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Hsiao Ju-Sung dedicated his entire life to teaching high and middle school art classes, and is
widely admired for his development and promotion of art education in the Hsinchu area. He
was rigorous and diligent in his art practice but insisted on waiting until after retirement to hold
a solo exhibition. His career and his identity are defined primarily by teaching and secondarily
by making art. Although he taught every day, Hsiao poured most of his time and energy into
annual painting exhibitions held by painting societies and the government, especially the
Taiwan Provincial Fine Arts Exhibition, in which he exhibited work every year from the show’s
fourth iteration in 1949 to its forty-seventh in 1992, the year he died. In addition, for the thirtieth
iteration in 1975, Hsiao first served on the exhibition’s judicial committee.

Every year without exception from 1966 to 1985, Hsiao entered two different kinds of artworks
in the Taiwan Provincial Fine Arts Exhibition. He mainly sent paintings, including thirteen
which were selected and classified as gouache by the artist, and one, Mountain Pass, which
was selected in 1966 and classified as ink painting. Subject matter in the selected paintings
is mainly landscape or the female figure. A characteristic that all these works share is that
they were painted with watercolors mixed with ink and mineral pigments to form the artist’s
unique gouache style. By continuously experimenting with the transparency of this paint, Hsiao
pursued a Japanese style and atmosphere in his gouache paintings.

Letter is a work that Hsiao successfully submitted to the traditional Chinese painting section
of the twenty-eighth Taiwan Provincial Fine Arts Exhibition in 1973. In this year, the Exhibition
eliminated its gouache category, but accepted the medium along with ink under the heading
Traditional Chinese Painting. In Letter, Hsiao portrays a woman seated in an armchair wearing
a white blouse and blue skirt, and creates a composition extending beyond the picture frame.
Her eyes are directed downwards to a letter, which she is intently reading, thus prompting the
viewer’s curiosity about the letter’s contents. One of Hsiao’s students posed for this quiet and
simple painting, which includes only its subject.

For the figure, the artist used areas of flat and even color while leaving the background empty.
The formal style of the painting resembles the elegant temperament seen in Japanese bijin-ga
gouache paintings, which take beautiful women as their subjects. Hsiao avoids showy beauty
in favor of simplicity and elegance, and guides the viewer’s focus to the expressive linear
qualities in his painting. The figure’s outline is orderly and smooth, while the brushwork is
thick and vigorous, reflecting the calligraphy practice that Hsiao had maintained since youth.
The artist created two gouache paintings during the same period for which he used the same
general composition and “letter” as their titles. The other version, however, differs in the style
of the subject’s blue skirt and the setting’s decorative elements, and seems to be a preliminary
version of the painting Letter discussed here.

Overall, lines and blocks of color in Hsiao’s watercolor paintings have the same function
and are difficult to distinguish—lines are color, and areas of color are lines—making his
compositions stable and solid. With the few gouache paintings he created throughout his life,
Hsiao demonstrated his expression and mastery with strong lines. Restraint with line and color
seems to be yet another projection of Hsiao’s simple and sincere life. (Agiluf CHEN)
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