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Chinese Bulbul Perched on a Branch
2012 Acrylic and Oil on Linen 83.8X211.5cm

It is a pleasure to see Tsui-Jung Chang’s second solo exhibition be held in Taiwan. Since her first
solo exhibition Mirror of the Heart in the January of 2011, her persistent but yet disturbed
passion for arts has been felt in the past two years: she has been persistent for that she never puts
down the brush regardless of the passing of time, while she has been disturbed for that she never

gives up the idea to paint her thoughts as if she is trying to stop the time.

From 1990 to 1993, Tsui-Jung Chang had studied at University of Complutense Madrid to pursue
her Master degree in Fine Arts, while I was also in the middle of my Ph.D studies in Literature.
For 22 years, she has suffered difficulties and challenges while experiencing the transition from
Chinese painting, where she started her artistic practice in Taiwan, to Western painting (oil
painting). The development of Spanish painting can never be separate from its way of living,
through which artists naturally become part of it. Furthermore, there is a closely connected
relationship between the studies of literature and the studies of painting — a visual art practice.
Therefore, I attempt to discuss Tsui-Jung Chang’s solo exhibition, which is full of literary
aesthetics, from the perspectives of both literature and painting, exploring the transformation
from the traditional Chinese painting to the Westernized painting. Through the combination of
both, I further discuss how she has developed a new style which embraces both literature and

visual art. Eventually, my gaze leads me to the modernity of her works.

The Greek lyric poet Siménides de Ceos, who lived during the 6th-5th centuries BC, has once
described painting as “silent poetry” and poetry as “painting that speaks.” As how Simoénides de

Ceos bridged literature and visual art, the Greek word “Ekphrasis/Ecfrasis,” combines the words



“out (ek)” and “phrasis (speak),” referring to the written description of a visual work of art. The
Italian philosopher, essayist, and novelist Umberto Eco has also described that “when written
words describe a visual work of art, the interpretation of the classical tradition can be regarded
as “écfrasis” in the book Mouse or Rat?: Translation as negotiation. It is how Western art
explains the connection between poetry and painting — the written words and the visual works of
art. One can find similar example in the Chinese tradition of “poetry-painting:” the famous ones
include the East Jin Dynasty poet Xie Ling-yun's (385-433) “landscape poetry” (featuring
landscape as its background) and Su Shi’s (1037-1101) poem inscribed on the painting Mojie's
Picture of Misty Rain at Lantian, which describes Wang Wei’s works as that “there is painting in
his poetry, and poetry in his painting” (featuring landscape as its spirit). From Xie Ling-yun to
Su Shi, nearly six hundred years have passed. Eventually, the Chinese tradition of
“poetry-painting” in ink wash painting reached its climax in the Ming Dynasty. Among these
works, Su Shi’s An Evening Scene on a Spring River and Du Fu’s The Newly Painted Landscape
Screen by District Defender Liu of Feng Xian are often regarded as the classics of “Ekphrasis
poetry.” Therefore, one might easily notice how Tsui-Jung Chang intends to combine the classics
of Chinese poems inscribed on paintings with the technique and the modernity in Western

painting.

The motif or the situation of “ekphrasis poetry” depends on how one deals with the existing or
the imagined regardless of its presence of absence. These mentioned above — including images,
objects, or symbols — are re-visualized, expressed, depicted, and felt through written
words/poetry. The colorful images are thus added some literary touch while the words speak for
the visual images or attempt to depict the real spaces. Undoubtedly, we can clearly identify the
inspiration from Chinese poetry in the 54 paintings in Tsui-Jung Chang’s solo exhibition. The
title of each painting seems to be a beautifully written phrase culled from a poem as if the artist
is trying to reverse the poetry-painting relationship in “ekphrasis poetry” — Chang visualizes the
scene from the poetic expression and captures the images from the literary description, through
which a visual world has emerged. It is a journey from the imagined to the existing, from the
impression to the representation. “As is painting so is poetry (ut pictura poesis),” as how the
Latin poet Horace states it. Similarly, this series of paintings with written words as the base can
also be taken as the transition from the existing to the imagined, from the “progressive” poetry
to the “simultaneous” painting, and finally from the “audible” words to the “visible” images.
Therefore, when we look at the landscape, the flowers, the birds, and the creatures in Tsui-Jung

Chang’s paintings, we have to free ourselves from the discussion of whether it is poetry

Lost in the Plum Blossom
2011

Acrylic and Oil on Linen

40F

The Two Small Swallows on the Branch
2012

Acrylic and Oil on Linen

40F



ESSAY
Breeze Dancing in the Moonlight

Clouds of Water Vapor
2011

Acrylic and Qil on Linen
12P

Beautiful Landscape of Flowing Water
2011

Acrylic and Oil on Linen

40F

influences painting or the other way around. It is also not our concern to continue the ancient
philosophers’ argument of whether it is possible for poetry and painting to follow the same pace
and to co-exist with each other. Instead, we should focus on the interaction and the
communication between the artist and the artworks, exploring how viewers are moved by the
scenes in the poetry-paintings. Furthermore, the artist’s life experiences in a foreign country as
a stranger (while she studied abroad) are also included in these paintings, in which Chang
sincerely shares with us what she has seen, what she has experienced, where she has traveled, and
how she continued her artistic practice in the area of painting. Topped with layers of pink white,
the oil paints on the canvas seem to deliver a divine message, telling viewers to follow the natural
rules without worries. “Breeze under the Moonlight” is not a title of any painting, but it captures
the spirit of every painting. The breeze exists in the reality, but the breeze under the moonlight
is merely the reflection, soft and clear, while the shadow of the moon dances with it. At this
moment, the image in our gaze seems to be alive, inviting viewers to open up all five senses to
taste it. When we look into a painting, we are not looking at the “representation” but a way to set
out hearts free. As mentioned in Tsui-Jung Chang’s artistic statement, what she keeps pursuing
is that “the artistic beauty which reveals the poetic essence” — it is why she devotes her life to

landscape painting.

These 54 paintings can be categorized into two sections: the landscape paintings such as Clouds
of Water Vapor, Water Vapor above the River, Mountains with Autumn Colors, Beautiful
Landscape of Flowing Water, Water Vapor Bring Rain, Water Vapor above the Mountain,
Waterfall Scenery, and several others, feature misty mountains and heavy clouds as emphasized
by the juxtaposition between poetry and painting — the co-existence between the moving and the
still; the bird-and-flower paintings, including Xiling Snow Mountain Outside the Window,
Bamboo Forest on Island, The Two Small Swallows on the Branch, Chinese Bulbul Perched on a
Branch, The Branch Sheltering the Birds, Household in Quiet Bamboo Forest, Pine Trees on Hill,
and many others, feature the contrast between the misty visualized scenes which seem to be seen
from the clouds and the realistic touch in the details which are meticulously painted with various
colors and strokes — with Lost in the Plum Blossom and Chinese Bulbul Perched on a Branch as
two particular examples. In these bird-and-flower paintings are various kinds of birds in
different colors. The small ones signify the wealth while the bigger ones seem to be plain and
honest. They all together enrich the subjects and the artistic expressions of the paintings. In
traditional Chinese paintings, landscape paintings and bird-and-flower paintings always

represent elegance, honor, and integrity. Adopting these symbols of merits, Tsui-Jung Chang



captures the peaceful and yet pleasant atmosphere through the techniques and the materials in

modern painting, creating a world both elegant and lively.

From the perspective of modern Western painting, Tsui-Jung Chang’s series paintings share
certain resemblance of the modernist movement in Spanish literature happened in the 19th
Century. Following the Symbolist movement and the Parnassianism in France, the Spanish
artists and intellects during that period of time emphasized the musicality of poetry. The poems
they wrote were treated like music pieces or paintings. The Spanish artist Manuel Machado was
one of the examples. Meanwhile, the modernist poetry-painting was under the influence of
Japanese culture. With the “oriental fever” sweeping through Europe, the blurry boundary
between the Japanese culture and the Chinese culture stirred the imagination of an exotic land.
Therefore, while the landscape and the bird-and-flower became the major themes in
poetry-painting, “ekphrasis poetry” again reached its climax. In Tsui-Jung Chang’s 54 paintings,
the black-and-white which is greatly used in ink-wash painting has been replaced by various oil
paints. The different textures and qualities of oil paintings help create a brand new visual effect
to the same landscape or the same bird-and-flower — “to fix the gaze.” This exhibition is different
from Chang’s previous solo exhibition which was included several surrealistic paintings.
Surrealism always provides writers/painters and readers/viewers with an emotion combining
surprise and anxiety, no matter it is a literary work or a painting, and regardless of its theme and
spirit. Take the famous 20th-Century Spanish poets Federico Garcia Lorca and Rafael Alberti
from 1927 for examples; they painted, and they also wrote poems, though they seldom painted
and wrote at the same time. Nevertheless, in their surrealistic poetry-painting works, one could
never separate painting from poetry or the other way around — it seems that they were created
together. They both liked painting birds — the disturbed and anxious birds represented the desire
for freedom. The two sections in Tsui-Jung Chang’s solo exhibition include the wild unrestrained
landscape and the delicately depicted bird — which might be regarded as the main theme of the
paintings. These joyful and innocent birds show their great aspirations, as if they are suggesting
that Tsui-Jung Chang, who is reaching her prime as an artist with the inheritance of both Chinese

painting and Western painting, will indeed lead us toward a new horizon.
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