Digital Kenyon: Research,
Scholarship, and Creative Exchange
Zhou Documents
1996

Exhibition Pamphlet: Superreal - Szeto Keung
Szeto KEUNG 司徒强

Follow this and additional works at: https://digital.kenyon.edu/zhoudocs

Recommended Citation
KEUNG 司徒强, Szeto, "Exhibition Pamphlet: Superreal - Szeto Keung" (1996). Zhou Documents. 258.
https://digital.kenyon.edu/zhoudocs/258

This Exhibition Document is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Kenyon: Research, Scholarship, and
Creative Exchange. It has been accepted for inclusion in Zhou Documents by an authorized administrator of Digital
Kenyon: Research, Scholarship, and Creative Exchange. For more information, please contact noltj@kenyon.edu.

SUPERREAL

SZETO KEUNG
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Secret Melancholy of Szeto Keung

Tsong-zung Chang

It is difficult to imagine a painter working in the torturously intense discipline of super-realistic art to aspire to the
fluid lyricism of Chinese classical poetry. And yet it is precisely a lyricism of this nature that has sustained Szeto
Keung through his long years of art-labour.
It is in celebration of the permanence of things of this world that one devotes ones attention to its every nuance of
shade and colour. The image one creates must stand the test of the tightest scrutiny. The artistic endeavour would
ultimately triumph over time and decay. When time reduces life to dust, only the image of reality, its illusion,
remains to testify the hubris of such an enterprise. It testifies also of the life and years spent at the canvas.
So it is perhaps an obssession with the fear of impermanance that drives the artist. And yet in the poetry that moves
Szeto, it is the celebration of impermanence, the appreciation of the beauty of sadness that makes life so precious.
How should one then assess the position of Szeto in the field of realist painting?
The idea of realism was fashionable among Chinese artists of the previous generation. In Szeto's art training, one
formative influence was the Lingnam School, which to greater degree among the traditionalists stressed the faithful
study of nature. This was intended as a tool to sharpen artistic sensitivity, and was not meant to be an intellectual
tool. When Szeto moved to New York, Super-Realism was the rage, and the new technical challenge became a goal.
He excelled, then gradually the challenge of technique was refined by him into an jntellectual persuit.
The illusion of the real object in Szeto's art is never more illusory than the professed poetic references he makes of
them. The fluid world of classical poetry truly becomes an ironic un-reality in the face of such fastidious handiwork.
And on the other hand, for one brought up in classical literature, the Super-Realist artwork is an insurmountable
object in the imagination. The illusion Szeto points to here is that of cultures. Szeto has made the visual world of
Western art, which has a philosophical tradition that excels in dealing with the problems of illusory space, a strange
anedote of Chinese literature.
This discrepancy in sensibility that comes about with cultural differences is one that is only too common in contemporary life, but it take the extreme obssession and the superlative skills of an artist like Szeto to bring it to focus. As an
emigre artist living in New York, Szeto should only be too aware of the illusory distance he is from China. But then
again, perhaps for him the fleeting sadness of Tang poetry is a reality even closer than home.
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The Art of Szeto Keung
Among those Chinese painters that I have come to
distinct and meaningful.
Every time I visited him,
know, in a new stage of his development.
During
the Soho area worked in the style of Photographic

Chu-Tsing li
know, Szeto Keung is the one whose personal artistic development is very clear,
I discovered that his new works were quite different from those that I used to
the period of the late 70s and early 80s, many of the Chinese painters living in
Realism (also known as New Realism or Super-Realism).
But Szeto was quite
different from his peers, who usually chose scenes and people of New
York City as their subject matters. H.N. Han, C.l. Yao, Hsia Yang, and
David Chan all belonged to this group.
However, Szeto was different. He chose as his subjects those little things
often found in the artist's studio, such as masking tape, thumb tacks,
masonite boards, and wood pieces. His technique was so refined that he
could delineate
all the minute details of the depicted
objects that
appeared to stand out from his canvases or painted wooden boards.
Sometimes he would paint some small pieces of paper with some of his
own ink paintings among the painted objects. These are what he calls
illusions, which, instead of being regular subject matters, were his main
concern during that period.

Current

~

I often asked this question: Why did Szeto Keung not follow the traditional
way to search for the expression of something "beautiful",
either in the
depicted objects or in artistic form, for the new ideas or feeling he was seeking? Instead, what he was searching were illusion.
They were found in his canvas or wooden board, on which he put some paint or acrylic to form an abstract surface, usually in grey
or dark grey, and depicted some of those little things previously mentioned. All those masking tapes, thumb tacks, match boxes,
and some little pieces of painted paper were actually "accidental" ones on his canvases, showing sharp contrasts to the abstract
surface in the background.
On one side, there was an abstract canvas, and on the other there were some illusions of actual objects
attached to the painted surface. This was typical of his early works done in the Soho district.
(Detail

ml'1lll)

What does he exactly try to express in these paintings?
From the titles he gave to his words we can perhaps get some ideas.
Sometimes he called them "illusion" and at other times "real or illusionary".
These show that he tried to express something real or
illusionary, which, in his minute depiction, could sometimes appear so real that they could pass as the real things. Although
everything is painted on a flat surface, it gives the tactile feeling something that one can touch it. Thus what Szeto emphasized was
the problem of illusion. This approach was somewhat similar to the direction of the art world in Europe and America at that time,
namely something of New Realism coming out of the background of Abstract Expressionism.
He has written:

A strange contradiction.
Perhaps I was working on trompe l'oeil or realism. It appears that way. I know that it was
difficult to use trompe l'oeil alone to search for the higher levels of aesthetic expression. Some of my previous works
did try to submerge my inner feeling but this is not natural. Now perhaps it is my feeling in middle age. The way I am
painting these days seems to go back to myoid way, but at a much deeper level.
Around 1977, I began to paint in this style, trying to use trompe l'oeil to paint a piece of paper on which I had a
painting of my own. Using this as a bridge, I had everything on the canvas, whether good or bad, as my own work.
No doubt, I was painting realistically, but I painted something unrealistic realistically. I painted all the minute
details as real as possible, showing that I was able to handle and control the realistic approach. But at the same time,
I showed that I had my doubts and reservations about the belief in representing reality. To search for the unreal
through the real. The more real it is the more unreal it will become. But this "unreal" quality brings back
memories and associations.
In the course of his creative development,
we can see that he left behind the contrast between abstract and realistic of this early
period, and gradually underwent some changes. Since the beginning of the 80s, his abstract background was replaced by painted
masonite, and on it some wooden strips. Sometimes his masonite had some uneven, rough edges; sometimes the wooden strips
stretched beyond the rectangular frames of the paintings, breaking up their usual form. Later, he painted some organic objects on
his painting surface, such as a bunch of grass or reed or a rose, but all dried up or fading. He wrote about this:

Perhaps my work can be said to be decadent or to have the appeal of "sensual beauty". Both "decadent" and
"sensual beauty" are the negative aspects of human life. However, they are the other side of human life, in
opposition to the ideas of the true, the good, and the beautiful, in a mutual relationship of cause and effect.
To use an imitation of life and death to prove the reality of life and death turns out to be the proof of unreality. The
love for the beauty and color of the rose implies the life struggle of everything which cannot stand disintegration and
defeat. On the other hand, the "absolute beauty and good" turns out to be the "unreality" on the surface of the
painting, capable of bringing only memories and associations, like the flower petals separating from the branches
and leaves, leaving behind the brightness of yout~.
These notes written by Szeto Keung give us the keys to understanding his paintings. All along he has tried to bring out his inner
feeling with contracts, which reflect his own personality. Even though in everyday life he always has a pleasant relationship with
people, always has nice talks and laughter, he becomes very serious and thoughtful
when he is alone, with deep feeling for

himself, society, the world and the universe. He hopes to express all the conflicts in his heart on the surface of his paintings. As
a result, he cannot be classified in the many schools of modern painting. He is neither an Abstract Expressionist, nor a New Realist.
Although he has sold many of his paintings in the New York market regarded as works of New Realism, the paintings with an
emphasis on contrasts are direct expressions of his inner self, not easily understood by other people.
In essence, Szeto Keung is an artist who hopes to express in his paintings the mind of a wanderer aboard. Especially in the Soho
district, the old warehouses and new prosperity often lead one to fall in deep thoughts about time and age and profound feeling for
the old country and the new land. Especially now that the 21 st century is approaching, this feeling has become greatly intensified.
Here are some of his notes on this problem:

Identity, to find your place in time and space, you the wanderer abroad. This makes it easy for you to be colored by
a feeling of nostalgia (the mood of the end of the century). As a concept of time, "the end of the century" reflects a
tragic mood coming from the feeling of the loss of one's most active years and of the approaching end of everything
in the world. On the other hand, this concept of "the end of the century" recognizes the cyclical nature of time and
shows the anticipation of the arrival of a new age. Both of these concepts have close connections with the Christian
interpretation of time. From this comes the idea of a "nostalgia for one's homeland". At the same time, the call of the
homeland can be regard as a "cultural myth". This homeland appears close but is actually far away; it seems dear to
one's heart but is distant; time changes and things come and go, there is no way to go home. The life of the people in
the homeland, whether beautiful or ugly or happy or sad, is actually the resting place of the writers' utopia. Even if
the inspiration comes from the Chinese classical history or literature, it still reflects the appeal of exoticism for the
strange land.
But nostalgia for the anicient past is only a romantic embracing history. The wanderer who returns to his own
country for a short visit is like a dragonfly touching the water for a short time but eventually returning to the alien
country. He will experience the dislocation of time and space and the worry about his country and the fleeting of
time. Is this the expression of a virtuous man who has not got his recognition?
From these notes we can understand the expression in some of his paintings.
The grey or gloomy background in his paintings
reflects the nostalgic mood of a wanderer.
Within these works there can be a small piece of paper showing one of his old ink
paintings, or a small photograph, a broken meter stick, a bundle of dry grass, and a faded rose. All these are fragments of his
memory. In this grey world and in this short period of time, sometimes he remembers the warm feeling of the past. He senses the
fleetingness of time in realizing that he has left his own country, and now living in a strange land, he is lonesome, nostalgic, and
feeling totally lost. All the changes in his homeland, especially the Tiananmen Incident, left him alienated and sad. Thus the
feeling of being lost is greatly intensified.
It is quite difficult to express this kind of feeling, since
Pop, Hard Edge, Photo-Realism, Conceptual art, and
follow.
Instead, he wants to explore and find his own
and contrasted it with Photo-Realism.
Thus he never
painted attractive materials.
In this way he expresses
forms a style entirely his own.

Red, Yellow,

Blue

Acrylic on Fabric & Linen
24 1/2"

x 36 1/2"

he's been in New York, he has seen the works of Abstract Expressionism,
many other new trends, but he feels that they are not the roads he should
way of expression. He adopted Abstract Expressionism as his background,
took very pretty things as his subjects, never used bright colors, and never
his inner self. This method, reflects the true feeling of his own heart and
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: 1979 MFA. Pratt Institute, Brooklyn, New York.
1973 BFA. National Taiwan Normal University, Taiwan.
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Hanart TZ Gallery
invites you to meet the Artist at

SUPERREAL
by SZETO KEUNG
12-30th January, 1996
Opening Friday, 12th January, 1996
from 5:00p.m. - 7:00p.m.
Hanart TZ Gallery
5th Floor, Old Bank of China Building
Central, Hong Kong.
Tel: (852) 2526 - 9019
Fax: ( 852 ) 2521 - 2001
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