclines a
superior mind to severe self-investigation and
often doubt. His love for art had to be universal, so
not confined 1o the frontiers of his national art
however great.

His intuition, and the risk he took, were right
Paris is ideally the city to house a man like SZE TO
and immediately he entered into an inner sphere
of serious art of which Paris still has the secret.
That is to say, yes, the Ecole de Paris is precisely
that — a school. A hard school whose professors
are the famous artists of this century, like
GIACOMETTI and BALTHUS, and even the
century previous, thus living or dead yet whose
dedication to real drawing and real painting is a
standard to which the young artist must comply.
His life from that moment onwards is transformed.
It will be & fight each day with the absolute. The
studio will be his battle-ground and will witness
defeats and victories. Thus it has been for SZE TO
over the years and my first inclination was correct.
He was destined to study.

This magnificent gquest is remote from the
rampant commerciality of recent years but | assure
you, dear visitor, that it is therein that lies real art,
not elsewhere. Talent plus unending work. (The
talent plus nothing of today, the star-system, the
name, cannot produce an “oeuvre”. Yet one day
the artist will die — since younsters are in
command they can be pardoned for not knowing

this — and the work of art must stand on its own.)

It is a pity that all his big compositions cannot
feature in the present exhibition since 1t 1s therein
that SZE TO has fought his longest battles and, for
all those who have seen them in Paris, achieved
his finest successes. And in truth his battle is
doubly hard because, while competing with
French artists on their own soil, SZE TO has no
intention of relinguishing his native art of China.
Thus although he draws and paints the human
figure with great talent — a few nude drawings of
his young wife convinced us all of that — and no
less the still-life, his major paintings have been
those of landscape because a Chinese can express
all his ideals te the maximum through the beauty
of nature.

When SZE TO emerged from his first fruitfut
years in Paris marked by two major paintings of
the corridor leading to and from his first studio —
towards the light towards the dark — and a host of
town-studies and still-lives, it was to camp his
easel in 1981 before a breathtaking piece of
scenery In the Cevennes district of France. The
three paintings of that upjutting, enigmatical
mountain were at once more than mere
landscapes and, dramatically Iit, were finally
entitled by the artist Tragedy, Majesty and
Renaissance. Masterly works indeed.

The big canvasses that SZE TO started to
paint two or three years ago in the Vaucluse, South
of France are again marvellous examples of how,
simply because he is Chinese, he has given a
poetical density, a symbolical, metaphysical
significance to this fine region of Provence. His
analysis of the structure of the countryside has all
the penetration of the School of Paris tradition |
described and shows a deep study and
understanding of CEZANNE but to all this he adds
the breath of the cosmic. Evoked by his artist’s
imagination, the moon shines across the mouri;ain
range, the mist rises above the plain below. A later

version of this moonlit scene is entitled no less
than “The awakening of the spint of the
mountain” where the flanks swell and coil like a
great mythical monster

Back in Paris and installed by the Ville de Paris
in a new studio, SZE TO painted at once two
subjects from its great bay window. Firstly a most
complicated view of nearby modern buildings in
summer twilight with their myriads of windows
already Iit. A heart-breaking task which only our
artist's virtuosity could think of undertaking. But,
to unite it all, like a great statement, a vivid red
cloud crosses the deep blue sky. And, hard upon
this, a secend painting of the studio seen in the
sharp light of a changing sky whose darkened half
is lit magically by a rainbow.

In such works, yes, it is once again the art of
China, but renewed. 1t is the noble fusion of the
East with the West.



RAYMOND MASON

1922

1942

1943

1946
1954

1960

1962

1963

1967

1968

1969

1878

Born in Birmingham {England) to
Scottish father and English mother.
Starts at the Royal College of Art,
London, with a Royal Scholarship for
painting

Enters the Ruskin School of Drawing
and Fine Art, Oxford and finally the
Slade School of Fine Art, London.

Turns to sculpture.

Settles in Paris where he still lives.
One-man exhibition in Helen Lessore’s
Beaux Arts Gallery, London and again in
1956.

Opens an art gallery with his wife Janine
Hao. Inaugural exhibition, Galerie
Janine Hao, Paris.

Awarded the William and Norma Copley
Foundation Prize, Chicago.

Enters the Galerie Claude Bernard,
Paris. One-man exhibitions in 1965, 71,
73.77-8.

Enters the Pierre Matisse Gallery, New
York. One-man exhipitions in 1968, 71,
74, 80.

Shows “The Crowd” at “The Cbsessive
Eye” Institute of Contemporary Arts,
London. Inaugurates the Centre
National des Arts Contemporains, Paris
with “The Crowd”, “Trois Sculpteurs”
C.N.AC., Paris.

.“The Crowd" Group exhibition at the

Arts Club, Chicago.

“Exposition internationdle” Wiener
Secession, Vienna,

Receives award of Chevalier de
I'Ordre des Ants et Lettres from French
State.

1982

1983

1985

1985

1985

“The Tragedy” shown in the
International Section, Venice

Biennale “Arte come arte: persistenza
dell’ opera” Retrospective exhibition
organized by the Arts Council of Great
Britain. Serpentine Gallery, London.,
Begins work on 65-figure monument for
central Montreal, Canada. Enters the
Marlborough Gallery, London and New
York.

Exhibits Marlborough Gallery New York.
April.

Retrospective Centre George
Pompidou, Paris, Sept —november.
Giant bronze sculpture "The Crowd”
installed in the Jardin des Tuileries,
Paris.
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On Studying EL Greco's “Vue de Tolide”

Excerpts from “Drawing Notes”

Szeto Lap

EL GRECO aView of Toledo» oil Painting 1595 — 1600 474 x 42%a"
The Metropolitan Museum of Art Collection, New York,

The process of viewing is also a process of
thinking.

In early summer, the National Art Gallery in
London held an exhibition of El Greco's paintings
which were on loan frcm the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York. Among the paintings
was “Vue de Tolide”, one which | am particularly
fond of. This accounts for the reason that | made
all the way from Paris to London in order to seeit
because | once saw it briefly 10 years ago
in New York. {In London, | met an old friend, Mr.
Ho Wing-kai, whom | lost touch with for 10 years.
This encounter led unexpectedly to a journey,
through exchange of ideas. into the nature of art.
For this valuable experience, | should make a
note.)

“Vue de Tolide” is a painting full of emotions.
But is there ever a touching piece that is without
emotions?

Neo-Expressionism, the current trend in

painting has an inclination towards expressing
emotions. But, what is reflected from these
paintings is often momentary, occasional and
fragmented emotions. In “Vue de Tolide”, the kind
of emotions expressed is genuine and sincere,
the most modest of mankind and of sublimated
religious spirit coming from a deep-rooted
reasoning in confrontation with the painter’s
sense of morality. It is through this emotional
experience that we see the shining beauty of the
artist’s personality.

“Vue de Tolide” is an ancient city of culture
and civilization in Spain that was sparkling with
sunshine. Remember El Greco's words, “The sun-
light from the exterior world could darken the
intellect of our interior world.” This sentence
makes me realize what made El Greco excited
was not the real world in the sunlight. To him, a
religious fanatic, the city of Toledo is a place
where John the Baptist and St. Joseph taught little
Jesus to walk, where Laokook was punished, and
so on. El Greco tried to re-capture every details of
the city. But here, recapitulation was basically a
process of finding, in reality, similar images of the
city that could equate to his emotional experience.
In this way, he was, in fact, re-creating in his paint-
ing a Toledo of his religious idealism.

There is in this painting a symbolilc meaning
in the design of space. For instance, the writhed
posture of the suffering Jesus Christ is extending
out, like a whirlpool gathering and pulling towards
an arch bridge in the centre of the picture. In the
legend, this bridge was where Jesus learned his
steps. The spatial construction in the painting
suggests the struggle of Laokook in his punish-
ment, twirled and distorted, giving a sense of faint-
ing. The motion created by this arrangement, with
its complicated sense of direction and tension,
renders the objects in the picture unstable, as if
they would all be uprooted and thrown into the air,
or ground into pieces and dragged into the deep
whirlpool underneath the arch bridge.



As Sir Herbert Read once said, “When we
watch El Greco's work, we would discover that its
structure is most complicated, the interrelation-
ship of the elements are so unusual, and the
emphasis of attention that its form draws on the
viewer so refined that form itself becomes a
perception and not a function.” This implies that
our world of subjective consciousness comprises
an innate structure.

Is El Greco merely a religious fanatic? He
was, on the other hand, deeply influenced by
the humanism of Renaissance. Perhaps, the
ambiguous religious message conveyed in the
spatial design or innate structure of the
perceptional expression of his subjective
consciousness clearly reflects the rational formal
characteristics of his time — that is, the cyclic

structure which is the sign of Baroque painting.
Compared with the stable, motionless and
triangular construction of the Classical period, the
Baroque style is more free and motive. In modern
painting, the most popular style is @ web-like
structure, which is single plane and multi-facet.
This is, of course, a rough comparison of styles.

It we do not drag on the question of whether
there is structure in consciousness itself, we may
simplify our discussion by saying that structure is
a form of reasoning, which through a series of
analyses would reveal the relationship between
different forms. Structure represents the summa-
tion of forms. Through structure, the artist puts all
phenomenal elements into an order and thus
creates a law for Nature. If we put this concept
into the context of Chinese art, this would be very
close to Su Dongpo's theory of painting that
“while there is no fixed form, there are regular
ways.” Another famous Chinese calligraphist,
Wang Xizhi echoed in his poem a similar tone that
“when you look around, you will find design
hidden in Nature. All the differences are nothing
odd.” Since ancient time, the Chinese has con-
templated on the transmutations of Nature and its

everlasting changes. The ultimate ideal of this
contemplation points to a moral that “like Nature,
man has to renew himself”, and that "through
close scrutiny, man gains knowledge and under-
stands the way.”

In any way, what is said above concerning
the formal structure of painterliness is a kind of
expression of the artist’s understanding of life.

In the 1960's and 70's, France's painting elite
was dominated by ‘Structuralism’, which
advocated the elimination of all non-visual
elements in painting. As a result, structure
remained the only possible meaning for painterli-
ness. At the same time, the whole art scene in
the Western world was shifting from individual
expression to anti-individualism and to the
relateively objective expression of Post-
Modermnism. However, in the 80’s the emergence
of Neo-Expressionism signified the return to sub-
jectivity and passionate idiosyncrasies.

The current art scene seems to be rather
confusing. Every school is permissible but equally
rejected. Or, to be more correct, there is a sense
of inadequacy. The lack of moral will-power and
rationalization become a nightmare and lunacy for
the artist.

| believe that the relationship between moral
application and artistic creation should form the
core of modern aesthetics.

| think to be sucessful, an artistic expression
must be a "total expression”. That is, it is not just
an intuition, but a deliberate rational and moral
choice in the world of subjective consciousness.
{Bendetto Croce has refuted this idea in his works
on intuition). In other words, it is the hidden driving
force of moral judgement in our perception.

The world of consciousness is one indivisible
wholeness. Each part of it is inter-related and
locked together. As Zhuang Zi says, “The Butterfly
is me” and "l am the Butterfly”. The emotions
and images that transpire out of our conscious-
ness all bear the birth-marks of our life. This kind

of complete formal expression that arises from
the totality of our lives is what | mean by “total
expression”, the true meaning of artistic creation.
This is exactly what Han Yu means by “Literature
carries the message”.

“Vue de Tolide"” is a good example of “total
expression”, Not only does it give us the pleasure
of form, but it also elevates our superficial visual
perception to a higher level of understanding. This
means that while we are attracted by its images,
at the same time we look for a content of the
artist’s understanding of life and his moral
integrity.

The first impressions that “Vue de Tolide”
gives me Is the disturbing configuration 1n the
upper heaven and the dense mist on earth ... the
firmaments appear like an arch and the earth a
whirlpool .... the firmaments are divided into three
separate layers .... the first layer is dark and thick
with clouds like lead, sinking deep down into the
bottomless void behind the mountains ... or join-
ing with the dark shadows on earth .... these
shadows do not come from the projection of light
on objects .... rather they look as if coming out
from the earth like a widespread plague .... the
dark clouds are like a black cloak .... those that the
monks in other paintings of El Greco wear waving
in the air .... the white clouds at the verge of the
second layer are beaming with a strong light ...
condensing in them both the lightning and thunder
.... torned., they seem to be pulled into the hollow
sky of an third layer .... the pale white buildings
form at extension with the river of dark waters ....
swept up by the clouds they whirl towards the sky
.... the mountains are like a curling snake ...
trembling and struggling amidst the thunder .... on
the snake is shimmering a russet green light sig-
nifying a perennial sin and the blood flowing from
itis thick and dark .... the trees around the snake
are like little snakes subordinated by a magic
charm .... sinfully twistin\g as they dance .... this is
the collaberation of human sins and catastrophe



... the land 1s blood-thirty .... it patiently awaits the
destruction of man ....it Is the place where heaven
destines to avenge on mankind .... the people in
the painting are just like dirt (| have never seen
human figures being portrayed in such a small
speck in Western paintings) .... they have lost their
dignity, their facial features as men .... like a group
of ants following the white horse amidst the river
of dark waters .... th white horse . .. in Western
paintings often symbolizes the messenger of God
to convey death . ... it's death that brings human
beings away from catatrosphe and sin ... the
white horse .... sometimes with a human head
is always struggling between the dilermma of being
manly or beastly .... a perpetual paradox that drags
man down ... sunken into the dark whirlpool of
the river ... and the river of dark waters is the pas-
sage to hell .... dark clouds are the hoods of death
... sinful and fiithy darkness .... the rewards of
death.

| have been accustomed to viewing Chinese
landscape monochrome paintings. There are the
lustrous paintings of Tang dynasty, richly soaked
in imaginations, and the lean and hushed paintings
of Sung. The natural scenery of these paintings
looks tranquil, clear and fragrant with flowers. In
this environment, man breathes in the joy of crea-
tion. The people here are good-natured, free from
the fear of onginal sin. There is no tension, no con-
flict, for people are filled with child-like innocence,
mischief, humour, caring and serenity. They enjoy
the wonders of Nature and the colourful variety of
human lives Implicit in the paintings is a warm
and deep feeling, which becomes broad and
extensive landscape when portrayed explicitly.
Although Chinese paintings do not emphasize on
light, they are breamed with the feeling of warmth
and clarity of light. Even at the time of the Yuan
dynasty when the state was under the severe
rules of the Mongols, in the subdued paintings of
Ni Yun-lin, the scenery though bare are quiet, reve-
als minimum degree of worries or tragedy, as if

we Chinese have never suffered any calamities, or
the artists all resclve them in the process of medi-
tation on Nature.

“Painting is wordless poetry” | wonder why
there are no Qu Yuan and Du Fu as painters who
would create some masterpieces of tragic work
Why the traditional sense of anxiety as revealed in
Chinese scholarship is not present in the works of
our painters?

When | first encountered “Vue de Tolide”, |
felt El Greco was calling for revenge on mankind,
a kind of Apocalypse, announcing the end of the
world. If this 1s a correct interpretation, then the
painting would only stir up our despair, However,
the expressive contrasts of its colour suggest that
El Greco as human being is struggling between
the conflict of a moral and a natural world,showing
an awareness of life and a rebellion against
Destiny. And so, amidst the endless calamities,
there beams a ray of hope. When we realize this,
all the images in the painting are intrinsically trans-
formed to a higher level of intellectual understand-
Ing.

In El Greco's painting, the colours are
endowed with human values, that is, all colours
have symbolic significance. Among them, black,
white, blue and green are the prevailing colours
and the structure represents their symbolic relation-
ship. Blue and green are the colours of heaven
and earth; hence blue sky and green mountains.
Black and white are in sharp contrast: black sig-
nifies filth, sin and death, and white represents
purity, sincerity and life. The proportion of black
and white also defines the nature and affirms the
blue sky and green land.

The white clouds in the second layer are
formed by the accumulation of rays of light break-
ing through the black shroud, bringing new hope
to mankind. Behind the white light is a patch of
bouncing green, as if after a long dark night, the
light comes out, the sky being unveiled and the
green fields slowly awaken. The heavens are like

the arch of a cathedral; the castles on earth, the
steeples of the churches and the green woods
around all form into a chorus for it, humming the
everlasting chants of life and hope until we reach
the third layer of the construction where a miracle
is unfolded. The castles of Tolido, onginally an
abandoned city and ghost town following many a
war and massacre, now become shining bright. a
testimony of what remains of human tragedy. No
longer sad, it has known the secrets of human
tragedy and becomes silent and sclemn, dignified
like Holy Mary embracing the corpse of Jesus
Christ in her arms,

Here, there is no ending, everything is
regenerated.

| have spent two days in the National Art Gal-
lery in London, viewing this painting. In this high-
speed world of ours, where the future looks ever
more real and concrete than the present, to be
able to re-read history in such leisure would appear
a great luxury. Nevertheless, | gained an enormous
enjoyment in rediscovering the beauty of form,
tragedy, supremacy, and the classical era in history
which | have just re-studied. While appreciating
the great work of the master, | feel strongly the
fascinating beauty of the mystery of life's source-
springs.

When dusk came, | set on my way to leave
London. At the airport, the moon rose against a
misty sky. | heard the distant peals of Westminis-
ter Church, the echoes of which still ring in my
memories,

Written in June, 1985
Revised in May, 1986
Paris

English Translated by Wong Chui-chui and Paul Yueng
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B H& List of Exhibits

1. AERHEEZ— AR

The Tragedy Series No. 1 "Tragedy”

— AR 1986
97X 145.5¢cm 97 x 145.5cm
R Oil Painting
2. EEBAR/ZE =" The Tragedy Series No. 2 “Sclemnity”
— AN 1986
97X145.5cm 97 x 145.5cm
Pehs Qil Painting
3, FERFEHZ =F:;E" The Tragedy Series No. 3 “Resurrection”
—RAAR 1986
97X 145.5¢cm 97 x 145.5cm
I Oil Painting
4, WWiHEE The Resurrection of the Mountain Spirits
— AR 1985
97X 195¢cm 97 x 195¢cm
Pz Qil Paintng
5. WA Moon Over Mountain
—AA@m 1984
93X 152cm 93 x 152¢cm
WE Oil Painting
6. WHEASR Cityscape
— AR 1985
135X 125cm 135 x 125cm
hR Qil Painting
7. Ii=® Workshop
—AAR 1985
135X125cm 135 x 125¢cm
Pk Qil Painting
8. hig Quarry Workshop
—AAR 1985
116X89cm 116 x 83cm
Pk Qil Painting
9. | Corridor
—AtEA 1978
92X 65¢cm 92 x 65cm
i Qil Painting
10. Elb42e9%ee - Twilight at Barbizon
—AAR 1985
92X 65cm 92 x 65cm
ik Oil Painting
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12.

13.

20.

[k Orchid
—AAR 1985

75X 83cm 75 x83cm
K7z Water Colour
Rz — Apples No. 1
— A= 1983

54X 54em 54 x 54cm
KRz Water Colour
IRz Apples No. 2
—AA= 1983

54 X 54cm 54 x 54cm
K% Water Colour
IR2= Apples No. 3
—AA= 1983
40X50cm 40 x 50cm
KAZ Water Colour
o Park

— A= 1983
46X106cm 46 x 106cm
IKFZ Water Colour

TE - BMIEE Raymond Mason’s Workshop

—Att 1977

50X 65cm 50 x 65cm
T Pencil Drawing
HEE R Landscape in Ink
—AA= 1983

57X90cm 57 x980cm

KB Ink Painting
s> — Nude No. 1
—AAD 1984

100X 70cm 100 x 70cm

BE Pencil Drawing
#B4&2Z2= NudeNo.?2
—AN 1984

100X70cm 100 x 70cm

03 Pencil Drawing
ke Still Object
—hAE 1985

100X70cm 100 x 70cm

3 Pencil Drawing

21, ER
—RAZE
55X 70cm
K#

Mangoes
1983

55 x 70cm
Water Colour
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Biography Szeto Lap

1949

1967

1975.8

1980.4

1980.7

1981.6

1882.4

1983

1981-4

Born in Guangzhou on the 18th of the
Ninth Lunar month.

Studred art at Xu Hua-zhou's studio.
Arrived France from Hong Kong.
Became acquainted with Raymond
Mason and J. Hartmann.

First individual exhibition in Paris at
Sevigne Gallery under the sponsorship
of the Ministry of culture of France
Young Artist Scheme.

Invited to take part in “Peintures 3
'eau” Exhibition at Grand Palais in Paris
Awarded the Lubiam Prize for Painting
in ltaly.

Exhibition “IN SITU" at Contemporary
Art Gallery, Pompidou Centre in Paris (A
total exhibition of 20 paintings).

Award Feneon Prize from the Paris
Academy.

Participated in an exhibition of 20
artists on the title of "Drawings of
Figurative Expressionists” at Museum
of Modern Art, Pompidou Centre.
Exhibition at Claude Bernard Gallery

in Paris

Paintings collected by the Museum of Modern Art,

Nationa! Collection in France and the Lubian Museum in Italy.
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H¥ ® 79X118m 1976 Fallen Leaf OQil painting 79 x118cm 1976



— , oY RIS 2
HRMEIRIM KR T5XS50m 1978 EAEL M 105X75em 1979
Still Life — Skull  Water colour 75 x 55cm 1978 Nude, Indoor  Pencil Drawing 105 x 75cm 1979



TR W 75X110cm 1979
Indoor  Pencil Drawing 75 x 110cm 1979



ELRRR KFZ 60X50em 1978 RO KFZ 75XSHem 1980
Landscape at Barbizon Water colour 60 x50 cm 1979 Deserted Railroad  Water colour 75 x 55¢cm 1980



EH=ER2E4ER (MAHZHIHEEBEMN) K 67X107en 1981
Sketch of the Tragedy Trilogy  (Sketch of Du Fu's poem “Yue Hua Palace”) Water colour 67 x 107cm 1981

HHAFEOIEAN BW 75X110cm  198]
Cloth Dolly, Indoor  Pencil Drawing 75 x 110cm 1981



Landscape

RAF Bl £390X130cm 1983
Oil painting approx. 90 x 130cm 1983

4t @#  150X250cm 1985
Valley Qil painting 150 x 2560em 1985
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