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Lee Mao-Cheng was born in 1954 in Yunlin County, Taiwan. After graduating from Taiwan
Provincial Chiayi Normal School in 1975, he settled in Keelung to take a teaching job. He
successfully tested into the Department of Fine Arts at the College of Chinese Culture (today’s
Chinese Culture University) in 1976 and joined his class halfway through the school year.
However, in 1979, he withdrew due to dissatisfaction with his professors and returned to
teaching. Around this time, he sat in on a class at the Palace Museum given by Chiang Chao-
Shen, after which, he was prompted to focus on supporting his family, but continued making
art away from the public eye. In his early days, he took inspiration from the Palace Museum’s
classical paintings, such as the Northern Song Dynasty masterpiece Travelers among
Mountains and Streams, which he studied on his own to develop basic brushworking skills.
In 1978, Lee completed the large canvas Untitled, for which he relied on compositions found
in Northern Song landscape painting and depicted the luxuriant and fine forest grasses
commonly seen in Taiwan. It can be seen that he introduced features of the Taiwan landscape
into his work of this period and came to believe that traditional ink techniques could not
necessarily be applied indiscriminately in contemporary painting. After Lee settled in
Keelung, the area’s heavy, year-round rain and luxuriant vegetation, and its unique mountain
forms and richly atmospheric forests, became the main subjects of Lee’s paintings. Highly
skilled at brushwork, Lee chose traditional ink for its dark and heavy quality to present his
impressions of modernity and observations of Taiwan’s natural and cultural environments.
For many years, he has practiced Buddhism and calligraphy, and blended his profound
understanding of the sutras and historical masterpieces into his own work.

His good friend Xiao Yu once wrote in an article that the scale and manner of Lee’s paintings
were both grand, thus suggesting the same about his aesthetic. All of his works on traditional
xuan paper are indeed big, regardless of being horizontal or vertical scrolls, squares, or two
or three panel configurations. However, their microcosmic worlds require up close viewing to
be appreciated, and to realize that they are composed of infinite tiny lines and brushstrokes.
He reinterprets the traditional cun painting technique to form planes with dots and lines, and
ultimately to represent three-dimensional space. Subject matter includes grass, rocks, trees,
forests, mountain ranges, and cliffs. He occasionally suggests waterfalls or forest trails with
barely painted areas of paper. In his earlier work, he painted more concrete representations
of pine trees, but gradually turned to conceptual and abstract tree forms and compositions
with infinite variations and rhythms, and richly textured layers.

Both single trees and mountain cliffs covered in vegetation are subjects of Lee’s landscape
paintings. His 2001 works Encounter and On the Road, which are held in the Museum
collection, depict mountain forests shrouded in fog. In terms of composition, they both are
partial close-ups and painted with the traditional cun technique. For the 2008 Touch 3-1, the
artist used brush and ink to create points, planes, and very delicate lines to construct a large
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area of abstraction that seems to extend continuously. In his 2009 Touch 4-1, an example of
recent work, Lee uses a specific tree as a pictorial unit and develops the work in a parallel,
yet non-repetitive, manner similar to a stone rubbing. He furthermore raises the point of
view to create the feeling of overlooking the mountains and observing forest trees, each of
which is outstanding and unique. Lee’s use of the dry brush technique, along with areas left
unpainted, creates the effect of flickering light and shadow. By alternating loose and tight
compositions, he creates the turbulent rhythm of the natural growth of vegetation.

A massive mountain form juts toward the viewer in his 2015 work Touch 2015004001,
creating feelings of grandeur and awe. In comparison to the supple posture of the trees in
his Touch 4-1, the straightforward and detailed overlapping in this work are created with
firm brushwork and appear rough. The right mountain form is composed of clusters of
trees, compact monochrome dots, and layered lines. Rays of light seem to be reflected by
the edge of a cliff, or sometimes a road on its grassy slopes is revealed, vividly capturing
the abundance of Taiwan’s green landscape and moist climate. The left mountain is stout
and mighty, and is set off by the deep shade cast by the mountain on the right. Although
the painting is large, the artist starts his brushwork from a small area, and as his body’s
rhythms and attitude change, the painting gradually spreads to become a work reminiscent
of the Abstract Expressionist style. Thus, his scenery describes both nature and his mood,
and reveals the process in which the artist’s spirit and body work together to create his
paintings. (Yi-Ting Lei)
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% 2015004001
Touch 2015004001

2015

7K 28 ~ #A Ink Painting

246 x369 cm

$28% Purchase 2018.0007.001
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